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ABSTRACT 

 

 The four essays in this exam portfolio are representations of my research interests 

and expertise in Composition and Rhetoric following the exam portfolio structure.  The 

first essay is a revision of two essays I wrote during fall 2001 about Robert Zoellner’s 

1969 talk-write theory.  I argue that Zoellner’s ideas lay the foundation for social 

constructionist theory and have similarities with process pedagogy.  Many of Zoellner’s 

critics dismissed talk-write because of its behaviorist base, but I believe that the problems 

with writing pedagogy Zoellner brought to the forefront are the same problems writing 

teachers and theorists struggle with today. 

 The second essay is a bibliographic essay in which I review the recent literature 

on online writing labs (OWLs).  I use the bibliographic essay to inform the third essay, 

which is an original essay written for this portfolio that offers tips for writing center 

directors who are interested in setting up an OWL, but are apprehensive.  I point out the 

benefits of reaching students online, as well as the challenges of OWL set-up, 

maintenance, theory, and practice. 

 The fourth essay is my teaching philosophy.  I explain that my teaching 

philosophy is continually evolving, and with each semester, new experiences influence 

my growth and teaching identity.   

  

 

 



LETTER TO COMMITTEE 

 

Dear Committee: 

 It is exciting for me to present my portfolio to you because it represents a 

significant amount of hard work that has led to my academic growth in the field of 

Composition and Rhetoric.  During my first full year of study, I struggled to orient 

myself in the field and was overwhelmed as I tried to gain a clear sense of the major 

theories that shaped Composition into what it is today.  I felt lost in a sea of overlapping 

concepts, and I became increasingly frustrated, as I could not seem to understand or 

remember the arguments of Peter Elbow, David Bartholomae, Nancy Sommers, or 

Kenneth Bruffee.   

 I did not begin to feel as if I could become a scholar in Composition and Rhetoric 

until my second year of study.  In the fall 2002 Research Methods course I had the 

opportunity to pursue a research topic that really interested me: multiple literacy.  And, I 

began to understand what Composition research is.  I don’t know if it is the psychology 

major in me that was drawn to research, but when I started planning research studies I 

became really excited about Composition.  The prospect of developing research studies 

made me want to learn everything I could about the foundational theories and influential 

research in the field.  I knew that I had to have a solid background before I could 

contribute my own research and theories.  This is when I returned to Elbow, 

Bartholomae, Sommers, Bruffee, and countless others.   

Reflecting on many compositionists’ influential works gave new life to my essays 

on talk-write theory that I wrote in fall 2001 for my Theories of Composition class.  

Revising this essay for the portfolio helped me to feel more confident in my knowledge 

of foundational Composition theory, and I am now able to articulate my understanding of 

Robert Zoellner’s work in light of the ongoing debates regarding student-centered vs. 

teacher-centered classrooms, the relationship between speech and writing, and the pros 

and cons of collaborative learning.  I believe the numerous revisions of this essay 
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including the revision I presented at Computers and Writing in May 2002, the 

revision I presented at CCCC two weeks ago, and the portfolio revision, demonstrate my 

academic growth.  This essay, more than any essay in the portfolio, makes me feel as if I 

am truly ready to contribute to the field of Composition.  Because I have been revising 

this essay for two years, its evolution represents my evolution as a scholar. 

 Though I am a little bit sad about letting go of my talk-write essay in this final 

revision, I am ready.  But, I believe I am just beginning with the other essays in the 

portfolio.  I chose to write both the bibliographic essay and the original essay on online 

writing labs (OWLs) because I am interested in writing center theory and practice, and I 

am intrigued with technology.  During my research process for both of these essays I 

realized that compositionists who focus their research on technology, specifically on 

technology in the writing center, are a unique group.  Typically, OWL scholars consider 

themselves social constructionists or social constructivists, and those who write about 

writing online tend to be technologically savvy.  When I started reading my first bit of 

OWL scholarship from James Inman and Donna Sewell’s Taking Flight with OWLs, I 

was confused by abbreviations like f2f (face-to-face) and the scholars’ technological 

lingo.  I consider myself more computer literate than most people, but I, for example, 

couldn’t seem to picture a MOO, much less understand what “moving furniture” in a 

MOO could mean. 

 After reading more OWL scholarship, organizing this scholarship in the 

bibliographic essay, spending many long nights looking at various OWL websites, and 

playing with public MOOs, I began to feel less like an outsider, and more like a potential 

OWL scholar.  I assume that there are many writing teachers, writing center 

administrators, students, and composition scholars who are intimidated by jargon laden 

OWL scholarship, like I was; therefore they don’t become involved in writing with 

technology.  The purpose of my original essay entitled “Taxiing Toward Cyberspace: 

How to prepare your OWL for Take-off” is to explain in layman’s terms 1) the pros and 

cons of online tutoring, and 2) the necessary steps, precautions, and potential problems 

involved with setting up and maintaining an OWL.  I hope to submit this essay to 

Teaching English in the Two-Year College to encourage readers not to be afraid to 

experiment with online tutoring. 
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 An ongoing learning process about teaching technologies, theories, and methods 

is an important part of my teaching identity.  In my teaching philosophy I emphasize that 

I am always evaluating my pedagogical theory and practice in order to find the most 

effective way to help my students to become better writers.  Writing my teaching 

philosophy was an exercise in defining and articulating my teaching identity, which 

allowed me to analyze and reflect on my strengths and weaknesses and brainstorm about 

ways I can continue to evolve.  It was interesting to compare my teaching philosophy for 

the portfolio with the teaching philosophy I wrote for teacher training in summer 2001.  I 

can see how I have grown as a teacher, gained confidence in the classroom, but still 

maintain some of the core philosophies that I developed during my high school and 

undergraduate years.  In fact, I have made a promise to myself that I will write a teaching 

philosophy at the end of every year, so that I can compare and track the development of 

my teaching identity throughout my career.   

 I believe that my portfolio represents my various interests in Composition and 

Rhetoric.  Almost every week I discover something new in the field that I would like to 

research.  I have expanded my exploration of Composition through discussions with my 

colleagues (specifically Amy Hodges since she is preparing for her prelims), at 

conferences, and on the Computers and Writing graduate student listserv.  This listserv 

has yielded many suggestions on how I can expand and revise my research study on 

multiple literacy, which I plan to continue throughout this year.  I have included my 

original research proposal, drafted in fall 2002, as well as the revised assignments that I 

am using in my ENC 1145-11 course.  I believe that these materials are an appropriate 

conclusion to the portfolio because they provide a look into where my research is headed 

in the future. 

 I hope you enjoy reading my work. 

      Sincerely, 

 

      Katie Brown  
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ROBERT ZOELLNER’S TALK-WRITE: THE GATEWAY  

INTO SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM
1
 

 

Robert Zoellner presented talk-write theory in the January 1969 issue of College 

English, and took up most of the journal that month.  Talk-write challenges what Zoellner 

calls the “think-write” (“Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for Composition” 270) 

instrumental metaphor, which, he argues, is based on the myth that there is a, “one-to-one 

relationship between the thinking process on one hand and the written word on the other” 

(“Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for Composition” 270).  He believes that think-

write dominated writing pedagogy in the 60s and the product-oriented approach that this 

theory encourages does not address students’ real writing problems.  His behaviorist 

based talk-write theory provides an alternative to think-write.  Zoellner’s talk-write, 

however, did not receive the positive response that he had hoped for.  As David Wallace 

points out, “For many people in the humanities, the word behaviorism conjures up 

images of Pavlovian dogs salivating at the sound of a bell or of Skinnerian rats running 

through mazes in search of food pellets” (103).  Zoellner filled nearly six pages of his 

lengthy essay describing behaviorist experimentation with pigeons and rats, therefore 

doing little to quell the fears of his humanist readers.  Despite Zoellner’s inability to 

inspire many readers to research talk-write theory, he is a precursor to social 

constructionist theory, and the issues that he brings to the forefront are salient today. 

 Zoellner’s methods hinge upon the establishment of a “vocal-to-scribal” dialogue 

between students, or between teachers and students.  In talk-write theory, dialogue fuels 

the writing process.  Zoellner describes that when he encounters an “utterly opaque and 

impenetrable sentence or paragraph” of student writing, if he asks the student to clarify 

what he or she meant, the student, in a “sustained, articulated, rapid-fire segment of 

                                                 
1 This essay is a revision of “The History of Talk-Write: The Theory that Won’t Go Away” and “Is it Time 

for Talk-Write?”  Both of these essays were written for Wendy Bishop’s Theories of Composition class in 

fall 2001.  I have included these essays in Appendix A and Appendix B. 
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‘sound-stream’ (. . .) communicates (. . .) effectively and quickly what they ‘had in 

mind’” (“Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for Composition”  273).  The interaction 

between the student and the teacher is dialogue through which the student can extract 

useful ideas that he or she can transfer into writing.  Zoellner argues for balanced, face-

to-face dialogue in which the students are actively involved.  The interactions between 

writer and responder provide opportunities for students and teachers to ask the author 

questions, and allow the author to react to the questions, immediately thinking through 

his or her ideas. Though Zoellner’s description of dialogue is structured with an 

unnecessary scientific spin, in the late 60s and early 70s teacher-to-student and student-

to-student dialogue was a radical alternative to the current-traditional model.  Zoellner’s 

ideas established a peer relationship between teacher and student, challenging the notion 

of teacher as an unquestionable authority figure.   

Since 1969, scholars have conducted research on the importance of open dialogue 

in the writing classroom.  These studies, motivated by Zoellner’s provocative ideas, laid 

the groundwork for modern day process and social constructionist pedagogy.  Vincent 

Wixon and Patty Stone adapted Zoellner’s pedagogy for the secondary school classroom 

in 1977.  Their method, “focuses on the process of writing, [and] involves teaming 

students in pairs.  One student then talks out a composition, sentence by sentence, while 

the partner asks questions to draw out the talker/writer and to clarify confusing points of 

the narrative” (Abstract).  Wixon and Stone describe that student-to-student dialogue 

extends past verbal conversation into written conversation, because, like Zoellner 

suggests, when the students write on blackboards or on large sheets of newsprint on the 

walls, “Their writings can be left on the walls for other students to comment on.  Then 

the authors can incorporate the other students’ ideas into their papers as they work alone” 

(9).  Therefore, Wixon and Stone conclude that the benefits of dialogue between writers 

are manifold.   

In a similar 1979 study, Douglas Meyers tested the effects of the talk-write 

method on students during the invention stage of the writing process.  The participants in 

this study included 58 freshman composition students from a Maryland community 

college.  Meyers assigned the students to either the experimental group or the control 

group, in which, “The experimental group used the talk-write method, a prewriting 
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activity in which pairs of students talk over their writing plans with one another, while 

the control group received instruction in grammar, punctuation, and outlining” (Abstract).  

Meyers instructed each pair in the experimental group to assign one member to talk for 

twenty minutes while the other member listened and reinforced the talker, but he noticed 

that as the students became more comfortable with the atmosphere of dialogue, their 

conversations became more natural.  Meyers describes the naturalness of their 

conversation as, “an asset, and no attempt was made to implement the original distinct 

roles” (17).  He uses Zoellner’s core ideas to create a situation where students can talk 

freely and comfortably about their writing.  His study shows that the structured activities 

Zoellner describes in his article “Talk-Write: A Behavioral Theory for Composition” 

gains flexibility as students become more comfortable with the activities.  Meyers found 

that “The talk-write method produced statistically significant positive effects on students’ 

performances in writing for eight out of the twelve measures considered, with the area of 

general merit benefiting the most” (Abstract).  Meyers shows that Zoellner’s method is an 

effective way to establish dialogue in the classroom, and that dialogue can enhance a 

student’s writing skills. 

Process pedagogy recognizes the importance of dialogue, as Zoellner did in 1969, 

Wixon and Stone in 1977, and Meyers in 1979.  In fact, some of the ideas that come out 

of these studies resonate of modern day process ideas.  For example, Wixon and Stone 

explicitly point out that “Talk-write concentrates on the process of writing, helping the 

students gain skill while writing, rather than concentrating on the product when the act is 

completed” and that there are not “enough intermediate steps leading to the final 

specification – scribal fluency, a ‘good’ writing” (1, 8).  Their ideas not only emphasize 

the writing process, but also warrant an investigation of its numerous steps.   

Similarly, process classrooms that incorporate in-class peer workshopping and 

conferencing are designed around the idea that dialogue between writers provides critical 

support.  The writing classroom becomes a forum for open and uninterrupted 

conversation about writing, which Zoellner champions in “Talk Write: A Behavioral 

Pedagogy for Composition.”  Zoellner and these early studies seriously challenge the 

current-traditional model with their ideas about choosing process over product and 

encouraging dialogue in the writing classroom.   
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Zoellner’s student centered pedagogy encourages instructors to develop their 

teaching strategies depending upon the student’s needs instead of with pre-determined 

goals.  Again, with unnecessary scientific jargon, he emphasizes this point: “the operant 

experimenter does not demand that the organism respond or behave in a certain way.  

Rather, he simply waits for whatever response is available to the organism and which it 

may freely emit” (“Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for Composition” 281).  Zoellner 

believes that teachers must be acutely aware of their students’ needs and abilities in order 

to shape the dialogue and classroom environment to address their specific concerns.   

Phyllis Randell Shutt, who writes an enthusiastic response in support of 

Zoellner’s ideas, misreads his intentions.  She describes her behaviorist classroom, which 

uses a point system to reinforce students’ positive behaviors, but she developed pre-

determined criteria for earning points: “On the first theme, you will edit for spelling only. 

If each of you turns in a theme free from spelling errors, you will each earn five points.  

On your second theme, you will edit for spelling and pronoun reference. A maximum of 

ten points may be earned” (663).  Shutt violates one of Zoellner’s key principles, which is 

to develop, “A classroom technique for developing chained sub-specifications of 

acceptable scribal activity geared to the capabilities of the individual student, with 

‘bullseye’ or ‘I’ve caught you off base’ teaching reduced to a minimum”
2
 (296).  Shutt 

did not consider the individual writing needs of her students.  Instead, she places pre-

determined standards that may or may not address the writing issues of her students.   

Zoellner responds to this and similar misreadings in his 1971 article “Lucy’s 

Dance Lessons and Accountability in English” where he clarifies, “Codified behavioral 

objectives, constructed ahead of time, are susceptible to precisely these objections:  they 

are terminal and they are intractable, being totally unrelated to actual behaviors of actual 

students.  They are, moreover, inescapably uniformitarian, coersive, and authoritarian” 

(236).  Shutt’s classroom exemplifies a version of the product-centered structure that 

Zoellner writes against, but she, upon writing her response to Zoellner’s ideas, did not see 

that her methods were part of the larger problem.  Similar incongruence between 

professed strategies and actual strategies continues to happen even today.  Though many 

composition scholars now express loyalty to the process pedagogy, Paul Heilker points 

                                                 
2 My emphasis 
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out 23 years after Zoellner’s controversial article, “we are still trying to use the patently 

hopeless method of commenting on the product to modify a student’s composing 

behavior” (“Public Products/Public Processes: Zoellner’s Praxis and the Contemporary 

Composition Classroom” 235).  The adherence to product based approaches is sometimes 

a result of teachers not knowing how to shift entirely into process pedagogy or 

unintentionally misrepresenting its goals, but it also illustrates distrust for process or 

student centered pedagogy that was clear in the late 60s and early 70s and remains today. 

David Bartholomae (1995), for example, expresses concern about student- 

centered pedagogy, like Zoellner describes, in which the teacher and students have a peer 

relationship.  He argues that relinquishing the classroom to the students is to, “hide the 

traces of power, tradition and authority present at the scene of writing” (“Writing with 

Teachers: A Conversation with Peter Elbow” 481).  Therefore, for Bartholomae, a 

writing environment centered on peer feedback leaves little room for writing 

improvement because there is no guiding force instructing the students about the politics 

of writing.  In fact, goes as far as to say that students have to, “appropriate (or be 

appropriated by) a specialized discourse, and he has to do this as though he were easily 

and comfortably one with his audience, as though he were a member of the academy” 

(“Inventing the University” 1985b, 590).  According to Bartholomae, students need to 

rely on teachers to ease them into academic discourse, otherwise they remain on the level 

of basic writers.  For Bartholomae, student-centered pedagogy is not valuable. 

Peter Elbow (1995) disagrees with Bartholomae’s beliefs and explains that he, 

“must leave students more control, let them make as many decisions as they can about 

their writing – despite the power of the culture” (“Being a Writer vs. Being an Academic: 

A Conflict in Goals” 508).  Elbow, like Zoellner, addresses the possibility of using verbal 

dialogue to create a student-centered environment.  He notes, 

Speech usually responds to a particular occasion and fits a particular context.  It’s 

not usually meant to last or be recorded – it’s for a particular audience which is 

right there when the discourse is uttered and hears it right away.  We can make all 

this happen in writing if we have students write in class or in small groups – 

particularly if they write about some issue or situation in which they are involved 

– and have them immediately share with each other what they write.  The 
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audience is right there and known; the writing is part of the context and the 

interaction of a particular group on a particular day.  In speech, when something 

isn’t clear, the audience asks for clarification right away.  We can invite this 

naturally to happen in response to writing. (“The Shifting Relationships Between 

Speech and Writing” 290-1)  

Elbow and Bartholomae’s debate on the pros and cons of student centered pedagogy is 

probably the best known discussion on this subject, but it certainly is not the only one.  In 

The Practice of Response Richard Straub, for example, shares Elbow’s idea about the 

importance of student-centered pedagogy, and specifically notes the importance of 

dialogue between teacher and student through written responses on student writing.  He 

encourages teachers to, “turn your comments into a conversation with students, a real 

dialogue that encourages them to read the comments and respond to your responses” 

(247).  Though Straub describes the importance of creating dialogue through written 

comments, and Zoellner would argue that written comments do not provide the 

immediate feedback that is most beneficial to students, their emphasis on the necessity of 

establishing open dialogue between teacher and student or responder and writer is the 

same.   

 The student-centered pedagogy that Zoellner presents, because of its reliance on 

verbal dialogue and interpersonal interaction, assumes that writing is a social process.  He 

attacks the idea of the writer as “loner,” specifically for student writers: “for the 

apprentice writer we must consider the possibility that it ought perhaps to be social rather 

than sullen” (“Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for Composition” 301).  The idea that 

writing is a social process has gained widespread acceptance in composition since the late 

60s and early 70s, but as Patricia Bizzell explains, there are two camps who agree that 

“an individual can belong to more than one discourse community, but her access to the 

various communities will be unequally conditioned by her social situation,” but, 

“disagree about what part of it is relevant to composition studies” (366).  Zoellner’s 

ideas, because of his emphasis on writing as an observable behavior, are precursors to the 

camp that Bizzell describes as, “primarily outer-directed, and so is more interested in the 

social processes whereby language-learning and thinking capacities are shaped and used 

in particular communities” (366).   
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Zoellner’s outer-directed focus results in a learning environment where teachers 

and students actively help one another to compose.  Several of Zoellner’s critics 

lambasted him for erasing the individual creativity and thoughts of the writer in this 

radical collaborative environment.  For example, in his reaction to talk-write, Christopher 

Boyle fears that a pedagogy that relies on dialogue puts the writer’s individual identity in 

danger: “it is nearly impossible to tell whose idea is whose; the thoughts blend and lose 

their identity” (651).  Marian Shelby explains that writers simply do not write with other 

writers: “Some writers in England have organized Writers Anonymous in order to bolster 

each other in the discouraging periods of not being able to get on with the novel; but they 

do not get together to write out the next chapter” (658).   

 Boyle and Shelby’s arguments exemplify the standard critique of collaborative 

writing.  John Trimbur summarizes the common criticism of collaborative learning in his 

article “Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning.”  He notes that many critics 

believe that collaborative learning, because of its reliance on consensus, “is an inherently 

dangerous and potentially totalitarian practice that stifles individual voice and creativity, 

suppresses differences, and enforces conformity” (439).  Regardless of these dissenting 

voices, scholars have conducted a significant amount of research and developed 

numerous theories that support the idea that writing is a social process and encourage 

collaborative writing.  Zoellner, again, was ahead of his time.  Kenneth Bruffee in his 

article “Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversion of Mankind’” describes 

collaborative writing as, “a way of engaging students more deeply with the text and also 

as an aspect of professors’ engagement with the professional community” (393).  Both 

Zoellner and Bruffee agree that students not only benefit from the feedback that they 

receive from other students or the teacher, but also from giving feedback as well (Bruffee 

396; “Talk-Write: A Behavioral Pedagogy for Composition.”  301).   

Current debates in writing center theory and practice hinge upon whether tutors 

should work to create a truly collaborative learning environment or maintain an 

authoritative position that many students expect.  David Coogan argues, specifically 

through online tutoring, that tutors can take on roles that encourage collaboration:  

Instead of imagining them as people who demystify the university, who make it  

 10



hospitable to write for professors, who make the expert/novice ‘caste’ system 

seem natural or inevitable, we might go on to imagine peer ‘tutors’ as readers or 

interpreters – people who work with undergraduates to create new knowledge in 

writing. (29) 

Coogan, like Zoellner, emphasizes that writing teachers must begin to view writing as a 

social process.  He, however, turns to Lisa Ede who notes that “as long as thinking and 

writing are regarded as inherently individual, solitary activities, writing centers can never 

be viewed as pedagogical fix-it shops to help students who, for whatever reason, are 

unable to think and write on their own” (qtd. in Coogan 36).  Randall Beebe and Mary 

Bonevelle come to a similar conclusion.  They argue, “Collaborative learning, which 

most writing centers heartily embrace, dictates many ideals that can enhance and improve 

the learning process.  Unfortunately, until academe as a whole adopts collaborative 

learning, the concept remains an ideal” (44).  Furthermore, until the academy recognizes 

collaborative learning as a valid pedagogy neither Zoeller’s talk-write, nor any other 

social constructionist pedagogy will succeed. 

It is clear that composition scholars still engage in heavy debate about the pros 

and cons of student centered pedagogy and collaborative writing, but one of the most 

significant observations Zoellner makes, that students are often able to speak what they 

cannot write, is still observed today, and scholars have done little research to investigate 

its causes.  Zoellner’s critics are correct in pointing out that he over-generalizes when he 

suggests that students, presumably all students, speak better than they write.  John 

Hendrickson points out in his 1969 reaction to talk-write, “While it is true, as Mr. 

Zoellner points out, that some students speak better than they write, it is equally true that 

other students can neither speak nor write well and that still other students can write 

better than they speak” (654).  Though not all students speak better than they write, 

teachers still discuss the phenomenon that Zoellner describes.  Peter Elbow, for example, 

has witnessed this phenomenon and explains: “experienced teachers learn that when they 

get a student who writes prose that is so tied in knots that it is impenetrable they need 

only ask the student to say what she was getting at and the student will almost invariably 

speak the thought in syntax which is perfectly clear and lively, even if sometimes 

inelegantly colloquial” (“The Shifting Relationships Between Speech and Writing” 291-
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292).  Similarly, on the Teaching Composition maillist in September 2000, Chris Anson, 

Paul Heilker, and Linda Adler-Kassner discussed the relationship between speaking and 

writing.  Heilker recalls a colleague’s comment that describes Zoellner’s phenomenon: 

“when students come to my office to talk about a paper they are having trouble with, they 

want to look at and point at and direct my attention to the ‘paper,’ which rarely seems 

very productive.  But when I ask them to put the paper away and ‘tell’ me what they want 

to ‘say,’ they are remarkably successful, even eloquent” (“Teaching Composition”).  The 

evidence that some students are able to clarify their thoughts through speech suggests that 

writing teachers should incorporate activities integrating speech and writing into their 

classrooms.  Moreover, the close relationship between Zoellner’s core ideas and process 

pedagogy makes talk-write an easy fit into most student-centered writing classrooms.   

Talk-write can also help writers develop a personal style.  Ken Macrorie 

addresses this idea by comparing academic or “Engfishy” writing with writing that has 

been dictated.  Macrorie concludes that academic writing often seems empty, whereas 

dictated writings tend to exhibit a “familiar style” (Macrorie 183).  For Macrorie, it is 

important to integrate the familiar style of dictated writing into other kinds of writing 

including academic writing.  Though, in his article “The Freewriting Relationship,” he 

presents freewriting as a way to release the familiar style into writing, his reference to the 

familiar style of dictation suggests that talk-write could also be a useful way to access the 

personal voice.  Speech can help writers to discover the personal voice with one’s actual 

voice.   

The ideas and observations Zoellner presents in “Talk-Write: A Behavioral 

Pedagogy for Composition” are still relevant today.  Scholars should not consider 

Zoellner’s ideas useless because of their on-the-surface behaviorism; we must dig deeper 

to unearth the points that have kept talk-write in the background of composition theory 

for over thirty years.  Debates continue about the benefits of student-centered vs. teacher-

centered classrooms, the degree to which the social nature of writing can and should 

affect composition pedagogy, and the puzzling question regarding why some students 

seem to be able to speak when they could not write.  Research into talk-write theory can 

help teachers and scholars further understand and investigate the relationship between 

speech and writing.  Teachers should consider including more activities that utilize the 
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connections between speech and writing into their pedagogy, like reading and composing 

aloud, and collaborative in-class writing projects.  Teachers should also work toward the 

break-down of the teacher-centered classroom by encouraging students to collaborate in 

and outside of class, as well as providing more opportunities for students to share their 

writing process with their classmates.  It is impossible to tell whether students will 

embrace talk-write, but if students and teachers are willing to try to integrate speech with 

writing and begin to understand how to utilize its core concepts, then researchers might 

be able to answer many of the questions about the relationship between speech and 

writing.   
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LOOKING INTO OWLS: A BIBLIOGRAPHIC ESSAY 

 

In the last ten years, many colleges, universities, and high schools have 

experimented with online writing labs (OWLs).  Mark Shadle (2000) notes, “The growth 

rate for OWLs has been steadily accelerating. Although 4% of schools do not have an 

OWL or have had one for 5 years or more, 20% have had one for 3 years, 24% for 2 

years, and 40% for 1 year or more” (4).  Though the aims of the individual OWLs often 

differ, all OWLs have one goal in common: to help writers write better.  Is setting up an 

OWL really worth the trouble, and what is the best way to implement the OWL to 

achieve the common goal?  Recent literature on the subject offers many arguments that 

attempt to answer these questions. 

Setting up an OWL can be an arduous task and there are many elements to 

consider before diving into its construction.  David Healy (1995) notes the move from 

“place to space” can be difficult for both writing center administrators and tutors.  Healy 

contrasts the online conference with the face-to-face conference and uncovers the touchy 

issue of monitoring online communication.  Unlike a face-to-face conference, “The 

online conference (. . .) is closed to casual observation.  Any exchange of information or 

sharing of strategies among asynchronous online consultants has to be done deliberately” 

(187).  Though it can be a tutor’s choice to share information with a colleague, Healy 

explains that many tutors may show concern about tutoring online because of the lack of 

privacy that goes along with an online environment.  Similarly, writing center directors 

may feel as if they are violating tutors’ privacy when they monitor asynchronous tutor-

student communication: “No one wants to be identified with Big Brother, least of all 

academics who live and move and have their being in an environment that jealously 

protects academic freedom and constantly questions the distribution of power in its 

ranks” (189-190).   

 14



Recent scholars appear less concerned with characteristics of the online 

environment itself, and more concerned with proper OWL management and the pitfalls of 

OWL construction. Eric Hobson (1998) explains,  

One common issue that limits the use of online writing center services is that most 

of the people currently directing writing centers and training the tutors who work 

in these centers usually have neither the time nor the expertise to explore all the 

available options and to create online tutorial services.  Beyond this limitation, 

they often lack convenient or adequate access to the required technology and the 

computer skills needed to undertake the construction and maintenance of these 

services. (xi) 

Lady Falls Brown (2000) reinforces Hobson’s observations and discusses several issues 

including funding, technical support, staffing, responding to submissions, advertising, 

and keeping statistics, that writing center directors must address when planning to build 

and maintain an effective OWL.  She describes the first attempt, in 1991, at an OWL at 

Texas Tech, and its subsequent failure due in part to tutors’ anxiety about responding 

online to student papers and concerns “whether online responses violated the principle of 

face-to-face interaction,” but primarily the OWL failed due to “inadequate technology” 

(21).  Eventually, after learning from the attempt, Texas Tech developed a successful 

OWL in 1995.   

 Camille Langston (2002) shares a similar, gradual success story about developing 

the OWL at Texas Women’s University.  She encountered numerous university 

bureaucratic roadblocks resulting from “control issues,” which escalated when Langston 

“discovered that not only did [she] face administrative control of policies, but [she] also 

had to relinquish full control of [her] text” (“Resistance and Control”).  Langston 

explains that her original vision for the design of the OWL did not meet the university’s 

strict security policies; therefore, she had to revise her design several times in order for 

the OWL to be in compliance with the university’s rules.  Despite all of the red tape, 

Texas Women’s University now has a successful OWL. 

Online Tutor Training 

 Before the OWL can function efficiently and effectively, directors need to train 

tutors about the technology the OWL uses and ways to provide online responses to 
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student writing.  Barbara Monroe (1998) presents a useful guide for tutors on how to 

maintain social constructionist pedagogy while interacting with students via 

asynchronous communication.  She suggests using a front note where the tutor introduces 

herself and addresses how she has responded to the writing, intertextual comments, which 

provide specific suggestions or ask the writer questions about places in the text, and an 

endnote where the tutor signs off.  Monroe’s essay explores each part of the online 

tutorial in depth and offers clear examples of different tutors’ voices and methods of 

commentary. 

 Similarly, Rebecca Rickly (1998) discusses the step-by-step tutor training process 

at the University of Michigan.  The tutors gradually became acquainted with the OWL 

software including Daedalus Mail for asynchronous communication and InterChange for 

synchronous communication.  Rickly describes, particularly on InterChange, students 

“began to test boundaries – by changing their personas, by taking on chatty personas, and 

by flaming” (54).  The tutor training sessions allowed new tutors to experiment and 

decide which online “voice” would be most effective in an online situation. 

Theory vs. Practice 

 Once OWLs are officially up and running, new issues develop.  Administrators 

and tutors must make decisions about how the OWL will function as a part of the writing 

center.  Muriel Harris and Michael Pemberton (1995) argue that though OWLs can enrich 

and extend the benefits of the writing center, they cannot function in the same way as a 

physical writing center: “Attempting only to replicate familiar face-to-face tutorial 

settings in an electronic, text-oriented environment can lead to frustration and to defeat as 

OWL planners find themselves unable to simulate all characteristics of effective 

tutorials” (145).  Paul Johnson (1996) agrees but goes further to explain that most OWLs, 

despite their grounding in electronic media, continue to “promote a literacy of print 

culture” (“Writing Spaces”).  Though print culture is the prevailing academic media, 

Johnson argues that this is rapidly changing: “More and more academic literacy is 

practiced with the computer screen, not the printed page, as the communicative medium” 

(“Writing Spaces”).  In consideration of these rapid changes, he contends that it is a 

mistake that writing centers are not changing their pedagogies or goals in light of the new 

resources.   
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Contrary to Johnson’s point, most other arguments that define the theory vs. 

practice debate explain the necessity for OWL practice to match the writing center’s 

theory of how to handle face-to-face tutorials, though it often does not.  Hobson (1998) 

explains, “Writing center proponents found their rallying cries of ‘individualized 

instruction,’ ‘process,’ ‘collaborative learning,’ ‘peer feedback,’ ‘audience and 

community accommodation,’ in a frequently idiosyncratic mix of expressivist and social 

constructivist thought and practice;” however, many OWLs still reflect positivist 

approaches which “consist primarily of the contents of old filing cabinets and handbooks 

– worksheets, drill activities, guides to form – pulled out of the mothballs, dusted off, and 

digitized” (Hobson 1998, xvii).  Randall Beebe and Mary Bonevelle (2000) agree that 

there is often a breakdown between theory and practice in the writing center, and, 

“current theory does not accommodate the flexibility needed in practice” (44).  Beebe and 

Bonevelle argue that because most of today’s classrooms still are authority-based, not 

student-based, writing center theory, which generally advocates a student-based 

pedagogy, or what many centers call “peer tutoring,” cannot match practice.  For 

example, they note, “until academe as a whole adopts collaborative learning, the concept 

remains an ideal” (44).  They argue that proper OWL maintenance, reasonable goals for 

the OWL, tutors trained in technology and collaborative pedagogy, and efforts to use 

synchronous tutoring software can help to shrink the gap between theory and practice.   

 Denise Weeks (2000) describes how the center reconciled theory and practice at 

Weber State University upon their decision to go online in 1997.  Weeks explains that 

setting reasonable goals helped not only to obtain funding for three high-speed 

computers, but also to keep the online pedagogy consistent with the pedagogy in face-to-

face tutorials: “I could not reasonably assume that several computers would transform our 

center into a copy of the writing center at Purdue University (. . .) Nor did I think 

computers should effect such a transformation of our center” (58).  Michael Culpo, 

Shawn Fullmer, and Brad Lucas (2000) explain how an online presence initially 

misrepresented the goals of the writing center at the University of Nevada at Reno, and 

did not, like Weeks recommends, keep the online pedagogy consistent with the pedagogy 

in face-to-face tutorials.  Their website was an information based site, which their 

director decided, “conveyed the wrong image for the writing center” (78).  Culpo, 

 17



Fullmer, and Lucas note, “In accordance with the philosophy of the writing center, we 

agreed it would be better to emphasize the writing process, highlighting the importance of 

tutoring and one-to-one interaction rather than relegating our assistance to a series of 

abstracted online handouts” (78).  They decided to use the website as a place to advertise 

for the writing center’s face-to-face services. 

Asynchronous Tutorials vs. Synchronous Tutorials 

 Sometimes the differences between theory and practice are due to anxiety about 

the online environment and whether an OWL uses asynchronous tutorials, synchronous 

tutorials, or both.  Asynchronous tutorials include e-mail and discussion board 

communication, and are currently more common than synchronous tutorial methods, 

whereas synchronous tutorials include chat room, MOO, and other kinds of real time 

communication.  Many scholars argue that an OWL’s ability to extend writing help to 

students who are shy, live in remote locations, or work during school hours, outweighs 

the downfalls of the lack of personal contact during the tutorial, but the best way to 

approach OWL tutoring is in debate.  

 Jennifer Jordan-Henley and Barry Maid (1995a, 1995b) developed an interstate 

project using both asynchronous and synchronous communication.  Jordan-Henley’s 

students at Roane State Community College (RSCC) e-mailed their essays to Maid’s 

students at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock (UALR).  Then the RSCC students 

set up appointments for a synchronous tutorial via a MOO (Multi-user dimension object 

oriented).  Jordan-Henley and Maid experienced considerable technological problems and 

bouts with internal, institutional, and state politics, which they discuss in depth in their 

essay “Advice to the Linelorn: Crossing State Borders and the Politics of Cyberspace” 

(2000).  Despite these difficulties, they conclude, “the actual physical process of using 

Cyberspace seemed to emphasize the student’s conception of writing as a process” (5, 

1995a).  Their project shows synchronous and asynchronous communication used 

together can create a productive learning environment.  

 Rebecca Rickly (1995) describes the University of Michigan’s use of 

asynchronous tutoring via an e-mail list.  She points out several problems the OWL tutors 

encountered including 1) not knowing how to appropriately respond to the student papers 

sent to the OWL partly because, “tutors don’t have the luxury of seeing how their clients 
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are responding to what they’re saying” (“Locating the Writing Center”); and 2) having 

too many e-mails for the limited staff to respond to.  The e-mail list became inundated 

with student papers from not only University of Michigan students, but also people from 

various other locations.  The second problem is certainly not limited to asynchronous 

communication because synchronous communication avenues can also become clogged 

with users.  However, the first problem is a common complaint about asynchronous 

tutoring.  Not only can tutors not see how their clients respond to their comments, but 

also they argue that it is nearly impossible to establish an ongoing dialogue about writing 

via asynchronous methods.   

David Coogan (1995) argues that dialogue is possible between tutor and student 

because due to the “openness and flexibility” of e-mail tutorials, the writing tutorial is 

transformed “from a static discussion ‘over’ a paper to a kinetic movement through ideas.  

Instead of facilitating the writer’s textual self – that illusory third party in a face-to-face 

conference – e-mail tutorials place the paper in a continually changing context of 

communication: A writing tutorial becomes a discussion in writing” (1995, 175).  In a 

1998 essay, Coogan provides an example of an ongoing asynchronous dialogue between 

him and a student, Ruth, with whom Coogan works on her graduate thesis.  He describes 

that this kind of discussion about writing is “a form of co-writing that, in many ways, 

transcends the idea of the tutorial.  This is not about deciding who holds the pen.  

Obviously, we both hold keyboards.  Likewise, this is not about who sits where, or body 

language, or intonation” (27).  Coogan believes that asynchronous tutoring is the ideal 

medium for application of truly collaborative writing.  Though he shows that a purely 

social constructionist approach can work online, he gives a nod to Lisa Ede who argues, 

“as long as thinking and writing are regarded as inherently individual, solitary activities, 

writing centers can never be viewed as anything more than pedagogical fix-it shops to 

help those who, for whatever reason, are unable to think and write on their own” (qtd. in 

Coogan 36).  In order for writing centers to consistently function in the ideal way Coogan 

describes, the academy must view writing as social process, and place value on 

collaborative writing.   

Sharon Thomas, Mark Hara, and Danielle DeVoss (2000) describe a different 

experience with asynchronous tutoring than Coogan presents.  They explain that tutors at 

 19



Michigan State University became more evaluative online than in face-to-face tutorials, 

therefore, “the hierarchical structure of the interactions, rather than dissolving, became 

more rigid” (67).  Thomas, Hara, and DeVoss and Joanna Castner (2000) note that the 

“continuously evolving discussion” that Coogan describes is not realistic for most OWL 

tutors due to funding and time restraints.  Castner provides statistics from Texas Tech 

University, which state that “Out of 554 e-mail consultations over the course of 1 year at 

Texas Tech, only 12 resulted in continued dialogue” (120).  She found time constraints to 

be the major factor contributing to the lack of dialogue via asynchronous communication. 

After concluding, like Castner, that asynchronous communication is often 

incompatible with the theory and pedagogy of face-to-face tutorials, Thomas, Hara, and 

DeVoss argue synchronous communication did not improve the quality of online tutoring 

because of the inability to react to students’ facial expressions and tone of voice.  Though 

the Michigan State University writing center decided, after these negative experiences 

with online tutoring, to discontinue it, in face-to-face tutorials they still encounter 

problems that are unique to internet writing: “Similar to their experiences with online 

consulting, several IWC’s [Internet Writing Consultants] felt that the focus of their 

consulting sessions had changed, shifting from the client to the computer” (Thomas, 

Hara, and DeVoss 71).   

Eric Miraglia and Joel Norris discuss the numerous difficult decisions they and 

others involved in OWL construction at Washington State University had to make, but 

once the OWL was up and running, they did not encounter the disappointments Thomas, 

Hara, and DeVoss describe at Michigan State.  Miraglia and Norris explain the 

Washington State OWL’s use of both synchronous and asynchronous opportunities for 

response.  They describe the asynchronous “Writers’ Exchange” as “a place where 

patrons came to share their writing and read the writing of others; in this sense, it would 

be a passive site” which encourages “open-ended, discursive dialogues derived from 

multiple authorized and unauthorized voices” (93, 97).  The Washington State OWL 

includes several chat rooms that are not always active, but are available for students to 

discuss writing or responses to their writing with their peers or OWL tutors.  Miraglia and 

Norris note, “The dialogic interaction that we sought to achieve through the OWL 
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occurred with great energy and activity, and the quality of the OWL interactions stunned 

us” (97).   

David A. Carlson and Eileen Apperson-Williams (2000), like Miraglia and 

Norris, believe that “Tutoring is most successful when dialogue occurs” (131).  But, 

when discussing asynchronous e-mail communication, they note that because of the 

mixture of writing styles usually present in e-mail messages often these messages are 

misinterpreted.  Carlson and Apperson-Williams, however, mention that asynchronous 

communication can help to maintain the focus on the client’s writing goals since the 

relationship between writer and responder is based upon words, not a face-to-face 

relationship.  Similarly, because, “Some aspects of the power dynamic between tutors 

and students are flattened online” students may be more apt to ask questions or make 

comments that they would not make in a face-to-face tutorial (Carlson and Apperson-

Williams 135).   

The flattened power dynamic that Carlson and Apperson-Williams describe is 

what makes asynchronous tutoring particularly useful for people whom Mark Mabrito 

(2000) calls “apprehensive writers.”  Mabrito argues that though face-to-face tutorials are 

often positive experiences for apprehensive writers because of the “low-risk 

environment” of the writing center, they are still, “less likely to participate in a tutor-

student collaboration whose very purpose invites discussion, examination, and 

exploration of the student’s writing” (143).  After reviewing numerous research studies 

on apprehensive writers, Mabrito concludes that asynchronous tutorials provide physical 

and psychological distance between the apprehensive writer and the tutor, therefore 

asynchronous tutorials are often less intimidating than face-to-face tutorials.   

Apprehensive writers are not the only writers who tend to find online 

communication to be a comfortable way to talk about writing.  Jake Shewmake and Jason 

Lambert (2000) and Joel English (2000) note that students often associate synchronous 

communication with fun or play, and therefore feel more comfortable online than in a 

physical writing center.  English specifically discusses student to tutor communication 

via a MOO, where the student can not only get writing help, but also can create and move 

furniture that appears on the computer screen with limited programming skills.  In his 

study, English reviewed logs of online MOO sessions to discover how often students 
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interacted with the MOO environment.  He discovered that environmental interactivity, 

“especially at the beginning of conferences, helps students gain control and comfort 

online” (178).  He notes that writers who are unfamiliar with MOOspace should practice 

on the MOO before they interact with tutors so they are able to understand the 

environment.  Tutorials in MOOspace might cause anxiety for students who are not 

technologically savvy. 

Students might also feel anxiety using MOOs when other MOO users misbehave.  

Jane Love (2000) explains, “MOO misbehavior is a fairly common, and usually 

mundane, occurrence” (182).  In order to control the number of misbehaviors on the 

MOO, Love suggests that tutors make sure that students always have engaging and 

challenging work to complete.  When students are idle, they tend to misbehave.  Some 

misbehaviors, however, are more serious like virtual rapes.  Love uses the example of a 

cyber-rape that occurred on LambdaMOO by “Mr. Bungle.”  She notes, “The victims of 

Mr. Bungle’s aggression and sadism experienced very real emotional responses, and the 

entire community of LambdaMOO was shaken in a way that can only be assessed as real, 

as real as the community itself” (183).  Though these incidents are rare, when severe 

misbehavior happens on an OWL, tutors must immediately address these actions.  Love 

suggests that tutors confront the student about “the real consequences of [th]eir action in 

terms of academic performance – distraction and disruption for the tutor or other tutees” 

and other important results (186).  Love also suggests that the tutors and students should 

have open discussions about the boundaries in both the real and virtual world.  She 

argues, “whenever we connect with each other via networked connections, but 

particularly via synchronous connections such as MOO, the virtuality of that connection 

is nothing more than the medium for the real and regular stuff of human contact” (185). 

She believes that some misbehavior is expected from students when they are having fun 

interacting in the MOO environment; moreover, tutors need to be aware of how to 

address situations when the misbehavior begins to cross the limits of acceptable real and 

virtual behavior. 
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Specific Uses for OWLs 

ESL 

 OWLs serve diverse communities and help writing centers to address goals that 

are specific to their individual institutions.  Writing centers often use OWLs to provide 

resources for ESL students.  Suzan Moody (1996) provides a useful annotated list of 

schools that include ESL resources on their OWL.  She looks specifically for OWLs with 

online information, but not online, asynchronous or synchronous, tutoring options.  

Moody suggests schools that want to establish ESL information on their OWLs must 

consider students’ computer literacy as well as their English proficiency.   

 Andy Curtis and Tim Roskams (2000) note the benefits online writing might have 

for ESL students.  They studied 74 students who attended an introduction to academic 

writing course at the City University of Hong Kong.  Curtis and Roskams discovered that 

“Students’ initial impressions of the writing laboratory varied.  Some were curious, 

excited, and enthusiastic, but many were worried; still others experienced mixed 

emotions” (35).  Though they are hopeful about the potential benefits of using online 

writing to help ESL students to improve their writing, they highlight several points for 

tutors to consider that could cause some students to have negative attitudes about online 

writing.   

Community Colleges 

 Community Colleges often have specific goals that differ from the goals of major 

universities.  Clinton Gardner (1998) notes that an OWL is particularly useful for 

community colleges because of the needs of the faculty and students:  

Both groups lead complex lives that preclude them from full participation in a 

writing center.  Many students, for example, hold down a full-time job, or 

multiple low-paying part-time jobs; attempt to take a full load of classes; often 

have parental obligations; and have to commute to work, day care, and (since 

many community colleges like SLCC [Salt Lake Community College] do not 

have student housing) to school.  Simultaneously, they struggle to make 

economic, personal, and academic ends meet. (75) 

OWLs allow these faculty and students to participate in discussions about writing and to 

collaborate when it is convenient for them.  Gardner explains that in order for an OWL to 
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be successful at a community college, the majority of potential users must have home 

computer access.   

 Students at community colleges often not only have hectic schedules but have a 

variety of backgrounds and writing skill levels.  Ellen Mohr (1998) explains OWLs and 

writing center resources provide a way for students to get help directed toward their 

individual needs: “The recursiveness of the writing center services reinforces process 

writing by providing many resources.  Emphasizing writers, their skill levels, and 

assignment goals, tutors guide writers through the maze of choices” (152).  Mohr 

discusses various online resources including writing software like Grammatik, MicroLab, 

Blue Pencil, and Elements of Style, e-mail and listservs, and webpages that offer 

grammar drills and writing tips.  She emphasizes, however, “The student-tutor interaction 

is the most important writing center strategy.  Computers are only an enhancement to 

student learning” (156).   

Conclusion 

 There are many benefits to including online tutoring services as part of a writing 

center.  It is important for OWL planners and writing center directors to be aware of not 

only the benefits, as well as the potential problems that OWLs face.  Building a 

successful OWL involves extreme dedication, yet can be a rewarding experience when a 

writing center is able to expand its reach to help more writers to become better writers.  

OWLs can provide the necessary experience for writers to transition into the online 

writing environment of the 21
st
 century.  
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TAXIING TOWARD CYBERSPACE: HOW TO PREPARE  

YOUR OWL FOR TAKE-OFF  

 

Online writing labs (OWLs) can be useful tools for community college and 

university writing centers to employ in order to reach more students.  Both colleges and 

universities have students who cannot, for various reasons, conveniently seek support at a 

physical writing center: “Physically disabled students, students with learning disabilities, 

hearing-impaired students, part-time students, students with jobs that leave them little 

free time during the hours of the writing center’s operation, and commuting students are 

likely to find an OWL far more convenient than attempting to journey to the writing 

center” (Harris and Pemberton 1995, 155).  Because many community colleges do not 

provide on-campus housing, and many of their students juggle outside responsibilities 

including jobs and family, it is often difficult for students to make appointments for 

writing consultations in their “free” time.  Similarly, some university students may not 

have time to attend a face-to-face tutorial during writing center hours because of 

demanding class schedules, jobs, and/or the fact that the writing center is located at a 

distance from where they live.  OWLs, however, are available wherever the student can 

connect to the internet, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, so when they have time to work on 

their writing, the OWL is there.  For many students an OWL acts as a flexible alternative 

to the face-to-face tutorial.  My experience with two very different OWLs, one at Florida 

State University and a second at Tallahassee Community College, suggests that though 

OWLs help writing centers to reach more students, there are many elements writing 

center directors should consider before jumping right into building and using an OWL.   

The FSU and TCC OWLs 

At FSU, the OWL is part of the Reading and Writing Center (RWC) homepage 

which is linked to the first-year writing website.
3
  The RWC homepage provides 

                                                 
3 The FSU RWC homepage is located at http://writing.fsu.edu/rwc. 
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numerous links to writing information including MLA style sheets, editing and 

proofreading tips, and information for teachers about Writing Across the Curriculum and 

generating assignments.  Students
4
 can access the OWL e-mail account where they can 

paste a draft of their essay into an e-mail message or type in specific questions about 

writing. When they send the e-mail, it arrives in the OWL inbox, where one of the two 

graduate student online tutors will read it and respond.  Though the OWL e-mail address 

is available for any student at FSU to use, it is difficult to locate within the massive FSU 

website, so it is rare that students outside of the university use the OWL.  In fact, the 

writing center offers elective credit hours for students who want writing help throughout 

the semester.  Due to a limited number of staff and students’ strong interest in earning 

credit this way, there is often little or no time for the tutors to engage in face-to-face 

tutorials or online tutorials with any students except those registered for credit hours.  In 

Spring 2003, approximately 75% of all students using online tutoring were registered for 

at least 1 credit hour of writing center tutorial time.   

 Like FSU, TCC also offers credit hours in the writing center, but unlike FSU’s 

writing center, there are no registered TCC students who work only online.  Students who 

access the TCC writing center website can choose a link to online tutoring options, where 

they may choose from e-mail tutoring or chat room tutoring.
5
  Though anyone can access 

TCC’s online tutoring options, these options, like the online tutoring options on the FSU 

OWL, are deeply embedded in TCC’s website; there are few users outside of the TCC 

community.  TCC employs three tutors to staff the chat room and to respond to e-mail 

submissions each for four hours per week.  Along with asynchronous and synchronous 

tutoring, the TCC OWL provides links to handouts where students can access tips about 

writing research papers, various style sheets, among other useful writing pointers. 

Funding 

 Both of these OWLs serve a small number of students compared to each writing 

center’s face-to-face service; however, numerous employees, graduate students, and 

writing center directors invest significant time to keep these OWLs running smoothly.  

Starting an OWL does not have to be an exorbitant project, but it requires some funding.  

                                                 
4 I am going to refer to OWL users as “students” throughout the essay, though I am aware that some OWL 

users are not students. 
5 The TCC writing center homepage is located at www.tcc.fl.edu/dept/acsu/writing_center. 

 26



Writing center directors must ensure that there are funds to provide the necessary 

hardware and software
6
, for staff to run and maintain the technology, and for tutor 

training.  The technology does not have to be state of the art, but writing center directors 

should make sure that the goals for the OWL match the availability of technology, 

technical support, and staff: “Simply put, the bigger the computer system, the more users 

can be accommodated; the less restrictive an institution’s mission and funding, the wider 

an audience it can rationalize supporting” (Harris and Pemberton 1995, 148).  The FSU 

OWL does not rely on sophisticated hardware or software.  In fact, FSU OWL tutors use 

one computer with 128MB of RAM to access a Eudora e-mail account where students 

send their essays and questions.  Until FSU receives funding to upgrade the hardware in 

the writing center, and more tutors become interested in participating with online 

tutoring, the OWL cannot move to synchronous tutoring like TCC’s WebBoard chat 

room tutoring, and must limit the majority of tutoring services to students who have 

registered to earn credit hours in the RWC.   

 Funding also plays a role in the quality and efficiency of technological support 

available to the OWL.  Sometimes online tutors wear two hats: tutor and tech support, but 

it is often difficult to find employees who have both of these skills.  At FSU, the English 

Department, where the writing center is located, has its own tech support employee, so it 

is handy for tutors when they encounter a tech problem, like the inability to log into the e-

mail account, to report the problem to the one person in charge of tech support.   

 At TCC, the writing center relies on a college-wide tech support service when 

there are problems with the OWL technology.  Usually tech support is readily available 

via the phone or e-mail to answer questions and to attend to any hardware problems 

within the writing center, but because TCC’s chat room is open on the weekends, if there 

are problems on Saturday or Sunday, there is no one to attend to the problem until 

Monday.  Tutoring on the TCC OWL on Saturday afternoon and again on Monday night, 

I often felt overwhelmed when e-mail went down on Saturday and tech support could not 

address the problem until Monday.  The result of this technological failure is a full e-mail 

                                                 
6 The necessary hardware and software can be as limited as one computer with an email program like 

Eudora or Microsoft Outlook Express, or a chat program like AOL Instant Messenger.   
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inbox and an exhausted tutor after a Monday night of commenting on both Saturday, 

Sunday, and Monday’s requests for writing help.   

In order to earn enough funding to build and maintain an OWL, directors often 

choose to apply for grants.  Denise Weeks (2000) describes the grant writing process and 

notes, “writing centers now have a unique opportunity to cash in on the support being 

given to technology” (56).  Weeks suggests that when writing center directors or 

employees write proposals to request funding for adding or improving technology in the 

writing center they should focus on what the actual use of the technology will be in the 

context of the writing center, rather than theorize about what the computers should do.  

The grant writing process takes time, but grant monies can help colleges and universities 

to extend their services to more students. 

Developing Policies 

 When building an OWL, writing center directors and tutors must develop policies 

that explain the OWL’s function in the writing center.  Examining the physical writing 

center’s policies is usually a good place to start.  What are the goals of the physical 

writing center, and how different should the OWL’s goals be from the face-to-face goals?  

The FSU writing center’s mission statement dictates the tutors’ pedagogical methods: 

“The tutors in the Reading/Writing Center, all graduate students in English with training 

and experience in the teaching of writing, use a process-centered approach to help 

students at any stage of their writing or reading, from getting ideas, to building 

vocabulary, to writing and revising.”  Because of the specificity of this mission statement 

and the decision to uphold this mission for both face-to-face tutorials and online tutorials, 

I and the other online tutors at FSU had to discuss how to adhere to the process method 

while tutoring online.  The online environment makes it easy for tutors to focus on 

grammar and syntax issues rather than overall organizational suggestions, because 

organizational suggestions take more time to explain.  When I am pressed for time, it is 

tempting to make short, concise comments.  However, since I am familiar with and 

committed to uphold the writing center’s policies, I resist the urge to gloss over 

organizational needs.   

At TCC, a mission statement that is posted online and on handouts in the center 

outlines the goals for the physical center and for the OWL: “The Writing Center’s 
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mission is to help you become a better writer.”  Because TCC’s mission statement is 

general, they decided to use the same mission statement for both the OWL and the 

physical center.  Their mission does not place limitations on their pedagogy for either the 

physical center or the OWL, but tutors try to maintain consistency between in-center 

tutoring and online tutoring.  There are two kinds of tutorials at TCC, organizational and 

technical.  Organizational conferences focus on the organization and clarity of the 

writer’s ideas, whereas technical conferences focus on grammar issues.  Because TCC is 

committed to a process based approach, they encourage organizational conferences but 

limit the student to one technical conference per essay.  Tutors keep detailed logs on each 

student in order to track the number of organizational and technical conferences a student 

has received in the writing center or through the OWL.  TCC’s mission statement does 

not dictate writing center practice, and therefore does not limit its tutors’ pedagogical 

options, but sometimes a specific mission statement can be helpful to new tutors.  FSU’s 

mission statement may limit OWL tutors’ pedagogical freedom, but it provides a 

framework new tutors can look to for basic methodological guidance.   

 Examining the physical writing center’s mission statement, asking tutors about 

practice in the writing center, and observing tutoring in action can help writing center 

directors to accurately assess the goals of the center and determine if these goals are 

exhibited through practice.  If theory and practice appear to be congruent, then directors 

can decide whether the face-to-face goals will also work for the OWL.  At TCC the face-

to-face goals translate well into online tutoring, but sometimes, despite the efforts of 

OWL builders, it is not easy to bring face-to-face writing center practice online. 

 Because of the difficulty of translating face-to-face tutorial practice into an online 

environment, some scholars believe that it is wrongheaded to use the same pedagogical 

strategies during an online tutorial as in a face-to-face tutorial.  Harris and Pemberton 

(1995) argue, “Attempting only to replicate familiar face-to-face tutorial settings in an 

electronic, text-oriented environment can lead to frustration and to defeat as OWL 

planners find themselves unable to simulate all characteristics of effective tutorials” 

(145).  Similarly, J. Paul Johnson (1996) recognizes that most OWLs, despite their 

grounding in electronic media, continue to “promote a literacy of print culture” (“Writing 

Spaces”).  Though print culture is the prevailing academic media, Johnson argues that 
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this is rapidly changing: “more and more academic literacy is practiced with the 

computer screen, not the printed page, as the communicative medium” (“Writing 

Spaces”).  In consideration of these rapid changes, he contends that it is a mistake when 

writing centers do not change their pedagogies or goals in light of the new medium. 

When attempting to reconcile face-to-face tutorial practice with online tutorial 

practice or trying to create an original online pedagogy, there are several services an 

OWL can provide that directors should consider: information banks, advertisements, 

asynchronous tutoring, and synchronous tutoring.  Many OWLs include several of these 

services, while others stick with one service.  Deciding which services to offer on the 

OWL can depend on the goals of the writing center, the writing center resources, like 

staff and tech support, among other considerations.   

Information Banks 

 An OWL can include a place where students can access useful writer’s resources 

such as style sheets, advice on writing research papers, how to avoid passive voice, and 

other writing tips.  Both the FSU and TCC OWL include an information bank along with 

their other OWL resources as do many other OWLs like the OWLs at Purdue University, 

Colorado State University, and Salt Lake Community College.  

Many OWLs include information banks because these banks might help students 

find answers to their writing questions without having to make an appointment in the 

physical writing center or causing extra traffic in a busy OWL chat room or inbox when 

they have a simple question.  For writing centers that have a small tutoring staff, an 

information bank is almost a necessity to manage the OWL traffic.   

Anyone with basic web design experience can put useful handouts online, or 

provide links to websites that include writer’s tips.  If the college or university has 

webspace available for the writing center’s use, an information bank may be a great way 

to get the OWL started.  Also, an information bank is easy for anyone with an internet 

connection to access.  Students do not need to have any special computer literacy skills 

other than internet navigation to access writing support.
7
   

                                                 
7
 For an example of information based OWLs visit the University of Maine’s OWL at 

www.ume.maine.edu/~wcenter or Trinity College’s OWL at www.trincoll.edu/depts/writcent.   
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 Though creating an information bank may be one of the easiest ways to set up an 

OWL, Eric Hobson (1998) notes problems with information banks.  He argues that 

OWLs like this, “simultaneously [reinscribe] tenets found in current-traditional rhetoric’s 

insistence on originality of ideas (collaboration is a form of cheating) and expressivist 

rhetoric’s Romantic portrayal of the individual as the locus of a personal truth” (xvii).  

Therefore, information banks, according to Hobson, run counter to most writing center 

theory that is based on dialogic interaction.   

 Michael Culpo, Shawn Fullmer, and Brad Lucas (2000) explain the theory vs. 

practice dilemma with the University of Nevada at Reno OWL.
8
  They first created an 

information bank, which their director decided, “conveyed the wrong image for the 

writing center” (78), and they eventually decided that “it would be better to emphasize 

the writing process, highlighting the importance of tutoring and one-to-one interaction 

rather than relegating our assistance to a series of abstracted online handouts” (78).  As a 

result UNR’s OWL provides information about the physical writing center and how to 

schedule face-to-face tutorials.   

Advertisements 

Culpo, Fullmer, Lucas and their writing center director were not comfortable with 

the information bank approach to the OWL, so in order to make sure the OWL reflected 

the goals of the writing center, they used their webspace as an advertisement for the 

physical center.  The OWL builders at MIT seem to have encountered a similar challenge 

to reconcile theory vs. practice as Culpo, Fullmer, and Lucas, because their OWL is an 

advertisement like UNR’s OWL. The MIT OWL, however, is moving toward creating an 

online tutoring option, but explains, “It is our firm belief that face-to-face individual 

consultations are the most effective method of improving writing skills” 

(http://web.mit.edu/writing/Center/about.html).  

Like the information bank, an advertisement is easy to create.  Using basic web 

design skills, directors and tutors can post information about the writing center’s goals, 

business hours, location, scheduling an appointment, what students should expect during 

the tutoring session, and information about the writing center tutors.  The advertisement 

approach, like the information bank, is a user-friendly way to convey information to the 

                                                 
8 The University of Nevada at Reno’s OWL is located at http://www.unr.edu/artsci/wc/index.html. 
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OWL users.  Anyone with an internet connection can find information about the writing 

center when surfing the web.   

Asynchronous Tutoring 

 Unlike the two previous services, an information bank and an advertisement site, 

asynchronous tutoring involves delayed interaction between student and tutor.  Both 

OWLs, at TCC and FSU, use asynchronous tutoring via e-mail.  Asynchronous tutoring is 

not limited to e-mail and can include discussion board tutoring.  On the TCC OWL, 

students use e-mail tutoring more frequently than synchronous tutoring where both tutor 

and student are online simultaneously, like in a chat room or on a MOO.  Most students 

who attend community college or a university are assigned school e-mail accounts once 

they have registered for classes.  Therefore, most, if not all, students have e-mail 

accounts, which makes e-mail tutoring convenient.  Also, many students have used e-

mail before they attended college, in high school, at home, or at work, so e-mail is often a 

comfortable way for students and teachers to communicate with one another.  Even if 

students don’t have a computer at home, most colleges and universities have computer 

labs where students can access their e-mail at any time.  When planning an OWL at a 

community college, it is more important to consider whether students have access to 

computers at home than it is for OWL planners at a major university, since most 

community colleges do not offer on campus housing, it may be difficult for these students 

to access e-mail after school hours, when they will most likely work on their homework.  

Before setting up an OWL at a community college, it is useful to survey students about 

their computer access. 

 Because of most students’ familiarity with e-mail, OWL planners should not have 

to worry about training students to use the OWL e-mail software.  This is true for OWL 

tutors as well.  Though writing center directors should offer tutor training to familiarize 

tutors with online tutoring techniques, they will usually not have to offer software 

training if their services are limited to e-mail tutoring.  This will save directors’ time and 

money.   

 Setting up e-mail tutoring can be as easy as requesting a writing center e-mail 

account through the college or university.  But, make sure to be familiar with the college 

or university’s technological security policies because, as Camille Langston (1996) 
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discovered at Texas Woman’s University, “An OWL could not have an account because 

there would not be anyone person responsible for it; therefore, people could change the 

password or, worse, send unacceptable, anonymous e-mail messages from a university 

account” (“Resistance and Control”).  Harris and Pemberton (1995) explain a similar 

problem setting up an e-mail dropbox at the University of Illinois.  If an e-mail account is 

set up for the OWL, the writing center should advertise around campus, so students will 

be aware of the new service.  Another effective way to get the word out about e-mail 

tutoring is to add a link to one of the college or university’s webpages.  For example, at 

both TCC and FSU the OWL is linked to the writing center’s homepage.   

 Another possibility to encourage students to send their work to the OWL is to set 

up an e-mail form that is easy for students to use instead of having to send their own e-

mail.  Students can access e-mail forms through a webpage, and once they have 

completed the form, the information is sent directly to the OWL e-mail account.  E-mail 

forms are useful because students can be required to answer questions that will be helpful 

for the tutors to consider while reading and commenting on the student’s essay and 

questions that help for record keeping.  For example, questions like – What is the 

assignment? Are there any specific problems you want the tutor to address? help the 

tutor, whereas questions like – What year are you in school? Is this your first time 

submitting an essay or question to the OWL? can help record keeping.   

Though asynchronous tutoring can be a convenient online tutoring method, many 

OWL planners, tutors, and users have criticized it because of the time it takes for tutors to 

respond, and the lack of personal contact.  Depending on the number of tutors working to 

respond to student writing on the OWL and on students’ interest in using the OWL, it can 

take anywhere from a few hours to a few days for students to receive responses to their 

writing.  The FSU OWL sets a response time of 48 hours, excluding the weekend, 

whereas the TCC OWL guarantees a response anywhere between 24 and 48 hours.   

Mid-semester and near the last week of classes, the OWL inbox may experience 

more traffic than at other times, so response time increases even further.  Some writing 

center directors and OWL planners believe this time lag is a problem because it is 

impossible to establish a dialogue with a student about writing when there is a delay 

between interactions.  Dialogue between tutors and students is also difficult to maintain 
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because at most universities it is rare if students return to the OWL with revisions and 

questions for their online tutor.  Joanna Castner’s (2000) evaluation of the statistics from 

the Texas Tech University OWL emphasizes that students do not generally return to the 

OWL to continue dialogue with their tutor: “Out of 554 e-mail consultations over the 

course of 1 year at Texas Tech, only 12 resulted in continued dialogue” (120).   

 At FSU, because most students who send essays to the OWL are registered for 

credit hours, continued dialogue is not only encouraged, but required.  When students 

send their work to the OWL before a certain time every week, dialogue is established and 

it closely resembles a face-to-face tutoring session.  Students at both FSU and TCC who 

use the OWL’s free service do not typically return on a regular basis, and if they do, it is 

unlikely they will work with the same tutor.  It is difficult to establish a dialogue with 

students about their writing when the OWL offers a free service.   

Despite this difficulty, David Coogan (1998) provides an example of an ongoing 

asynchronous dialogue between himself and a student, Ruth, with whom Coogan works 

on her graduate thesis.  He argues that asynchronous dialogue is possible and creates “a 

form of co-writing that, in many ways, transcends the idea of the tutorial” (1998, 27).  

Coogan believes that asynchronous tutoring is the ideal medium for the application of 

truly collaborative writing.  One of the elements that allows Coogan to maintain dialogue 

is the amount of time he spends with students on e-mail: “I studied the text on-screen for 

several hours before responding” (1995, 177).  In most asynchronous settings, tutors 

work schedules govern how often they communicate with their students, and during their 

work time they usually have to respond to numerous students, and must limit the amount 

of time they spend with each student’s essay.   

Nevertheless, there are ways to encourage dialogue despite tutors’ time 

limitations.  Tutors should let students know their online hours in order that the student 

who has questions or wants to turn in a revision can reach the same tutor.  If students 

have worked with a certain tutor before, they can be encouraged to put that tutor’s name 

in the subject line of their e-mail so the tutor will know that this student is a returning 

client.  Tutors must play an active role in this process.  For example, when a tutor 

responds to an essay she may write at the end, “I really enjoyed reading your essay.  If 

you have any questions about my comments or would like me to look at another revision, 
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please send me another draft.  You can put my name in the subject line so I will know to 

answer your message.  Good luck with your revisions.” This kind of response shows that 

the tutor is genuinely interested in the student’s writing and gives the student a way to 

reach her again for more writing support.   

If a tutor and student can effectively maintain a dialogue using asynchronous 

communication, collaborative learning can occur, which social constructionist writing 

center theorists view as the goal of the writing center.  But, Coogan rightly notes Lisa 

Ede’s argument that “as long as thinking and writing are regarded as inherently 

individual, solitary activities, writing centers can never be viewed as anything more than 

pedagogical fix-it shops to help those who, for whatever reason, are unable to think and 

write on their own” (qtd. in Coogan 1998, 36).  Randall Beebe and Mary Bonevelle 

(2000) agree “until academe as a whole adopts collaborative learning, the concept 

remains an ideal” (44).  In order for writing centers to consistently function in the ideal 

way Coogan describes, the academy must view writing as a social process, and place 

value on collaborative writing.  OWL tutors can help their institution to move toward 

accepting collaborative writing as a valid pedagogy and method of composition by 

encouraging the increase of dialogic interaction via asynchronous communication.  

Asynchronous communication not only is a useful way to encourage collaborative 

writing, but also, “the actual physical process of using Cyberspace seemed to emphasize 

the student’s conception of writing as a process” (Jordan-Henley and Maid 5, 1995a).  

Using this method, students can begin to understand the steps in the writing process with 

the guidance of their online tutor.  It is crucial for the online tutor to have training in the 

process method if the writing center’s goal is to emphasize writing as a process.  For 

example, a tutor who is well trained in process theory will respond to the first draft of a 

student’s paper with organizational suggestions which encourages the student to 

substantively revise the paper, making his points clearer and more powerful to the reader.  

As the student sends drafts week after week the tutor will gradually move away from 

organizational responses toward comments that will help the student to polish the paper 

through proofreading and editing.  A student will not understand writing as a process if 

he or she views tutoring sessions as an editing service.  If discussion on the first draft of 

the student’s paper, the tutor focuses strictly on editing tips without focusing on the 
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effectiveness of the organization or clarity of the paper, then the student may not see a 

need to do anything else with the paper, assuming the tutor’s comments make it error 

free.  Focusing on grammar too early sends the wrong message to the student: good 

grammar = good writing.   

Depending on the goals of the writing center, directors have to decide whether 

emphases on collaborative writing and/or process theory are appropriate goals for the 

OWL.   

Synchronous Tutoring 

 Synchronous tutoring via chat rooms or MOOs (Multi-user dimension object 

oriented) are often useful options for writing centers that are interested in maintaining 

social constructionist pedagogy because synchronous tutoring facilitates dialogic 

interaction.  Usually OWLs that offer synchronous tutoring options also offer 

asynchronous options because it is sometimes difficult for tutors to respond to more than 

a few sentences of an essay using a MOO or a chat room.  Based on my experience 

tutoring in the chat room at TCC, I have found that the inability to look at a student’s 

essay in full, or at least a paragraph at a time, has made addressing global writing issues 

very difficult.  I usually find myself going back and forth between e-mail and the chat 

room, looking at the essay and then talking to the student, which becomes a cumbersome 

process, especially when the student and I are both using dial-up internet connections, 

which causes a significant delay while we are chatting.  Chat rooms and MOOs are not 

the best online tutoring options for students who live off-campus and use dial-up 

connections to access the internet.  Synchronous communication can be useful when the 

target audience is a large group of students who live on-campus and have internet access 

via ethernet or other campus network.   

 Chat rooms and MOOs function better as places where students and tutors can 

discuss the writing process, theory, and other writing issues that do not hinge upon 

looking at drafts of student writing.  Synchronous communication, like through AOL 

Instant Messenger, is very popular among students today; therefore students often 

associate it with fun or play and may feel more comfortable discussing writing online 

than in a physical writing center (Shewmake and Lambert 2000, English 2000).  MOOs 

are interactive environments where students can not only get writing help but also can 
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create and move objects that appear on the computer screen using limited programming 

skills.  Most MOOs include short guidelines to help students to learn MOO commands so 

they can participate in the environment, but for first time users a MOO can be 

intimidating.  Tutorials in MOOspace might cause anxiety for students who are not 

technologically savvy.   

 Students who are comfortable in this environment may benefit from tutorials in 

MOOspace.  Joel English (2000) reviewed logs of online MOO sessions to discover how 

often students interacted with the MOO environment.  He discovered that environmental 

interactivity “especially at the beginning of conferences, helps students gain control and 

comfort online” (178).  He notes that writers who are unfamiliar with MOOspace should 

practice on the MOO before they interact with tutors so they are able to understand the 

environment.
9
  

 Setting up a MOO on an OWL requires sophisticated programming knowledge, 

but setting up a chat room is not so difficult.  Some e-mail programs come with a chat 

function that when enabled, allows students to apply for usernames and passwords and 

access the chat room.  Some OWLs use AOL Instant Messenger, which can be 

downloaded from www.aol.com, or from www.netscape.com.
10

  Once Instant Messenger 

is downloaded, writing centers can advertise their username on their OWL website or by 

posting flyers around campus.  All students need to know to be able to instant message an 

OWL tutor is the username.   

Though it is convenient, if the OWL uses Instant Messenger for synchronous 

communication, it may be difficult to keep accurate records of who is using the online 

service.  Because students apply for usernames on Instant Messenger via AOL not 

through the writing center, unless the tutor asks the student questions like name, year in 

school, among other important demographic questions, it is nearly impossible to know 

who the tutors are chatting with.  If the college, university, or writing center runs the chat 

room, when students apply for a username, it is easy to access the required information 

                                                 
9 If you are not familiar with MOOs, here are some MOOs that allow guest access: Diversity University 

(www.du.org) and Lingua MOO (http://lingua.utdallas.edu).  
10 Some OWLs that use AOL Instant Messenger to synchronously communicate with their students are 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute (http://www.rpi.edu/web/writingcenter/wc_web/school/index.htm), the 

University at Albany (http://www.albany.edu/writing/), and Kent State University 

(http://dept.kent.edu/english/WritingCent/owl.htm). 
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the student submits online.  This is also true for a MOO.  If the college, university, or 

writing center runs the MOO, then it is easy to keep track of the MOO users; whereas if a 

meeting room is set in a MOO that an outside source maintains, it will be difficult, or 

impossible, to tell who is using the MOO. 

Online Tutor Training 

Whether an OWL uses asynchronous or synchronous communication, tutor 

training is a necessity to help tutors become comfortable tutoring in an online 

environment and to reconcile the goals of the physical writing center with the OWL 

goals.  At FSU, the online tutors are tutors who have experience teaching in the physical 

writing center.  Therefore, the tutors are familiar with the policies and procedures of the 

physical writing center and can more easily adapt these procedures to an online 

environment than a tutor who is new to the writing center.  Jennifer Jordan-Henley and 

Barry Maid (1995b) found, “tutors who had previous writing center experience and were 

able to transfer that knowledge to cyberspace made better cybertutors than individuals 

who could navigate online but had no background in writing centers” (212).  Despite a 

tutor’s experience, some training is necessary to help tutors adjust to an online 

environment.  

Writing center directors need to make sure the tutors are familiar and comfortable 

with the technology they will use for online tutoring.  For example, if a tutor has anxiety 

about tutoring in a chat room, this anxiety may inhibit the tutor’s ability to focus on 

students’ questions or concerns.  Tutors should also be technologically adept in order to 

help students who have basic problems using the OWL website or software.  This does 

not mean that tutors need to be able to address all problems students might have, but at 

least be able to guide students through the basics, like attaching documents to e-mails, 

submitting e-mail forms, signing up for a username in a chat room, or finding a link to a 

website.   

 Tutors may not have the technological skills right away, but through increased use 

of the technology, they will learn more and more each day.  Writing center directors 

should encourage new online tutors to experiment with the software the OWL uses.  

Rebecca Rickly (1998) discusses when students at the University of Michigan during 

tutor training began to experiment with the software they “began to test boundaries – by 
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changing their personas, by taking on chatty personas, and by flaming” (54).  The tutor 

training sessions allowed new tutors to experiment and decide which online “voice” 

would be the most effective in an online situation.   

 It is important for tutors to experiment with different online voices whether they 

will use asynchronous or synchronous tutoring.  The writing style of online 

communication often includes more abbreviations than regular writing and does not 

maintain a consistent flow or style.  Because of the mixture of writing styles in online 

communication, online messages can be easily misinterpreted.  David A. Carlson and 

Eileen Apperson-Williams (2000) note Elvira Casal’s point that “e-mail users can easily 

offend others unintentionally” (131), but similar misinterpretation also occurs through 

synchronous communication.  Tutors need to be aware of this problem when responding 

to student writing and when reading students’ questions, responses, and concerns about 

their writing.   

To make sure they understand exactly what the student means, tutors should ask 

questions.  Asking questions is easier using synchronous communication than through 

asynchronous communication, but in asynchronous communication, despite the time lag, 

it may be worthwhile to e-mail or post a question to the student asking for clarification or 

a more specific explanation or his or her concerns.  When the student’s questions and 

concerns are clear, the tutor can accurately address the writing issues instead of spending 

extra time trying to figure out what the student needs comments on.   

 Similarly, tutors must make sure to write clearly and include useful details so the 

student cannot easily misinterpret their comments.  In order to improve the clarity of their 

comments, tutors can provide examples from the student’s paper that help to explain the 

comment.  For example, a tutor may write, 

Be careful about using passive voice.  Try to stay in the active voice.  For 

example, in your essay, the sentence ‘Young women are being 

manipulated by the media’ is passive.  It is passive because the subject of 

the sentence is ‘media.’  For this sentence to be in active voice, the subject 

must come first, followed by the verb, then the object.  So how can you 

rearrange this sentence so ‘media’ is at the front? 
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An explanation like this one is much clearer to a student who is reading online than a 

response like, “You use passive voice in this essay.  Try to change passive voice to active 

voice.”  In this example, the tutor makes the assumption that the student knows what 

passive voice is, which may not be the case.  If the student does not know, then the tutor 

may have frustrated the student or made the student feel unintelligent because she cannot 

correct her paper since she does not know what passive voice is.  In the first example, the 

tutor briefly explains passive voice and what needs to happen for the student to correct 

the paper.  The student does not feel alienated and may have learned something about 

writing.   

Conclusion 

 Some students and tutors will be apprehensive about an online learning 

environment, but many will find an online space a comfortable setting in which to learn 

and discuss writing.  With each generation, more and more students are familiar with e-

mail and chatting, but they tend to use these tools for social communication rather than 

learning.  By accessing the students’ social space, tutors can gain an important 

understanding of the world in which many students interact, and can locate themselves on 

the same social plane as the students.  The environment itself facilitates a student-

centered environment where student and teacher interact as peers.  Tutors and writing 

center directors must overcome their fears of technology and the online environment so 

they can more effectively relate to students in the future’s increasingly technological 

generations. 

However, once the OWL is cleared for take-off, it is important to keep in mind 

that “The student-tutor interaction is the most important writing center strategy.  

Computers are only an enhancement to student learning” (Mohr 1998, 156).  Tutors or 

writing center directors should never refer students to a computer in place of a face-to-

face tutorial.  Though an OWL can be a useful tool for students to access writing support 

at anytime from anywhere, tutors and writing center directors must not lose sight of the 

importance and benefits of face-to-face interaction.  
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SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST: KATIE BROWN’S EVOLVING  

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY  

 

 I understand my teaching philosophy to be something that is continually 

undergoing revision and expansion with each semester.  In fact, when I wrote my first 

teaching philosophy during teacher training I reflected, but had difficulty nailing down a 

“permanent” philosophy.  I noted in the first paragraph “I realize that my ideas about 

teaching are still changing.”  Therefore, like that first philosophy, this is a snapshot of 

where my methods and beliefs lie at this point in my teaching career, but I expect that 

throughout the years I will continue to rework my ideas. 

 The constant re-evaluation of my teaching philosophy is one of the ideas that 

defines it.  This semester, teacher research has helped me to assess the effectiveness of 

my methods, to remain in tune with my students’ ideas about the class, as well as to 

experiment with a pedagogy that I believe will help students to feel comfortable with 

research writing.  I hope that if students feel comfortable with research, the quality of 

their written work will improve.  I am conducting a study in my ENC 1145 class, which I 

designed to investigate multiple-literacy pedagogy.  Multiple-literacy pedagogy 

encourages students to use research to create written projects, as well as visual and 

auditory projects including artwork, web design, choreographed movement, and other 

creative options.  Students who choose to participate in my study complete four surveys 

throughout the semester which are designed to provide information on the students’ 

feelings about the course assignments and their ideas about research writing.
11

  This 

research study has already provided information that will help me to improve my 

pedagogy in the future.  I look forward to teaching this class because I feel like I have a 

distinct plan and am implementing what, at this time, I believe is the most beneficial way 

to teach research writing.

                                                 
11 I have included more information about this research study in Appendix C.  
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Since I have made research part of my teaching, I find that I am always thinking 

of methods to apply in my classroom that will continue to improve my students’ 

experience with writing and that will help them to become better writers.  I think in terms 

of both classroom and one-on-one teaching.  My experience as a writing center tutor has 

highlighted the importance of addressing individual student needs rather than always 

approaching a writing class as a group environment.  In the writing center, one-on-one 

interaction is the norm, but this is not the case for most of the classes at FSU.  In a first-

year writing class I have never taught less than 14 students, and though dealing with a 

group, I try to make each student understand that I care about their individual interests 

and needs.  I become involved with my students through individual conferences, my 

participation with the class on Blackboard discussion board, and during in-class group 

conferences.  I encourage students to inform me of any activities they are involved in 

outside of class like theater production, Model UN, dance performances, sporting events, 

and music concerts, so I can announce these events to the class and sometimes attend 

them myself.   

 Because of the one-on-one interaction in the writing center, it is easier to get to 

know my students there than in the first-year writing classes, but one-on-one tutoring 

provides different challenges.  On a day in the writing center I may tutor any combination 

of students ranging from an ESL student whose concern is reading comprehension, to a 

graduate student working on her dissertation, to a freshman struggling with his ENC 1101 

essay, to a distance learning student who needs an email response to her personal 

statement for law school.  I have to shift pedagogical gears every hour or half hour to 

address the varying needs of these students.  Through experience I have developed my 

pedagogical toolbox.  This toolbox is full of strategies and exercises that I can employ in 

different situations.   

 A tool that I often employ with writing center students, first-year writing students, 

and pre-ENC 1101 students is confidence building.  I find that many students believe that 

they are not good writers, and their ideas about good writing are often skewed.  For many 

students, good writing sounds “academic” and is grammatically flawless; therefore 

because they don’t use “big words” and they misplace commas here and there they are 

bad writers.  I emphasize that the most important aspect of good writing is the author’s 
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expression; grammar and expanded vocabulary are the finishing touches, not the main 

point.  I want all of my students to know that they all have something important to say.  I 

encourage students in my first year writing classes to post their drafts on Blackboard so 

they can see each other’s writing processes and diverse ideas, which I believe emphasizes 

that their writing is worth reading, and, when other students respond with interest, that 

their writing is enjoyable to read.
12

 

 In my fall 2002 pre-1101 class, I asked the students to choose their best essay 

from the semester to put into a class zine.  All of the students except one decided to 

submit their Character Sketch essay, which is about another member of the class, so the 

students could read a story about themselves in the zine.  The zine was a success.  I had 

several students who seemed shocked that I thought their essays were good enough to 

“publish,” and others who said that they worked harder because they knew their friends 

would actually read it.   

 While I struggled with finding new ways to help students to build confidence in 

their writing, like the class zine and Blackboard discussion board postings, I began to 

realize that all of the activities encouraged social interaction between the students.  I 

noticed that students were excited when other students wanted to read their writing or 

when other students offered useful constructive criticism.  The more my students shared 

their writing and talked about writing with one another, the more the confidence of the 

class increased.  When I asked my students during their conferences this semester, “What 

is the most enjoyable part of this class so far?” several responded with “workshopping.”  

One student went on to say that she had received helpful and encouraging comments 

from her group, which prompted her to take a risk and change her writing style for the 

third draft of her paper.  After reading all three drafts of her paper, I noticed how the 

change between drafts two and three had really given life to the paper.  Though she still 

was a bit uneasy about her revision (asking me if I thought the new approach was 

“stupid”), she had gained enough confidence to take the risk.   

 This experience in particular has reinforced my belief that writing is a social 

process.  My research on writing center theory and OWLs has helped me to gradually 

                                                 
12 This semester my students need little confidence building.  They have collectively decided after reading 

each other’s ethnographic essays that their essays are better than the essays we read each week from The 

Best American Travel Writing and should be submitted to the editor of that series. 
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clarify my ideas.  Most writing centers associate themselves with social constructionist or 

social constructivist theory.  I have learned that social constructionists lean toward an 

external approach to writing, like collaboration or co-writing; whereas social 

constructivists adhere to an internal approach, which means, though our culture and 

social groups influence our ideas and beliefs, writing comes from the inside as an 

expression of our thoughts.  I consider myself a social constructionist.  Before I decided 

to steer my pedagogy toward social constructionism I began to analyze how I write.  I 

came to the conclusion that writing assignments which I complete at home, alone, and 

talk to few or no people about, are not as rich or interesting as assignments where I have 

consulted numerous people during every stage of the writing process.   

After I realized that interaction with others helped me to generate ideas, tighten up 

and explain my argument or key points, and made me more aware of stylistic options, I 

wanted to incorporate collaborative learning opportunities in my classroom.  During both 

fall 2002 and spring 2003, I have given my students the opportunity to complete two of 

the three paper assignments collaboratively, in groups of two or three.  Though not all 

students are comfortable working with other students, thus do not choose the 

collaborative option, I make sure to encourage other collaborative opportunities in-class, 

like group workshopping and group brainstorming.  This way the students who do not 

want to participate in a collaborative paper project can experiment with collaborative 

learning on a smaller scale.   

My belief that writing is a social process and that collaborative learning enables 

students to view themselves as writers infiltrates every aspect of my teaching.  I believe 

that social constructionist pedagogy is the best way for me to accomplish my teaching 

goals.  I want to encourage students to believe that they can write, that what they have to 

say is important, and I want to give them the strategies to convey their messages with 

effectiveness and clarity.  With each semester I gain experience that offers new “tools” 

for my toolbox and often encourages me to revise my teaching methods, and this is what 

I enjoy about teaching.  I take pleasure in the constant challenge and that no two 

semesters are alike.  I look forward to a career in teaching and I am excited to find out 

how my pedagogy will evolve over the years.   
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APPENDIX A 

 

THE HISTORY OF TALK-WRITE: THE THEORY THAT WON’T GO AWAY  

 

 The Talk-Write metaphor was first presented by Robert Zoellner in the January 

1969 issue of College English, and took up most of the journal that month.  Talk-Write 

challenges what Zoellner calls the “think-write” (270) metaphor, which, as he argues, is 

based on the myth that there is a “one-to-one relationship between the thinking process 

on one hand and the written word on the other” (270).  According to Zoellner, the Think-

Write method is not useful because it completely ignores the physical act of writing by 

emphasizing that only clear, organized thought processes produce good writing.  Zoellner 

presents several key principles that support the idea of writer as actor: 1) students are 

better speakers than they are writers, 2) writing could be more easily studied and taught if 

teachers concentrated on writing as an observable behavior, rather than a process driven 

by thought, which is unobservable, and 3) students will learn to become better writers if 

they receive constant and immediate reinforcement for behaviors that proceed in the 

direction of good writing.   

 Zoellner provides examples to support the idea that students are better speakers 

than writers.  He calls this condition “schizokinetic scribophobia” (Zoellner 318).  

Zoellner uses the example of an office conference to illustrate this phenomenon where he 

asks a student to explain an “utterly opaque and impenetrable sentence or paragraph,” 

then “they open their mouths, and they say the thing they were unable to write” (273).  

Zoellner calls these on-the-spot explanations of a confusing text “cortical utterances” or 

“visceral blurts” (273).  He calls for teachers to try to harness these “cortical utterances” 

when they happen, and have the student, with the teacher’s help, transform them instantly 

into writing that makes sense. 

 In order to turn the student’s speech into clear writing, Zoellner refers to 

principles of behavioral psychology to provide a methodology.   He argues that the 

 45



methodology of behavioral psychology, more specifically Skinner’s theory of operant 

conditioning, will make the writing process easier to study because both talking and 

writing are observable behaviors (while thinking is not), and will be easier to teach 

because the teacher will be able to more objectively assess the needs of the students.  

Zoellner includes a significant amount of background information about Skinner’s 

methods of operant conditioning that involve working with lab rats, thus he often refers 

to this method as the “rodential method.”    

 The core of Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning is that behavior can be 

taught by immediate and consistent reinforcement.  Zoellner applies this method to the 

one-on-one tutoring session and to the larger classroom.  In the tutoring session or office 

conference, Zoellner suggests that the teacher create a “vocal-to-scribal dialogue between 

teacher and student” (297).  The teacher does this by asking the student to clarify verbally 

an unclear paragraph or sentence, and once the student produces a clarifying “cortical 

utterance” the teacher responds with verbal praise and has the student write down the 

revision.  Zoellner expects there will still be some ambiguity in the sentence or paragraph 

after one trial, so he suggests that the teacher repeat this process over and over with the 

student.  The main idea is that the teacher is reinforcing the student for his or her own 

natural behavior that leads toward better writing.  Throughout the duration of these vocal-

to-scribal sessions, Zoellner predicts that the student will become more and more 

comfortable with this method. 

 In a larger classroom, Zoellner presents a very similar teaching method.  He 

envisions a unique classroom where there are no desks and chairs, but instead several 

blackboards or pads of newsprint all around the room.  Zoellner believes that the purpose 

of this arrangement is to facilitate vocal-to-scribal dialogue,  

Such a classroom would be designed for many types of vocal-to-scribal dialogue, 

including dialogue between the instructor and the entire class, between the 

instructor and a single student or between two students with the rest of the class 

observing, between pairs of students with one writing and one playing the part of 

scribal auditor, or among three or four students, each working on a common 

problem at his or her newsprint ‘blackboard’ (Zoellner 299).   
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In this setting, writing becomes a social activity where the student’s speaking voice also 

becomes his or her written voice. 

 In the interactive classroom, each student serves as a model to the other students.  

Zoellner encourages teachers to write along with the students so that teachers also act as 

models for the students.  If teachers write for the class, the students will be able to 

observe the “motoric elements” of writing as well as the messy imperfections in the 

writing process. 

 Zoellner calls for writing teachers to research and test this method of vocal-to-

scribal communication and to discard the Think-Write metaphor for the greater 

practicality of the Talk-Write metaphor.  He further extends the idea that in order to teach 

writing effectively teachers must concentrate on writing as an observable behavior.  

 The response that followed Zoellner’s initial presentation of the Talk-Write 

metaphor was mixed, but primarily negative.  The original Talk-Write article was 

preceded by a letter from the editor of  College English, Richard Ohmann,  justifying the 

decision to include Zoellner’s article as the primary content of the January issue.  He cites 

Zoellner’s article as presenting “a strong and original argument on a subject of general 

interest to the readership of College English” (Ohmann 267).  Some critics were surprised 

and upset that the editor had decided to devote such space for an article that they believed 

focused on popular science (Eble).  Similarly, several critics were put off by Zoellner’s 

scientific language and discounted his reliance on behavioral psychology; for example, 

Marian Shelby writes,  “And since it is now fashionable to seek help from social 

scientists, especially learning theorists, specialists in human engineering and behavioral 

psychologists, they do what is in vogue.  What is new may well be better than what is 

old.  But neither is necessarily so” (662) sums up what many of the critics of Talk-Write 

believed, that Talk-Write may be part of the behaviorist fad of the early 70’s.   

Further doubts arose regarding not only Zoellner’s reliance on science and 

scientific language, but also on his core belief that students can speak better than they can 

write (Shelby; Boyle; Hendrickson; Campbell).   His examples are called into question 

because some critics argue that most of his examples are either hypothetical or do not 

make clear connections with his conclusions about writing.  Christopher Boyle sums up 

the unclear significance of Zoellner’s examples when he writes, “I’m afraid I don’t 
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understand what Mr. Zoellner means to imply about good writing from these examples” 

(649).   

 The critics who write in support of Zoellner’s theory do so with enthusiasm.  

Sarbin, a psychologist, whose research Zoellner mentions in his Talk-Write article, 

describes Zoellner’s theory as a “condensation of a complex field of inquiry is nothing 

short of masterful” (Sarbin 645).  Shutt echoes Sarbin’s praise by sharing her experience 

teaching writing by behaviorist methods.  Shutt describes her method of assigning point 

values to daily activities like attendance, bringing books to class, and for activities in 

editing workshops.  The constant accumulation of points acts as positive reinforcement 

for the class, which helps the class to become more responsible and attentive to details of 

writing (Shutt). 

 Zoellner’s theory received little notice throughout the 70’s and 80’s, but 

experienced a brief revival in the early 90’s.  In the 90’s Talk-Write was often contrasted 

with Flower and Hayes’s cognitive process theory.  Talk-Write was described as a more 

practical alternative to cognitive process theory, because cognitive process theory 

exemplifies the idea of Think-Write that Zoellner so heartily disagrees with (Hatch; 

Walters).   Hatch outlines several reasons for rejecting Flower and Hayes’s adherence to 

the Think-Write metaphor by stating that “1) it is not useful in conducting research, as it 

defies observation; 2) the Think-Write metaphor often produces circular reasoning; and 

3) treating writing as a type of thinking encourages a simplistic view of signification” 

(Hatch Abstract).   The most recent critics of Zoellner’s Talk-Write metaphor call for 

more research regarding Talk-Write because, as Walters states, “The ideas put forth in 

Robert Zoellner’s 1969 monograph are as cogent today as they were then” (Walters 243).  

Walter’s claim may explain why Talk-Write has never been completely dismissed and 

thus it lingers in the field of composition waiting to be researched. 

 48



APPENDIX B 

 

IS IT TIME FOR TALK-WRITE? 

 

Robert Zoellner’s Talk-Write theory of the early 1970’s did not receive the 

positive response that Zoellner had hoped for.  As David Wallace points out, “for many 

people in the humanities, the word behaviorism conjures up images of Pavlovian dogs 

salivating at the sound of a bell or of Skinnerian rats running through mazes in search of 

food pellets” (104).  Zoellner did little to quell the fears of his readers by filling nearly six 

full pages of his lengthy essay describing experiments involving behavior manipulation 

of pigeons or rats.  Humanist critics were particularly appalled at the idea that students’ 

unconscious thought processes would be manipulated by the methods Zoellner describes.  

Robert Connors tells of the humanists’ apprehension in his essay “The Erasure of the 

Sentence,” as one of the primary concern of “anti-behaviorists.”  He writes, “pedagogies 

that meant to tap into non-conscious behavioral structures and to manipulate them for a 

specific end were inherently demeaning to students” (113).  Despite Zoellner’s inability 

to inspire many readers to research Talk-Write theory due to his distant scientific 

approach, Zoellner’s core ideas: students are typically more comfortable with speech than 

with writing, and constant and immediate reinforcement promotes learning, are truly 

innovative and deserving of further attention.  

Reflecting on Zoellner’s essay from a psychological perspective, Zoellner 

misrepresents behaviorism as a process that only occurs in a controlled environment.  

Behaviorism is a common part of everyday learning and based on the deceptively simple 

principle that people,” tend to repeat responses that lead to positive outcomes, and they 

tend not to repeat responses that lead to neutral or negative outcomes” (Weiten 12).  The 

“positive outcomes” provide reinforcement, or encouragement for the person to repeat the 

action that elicited the “positive outcomes.”  For example, Peter Elbow, perhaps 
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unintentionally, uses a classic example of behaviorism as he discusses how 

children learn how to talk,  

We learn speech as infants- from parents who love us and naturally reward us for 

speaking at all.  Our first audience works overtime to hear the faintest intention in 

our every utterance, no matter how hidden or garbled that meaning may be.  

Children aren’t so much criticized for getting something wrong as praised for 

having anything to say at all- indeed they are often praised even for emitting 

speech as pure play with no message intended (285). 

This example highlights the power and importance of reinforcement in learning.  

Children learn how to speak by receiving constant rewards, or reinforcement, by their 

parents and other audiences by making any progress toward speech until they become 

fluent speakers.  Elbow contrasts this example with how children typically learn to 

develop their writing skills: “Because writing is almost always a requirement set by the 

teacher, the act of writing takes on a ‘required’ quality, sometimes even the aspect of 

punishment.  Indeed, in the classic case of school punishment the crime is speech and the 

punishment writing” (285).  Do students typically exhibit a lack of confidence toward 

talking as many do with writing?  Do students typically dislike or fear talking?  Could it 

be that the difference in students’ attitudes toward writing vs. talking can be attributed to 

the method each skill was learned?  It seems logical that the method of learning does 

have an effect on students’ attitudes toward speaking and writing.  Though students in 

college composition have already developed attitudes toward writing, reinforcement 

paired with the comfort of speech could help turn students’ attitudes in a more positive 

direction, and in turn improve their writing skills.   

The relationship between speech and writing has been widely discussed, but this 

relationship is rarely tested in the classroom.  It seems as if Composition programs are 

more willing to divide speech and writing as two separate entities, rather than seeking to 

discover connections between the two.  Rosalind Horowitz and S. Jay Samuels 

summarize the urgent need to research the relationship between speech and writing in 

their book Comprehending Oral and Written Language, “In the next century it will be 

virtually impossible to pursue the study of written language and literacy without attention 

to oral language” (1).  What many researchers and critics do not know is that humans 

 50



learn speech through processes best described as behaviorist.  Therefore, the most 

practical way to investigate the relationship between oral and written language is to 

utilize Talk-Write.    

One primary area of composition that would benefit from the use of Talk-Write is 

invention, particularly the freewrite.  Sheryl Fontaine writes, “private freewriting has no 

externally imposed rules of style or structure” (9).  Many teachers notice, however, that 

students often maintain a concern for correctness even as they freewrite.  If students were 

to freespeak, rather than freewrite, they may be better able to record their ideas without 

the distraction of correctness.  It also seems logical that since most students are able to 

speak faster than they write, that more ideas could be generated during the in-class, timed 

freewrite by speaking than by writing.  Students are reinforced by each idea generated.  If 

it is in fact true that more ideas can be generated in a spoken freewrite than in a written 

freewrite, then the students are more heavily reinforced by the spoken freewrite.  The 

more reinforcement the student receives, the more inclined the student will be to continue 

to produce new and better ideas. 

Douglas Meyers conducted a study in 1979 to test the effects of the Talk-Write 

method on students during the invention stage of the writing process.  The participants in 

this study included fifty-eight freshman composition students from a community college.   

The students were divided up into an experimental group and a control group.  Meyers 

describes the conditions of both groups, “[t]he experimental group used the talk-write 

method, a prewriting activity in which pairs of students talk over their writing plans with 

one another, while the control group received instruction in grammar, punctuation, and 

outlining” (Abstract).  Meyers found that “the talk-write method produced statistically 

significant positive effects on students’ performances in writing for eight out of the 

twelve measures considered, with the area of general merit benefiting the most” 

(Abstract).  The results of Meyer’s study shows that there are potential benefits to using 

Talk-Write in the invention stage of the writing process. 

Talk-Write is not only beneficial to the invention process, but can also help 

writers develop a personal style.  Ken Macrorie addresses this idea by comparing 

academic or “Engfishy” writing with writing that has been dictated.  Macrorie concludes 

that academic writing often seems empty, whereas dictated writings tend to exhibit a 
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“familiar style” (Macrorie 183).  Personal voice is often lost as students struggle with the 

various academic discourses and as Bartholomae (1985a) argues, “he [the student] has to 

invent the university by assembling and mimicking its language while finding some 

compromise between idiosyncrasy, a personal history, on the one hand, and the 

requirements of convention, the history of a discipline, on the other” (135).  Achieving 

the balance Bartholomae describes is very difficult for many college students, but the 

natural and more personal aspects of speech may help students to maintain the personal 

aspects of their writing.  Speech can help to discover the personal voice with one’s actual 

voice.   

Using the actual voice can also be helpful in the process of revision.  Teachers 

often suggest to students to read their papers out-loud to pick up mistakes that may have 

been overlooked by just scanning the paper.  This idea can be even more beneficial for 

policing for errors when the paper is read aloud to a group.  In this situation, the reader 

has the opportunity not only to hear his or her own mistakes or rough spots, but also can 

turn to other listeners for feedback about the tone, clarity and flow of the paper.  For 

example, Phillip Cohen, a composition teacher at Florida State University describes 

listener feedback in his classroom, “We had oral readings for each of the three papers in 

my 1101 classes.  Students sat in workshop groups and read- but they read someone 

else’s paper.  Authors were able to pick up on all kinds of things that sounded off (or on).  

Students liked it so much they did it outside of class without prompting” (E-mail 26 

November 2001). Most importantly, in this example, the students enjoyed revising their 

papers.  If teachers can excite the students about writing by using Talk-Write methods, 

then it is likely that the quality of student writing will also improve.  

Sandra Giles, a composition instructor at Abraham Baldwin College, observed 

marked improvement in a student’s writing when the student dictated an essay,  

I had a student in a basic writing class who broke his right arm two days before he 

had to take the timed essay test that would let him exit developmental English.  So 

he couldn’t even type.  So I went with him to an isolated computer in the writing 

center and he dictated the essay to me.  I typed only what he told me and changed 

only what he told me.  He did a much better job finding places that needed further 
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detail.  And he did a much better job finding and telling me to correct fused 

sentences and fragments  (E-mail 26 November 2001). 

This example is intriguing because it presents the possibility that many students may 

produce better writing through Talk-Write than in a standard, writing-only composition 

classroom.   

Technological advances, like the growing number of computerized composition 

classrooms and the advent of speech recognition software, are making it increasingly 

easier to test Talk-Write.  For example, when a student uses speech recognition software, 

seeing speech immediately appear on the screen is instant reinforcement.  The student 

knows that he or she is doing something right because the words have appeared on the 

screen in an organized fashion.  The tidiness of the words on the computer screen can 

give some students a feeling of accomplishment, more so than can messy written drafts.  

Though this is a basic skill that the student is reinforced for, it will encourage the student 

to continue to make words appear on the screen, thus helping the student to gain 

confidence in his or her writing.  

Research of Talk-Write theory can provide information about the thought 

processes and choices of the writer, and the most important data that can be collected 

from such research answers the question: Does this behaviorist process help students to 

become better writers?  It is impossible to tell for certain whether students will embrace 

Talk-Write, but if students and teachers are willing to try to integrate speech with writing 

and begin to understand how to utilize reinforcement to access natural human learning 

processes, then many of the questions about the relationship between speech and writing 

and the effectiveness of Talk-Write can be answered.  It is time now to explore the 

possible benefits of Talk-Write pedagogy. 

 53



APPENDIX C 

 

  

WORK IN PROGRESS 

AWAKENING INTELLIGENCES: MULTIPLE LITERACIES 

IN THE WRITING CLASSROOM 

 

College writing students’ needs are changing in this era of rapidly evolving 

multiple-media culture.  Literacy has become a more complex concept than merely 

textual reading and writing.  Most importantly, literacy is changing because technologies 

of communication and representation are changing (Day 2001, 265).  Alysson Troffer, 

who is an authority on effectual online writing, argues “Literacy now means being able to 

communicate effectively using: more visual media, multiple media, dynamic media, 

mixes of media, and nonlinear media” (2000, 13).  According to the definition of “new 

literacy,” how literate are students?  Are students more likely to see themselves as writers 

when multiple literacies are introduced in the writing classroom?  Most importantly, 

however, is the question: Do students view the study of multiple literacies as a valuable 

and practical addition to the writing classroom? 

As a college-level composition teacher who teaches in a computer assisted 

learning environment, I cannot help but observe the endless possibilities technology 

provides for writing students.  Students are inundated each day with multiple-media 

education, advertisements, and entertainment via the internet, the television, and the 

radio.  These diverse texts make up a students’ natural environment, which makes a 

traditional classroom seem artificial.  I want students to see and understand the 

connection between the writing classroom and the outside world, but the prevailing focus 

on textual literacy in the First Year Writing program does not help me to reach this goal.  

I recognize the importance of Patricia Dunn’s goal in her recent book Talking, Sketching, 

Moving: Multiple Literacies in the Teaching of Writing:  
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I would like to disrupt clichés, commonplaces, and romanticized scenes of writing 

held by pundits in the media as well as by theorists in Composition.  I want to 

disrupt remaining myths about literacy: that ‘smart’ people write well; that 

‘dumb’ people don’t; that writing is itself the best heuristic for carrying out the 

intellectual work involved in writing; and that oral, visual, or kinesthetic 

approaches to generating, organizing, or revising texts are acceptable for ‘basic’ 

writers but not ‘serious’ intellectual pathways for ‘real’ writers (2001, 3). 

With Dunn’s work in mind, I will explore multiple literacies’ possibilities in the writing 

classroom to offer students’ a new understanding of writing and literacy. 

To formulate my idea of a class focusing on multiple literacies, I searched for 

articles written by teachers who had tried a multiple literacies model.  Several articles led 

me to an important discovery only to learn there is no consistent definition or term for my 

idea of multiple literacies.  The most common terms used are “multimedia literacies” and 

“multiple literacies.”  These terms often are misleading, however, because they have been 

variously described as knowledge gained by life experience and cultural background and 

knowledge limited to the various media present in online environments (Lewiecki-Wilson 

1994, Heba 1997, Troffer 2000).  For my research, I employ the term “multiple 

literacies” with this specific meaning: multiple literacies are groupings of activities that 

enable students to express themselves in unique and valuable ways, including ways that 

exercise a variety of Howard Gardner’s eight intelligences: linguistic, logical 

mathematical, musical, kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist; 

and the media described in Troffer’s five categories of literacy (2000): 

• More visual media (charts, photographs, drawings) 

• Multiple media (animation, video, sound) 

• Dynamic media (moving pictures, sound) 

• Mixes of media (combining various media) 

• Nonlinear media (hypertext) 
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Therefore, a multiple literacies pedagogy incorporates various activities that help students 

to learn and express themselves in ways that often are not typical to the activities and 

assignments of the traditional writing classroom. 

Literature Review 

 Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory redefines the structure of human 

intelligence.  Many teachers, intrigued by MI Theory, have designed MI centered 

pedagogies.  Sue Teele (1996) presents criteria for remodeling secondary school curricula 

to incorporate MI Theory.  She suggests, “if schools are to provide opportunities for all 

students, instruction should address the students’ dominant intelligences.  This enables 

them to process information through their strengths and then translate from their strengths 

into the less dominant intelligences” (68).  Her advice, however, encourages labeling 

students as “spatial” or “logical-mathematical,” which among other potential problems, 

Gardner warns can be “stimulating, but also confining” (138).   

 Peter Smagorinsky (1996), in his consideration of MI Theory, questions the labels 

and value system already present in the academic environment and worries about the 

tendency to add MI labels to current labels.  In an informal ethnographic study, 

Smagorinsky observed various classes at a high school, including home economics and 

equine management and production.  He notes that “through the process of composing – 

whether an essay, an article of clothing, a set of architectural plans, or other type of text – 

students have the potential to construct meaning in two ways.  One is through the changes 

they experience during the process of composing” (15).  Smagorinsky argues for the 

value of composing, and believes that a hierarchical system where linguistic or logical 

mathematical intelligences are ranked above other intelligences is wrongheaded.  

Gardner’s definition of an intelligence supports Smagorinsky’s argument: “I now 

conceptualize an intelligence as a biopsychological potential to process information that 

can be activated in a cultural setting to solve problems or create products that are of value 

in a culture” (1999, 34). 

 Gardner makes several suggestions for implementing MI Theory in the classroom.  

He suggests “entry points” for teachers to use in developing assignments: narrational, 

quantitative/numerical, logical, foundational/existential, aesthetic, hands-on, and social 

(1999, 170-1).  For example, an assignment based upon Gardner’s narrational entry point 

 56



allows a student to express information through a story.  The entry points are neither so 

restrictive as to limit what kind of story, fiction or non-fiction that the student composes, 

nor through what media the student conveys the story.  The entry points merely suggest 

ideas for teachers to use to formulate assignments that encourage students to access a 

variety of skills and intelligences to effectively convey information.  I used Gardner’s 

entry points to create the assignments in my study that potentially will enrich the 

students’ experiences in the writing classroom.
13

  MI Theory describes the internal 

processes that make a multiple literacies pedagogy necessary, and the pedagogy, using 

Gardner’s entry points provides the external model or practice through which students 

can exercise their intelligences.  The current model of the writing classroom that focuses 

strictly on textual literacy encourages an imbalanced way of processing and creating 

information.   

A teacher research study allows me to develop a multiple literacies pedagogy that 

includes assignments which are based on Gardner’s MI Theory, and to discover whether 

students view the study of multiple literacies as a valuable and practical addition to the 

writing classroom.  Stephen North writes if practice is to become inquiry, it must be 

organized with a variation of six steps:  

1. Identifying the Problem 

2. Searching for Cause(s) 

3. Searching for Possible Solutions 

4. Testing Solution in Practice 

5. Validation 

6. Dissemination (1987, 36).   

Using North’s steps, I have organized my study and determined that the rapid increase in 

technological advancement causes writing teachers to face new and multiplying concerns 

about student literacy.  Therefore, teachers can no longer view and approach literacy in 

the same way as they have in the past.  My study will show if a multiple literacies 

pedagogy offers a possible solution to better meet students’ needs.   

Teacher research is an excellent way for me to conduct an inquiry because as 

Garth Boomer writes: “Whenever people decide to learn, they undertake research.  If 

                                                 
13 For more specific information about Gardner’s entry points see Appendix A. 
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teachers wish deliberately to learn about their teaching, they must research” (1987, 8).  

Teacher research, however, will provide not only a window into my teaching processes 

and how these processes affect students in the writing classroom, but also insight into 

students’ learning processes.  James Berlin notes, “the aim of teacher research . . . [is] to 

enable the teacher to understand her students by using research methods that will identify 

their characteristics as learners” (1990, 9).  Therefore, teacher research is an appropriate 

method for my study because I will explore a new pedagogy and students’ personal and 

academic reactions to this pedagogy to discover if multiple literacies are a practical way 

to learn writing.    

 In my study I will collect data including field notes, student journals, student 

assignments, and student-answered questionnaires.  I have considered the dangers of self-

report data, which includes the student journals and student-answered questionnaires. The 

questionnaires are open-ended questionnaires which “create problems for researchers 

because they are frequently hard to tabulate” (MacNealy 1999, 162).  Open-ended 

questionnaires, however, “do not limit the possible answers that may be given” 

(MacNealy 1999, 162).  I believe that, though students may feel pressured to complete 

the questionnaires, because I, the teacher, will distribute them in class, this is still the best 

way to obtain in-depth information about their attitudes about multiple literacies.  The 

student journals will be evaluated for a part of the course grade.  I, however, will make it 

clear that the grade will not be based upon content, but upon participation.  I know that 

journal responses pose the same concerns for researcher as do open-ended questionnaires.  

I do not intend to try to code the data from the questionnaires or from the journals.  

Instead, I will use both data collection methods as windows into the minds of the students 

and analyze each for trends or changing attitudes about writing.   

Methodology 

One main question shapes my research: Do students view the study of multiple 

literacies as a valuable and practical addition to the writing classroom?  Other research 

questions include the following: 

• Are students more likely to see themselves as writers when multiple 

literacies are introduced in the writing classroom?   
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• Does a multiple literacies pedagogy in the research writing classroom help 

students to understand how to use research to support their ideas? 

• Does a multiple literacies pedagogy offer students new ways to talk about 

their research topics? 

• What do students believe is the purpose of studying multiple literacies?  

To answer these and other questions, I will conduct a teacher research study investigating 

a multiple literacies pedagogy in my Spring 2003 first year writing class.  This second 

semester writing course meets Tuesday and Thursday for seventy-five minutes, and will 

consist of a maximum of 18 students.  In the class, the students will complete three major 

assignments, and will have approximately five weeks to do so.  I will provide two options 

for each assignment in order to offer them the highest manageable variety of literacies to 

explore.  Though the students will choose which option to complete, I am not interested 

in why they chose or rejected a certain assignment.  I only plan to analyze whether or not 

the students viewed the assignment as a useful and interesting way to approach writing.  I 

created these options considering Troffer’s definition of new literacy and Gardner’s 

multiple intelligences. The class is a research based class and will deal primarily with 

ethnographic research with an emphasis on travel. Here is a brief outline and discussion 

of the major class assignments: 

Assignment #1: The students will choose a location in or around Tallahassee that 

embodies the “local culture.”  They will conduct an ethnographic study of the location 

and make four separate observations (minimum one hour each) to collect data about the 

location.  Option 1 -   The students can compose a photographic essay based on Bruce 

Ballenger’s assignment from Wendy Bishop and Pavel Zemliansky’s The Subject is 

Research.  The students will write a narrative that gives life to the photographic essay and 

reveals something unique about the location.  I created this option using Gardner’s 

narrational entry point.  This assignment allows students to experiment with visual media 

with the photographs, textual media with the narrative, and exercise linguistic and 

intrapersonal intelligence. Though each assignment encourages experimentation with 

certain types of media and exercising certain intelligences, they do not limit the media 

which a student might choose to express his or her ideas or the intelligences that a student 

might tap into during the course of the assignment.  Option 2 – The students can generate 
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a specific research question and collect statistical data about the location.  For example, if 

they are investigating a restaurant, the students may ask what is the typical clientele 

during the lunch rush?  The students would find data to answer their question by paying 

close attention to measurable events including, how many males vs. females eat there 

during lunch, what food the clients order the most, and how many clients leave tips 

during lunch time.  The students will create a statistical table or chart to summarize their 

data.  The students will also write an analytical essay, in which they will draw 

conclusions in an attempt to answer their research question.  I created this option using 

Gardner’s quantitative/numerical entry point.  This assignment encourages students to 

use visual media with charts and graphs, textual media with the analytical essay, and to 

exercise logical/mathematical, linguistic, and intrapersonal intelligence. 

 Assignment #2: The students will choose a travel destination anywhere in the 

world to research at the library.  Option 1- The students can conduct research on the 

myths, philosophies, or religion of the regional culture and create a piece of artwork that 

reflects or makes a statement about their research findings.  The students will also write a 

paper analyzing the significance of the artwork in relation to the research they have 

conducted.  I created this option using Gardner’s foundational/existential and aesthetic 

entry point.  This assignment encourages students to use visual media with the piece of 

artwork, textual media with the analytical paper, and to exercise spatial, linguistic, and 

intrapersonal intelligence.  Option 2- The students can engage in collaborative research 

focusing on the theatrical tradition of the culture.  Based on their research, the students 

will compose an original dance or drama to collaboratively perform for the class. They 

will write a collaborative paper explaining the significance of the dance or drama in 

relation to the research they have conducted.  I created this option using Gardner’s 

aesthetic and social entry points.  This assignment encourages students to use mixes of 

media with the drama or dance composition and performance, textual media with the 

collaborative paper, and to exercise bodily-kinesthetic, spatial, interpersonal, and 

linguistic intelligence. 

Assignment #3: The students will choose a travel destination anywhere in the 

world to research at the library.  Option 1- The students will engage in a collaborative 

hypertext project, in which they will compose a webzine that investigates 1) the native 
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culture, 2) the landscape/setting, 3) things to do/places to see, 4) transportation/travel 

options, and 5) tips for the tourist.  I created this option using Gardner’s hands-on and 

social entry points.  This assignment encourages students to use nonlinear media with the 

hypertext project, textual media with the written content of the hypertext project, and to 

exercise interpersonal and linguistic intelligence.  Option 2- The students will compose 

an original song, or musical compilation that embodies the music of the culture.  They 

will write a paper explaining their reasons for musical choices in relation to the research 

they have conducted.  I created this assignment using Gardner’s aesthetic entry point.  

This assignment encourages students to use multiple and dynamic media with the musical 

composition or compilation, and to exercise musical, linguistic, and intrapersonal 

intelligence. 

At the beginning of the semester I will distribute a questionnaire that asks the 

students about their attitudes regarding writing and multiple literacies (Appendix B).  The 

questionnaire includes specific questions about how they believe multiple literacies can 

fit into the writing classroom and their familiarity with a multiple literacies approach.  I 

will also distribute a questionnaire after the completion of each major assignment 

(Appendix C).  These questionnaires include specific questions about the students’ 

assignments.  I designed these questionnaires to provide information about what benefits, 

if any, did the students find in incorporating multiple literacies into a writing project.  I 

will be able to observe which students seem to enjoy the multiple literacies approach by 

taking field notes, analyzing the responses to the questionnaires, and evaluating their 

assignments.  At the end of the semester I will distribute a final questionnaire, in order to 

record any changes in the students’ attitudes about multiple literacies in the writing 

classroom that occurred during the semester (Appendix D).   

Data Collection 

Data collection methods include my field notes, students’ responses to 

questionnaires, student assignments, and student journals. 

Field notes. During each class period I will keep thorough field notes to help me to 

understand and to remember student comments regarding class assignments and 

discussions.  My notes will focus on students’ engagement and observable attitudes 

regarding each assignment.  I will jot brief notes in class, and after class I will make an 
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extensive field narrative to recap and analyze the class events.  My notes will allow me to 

assess and record student attitudes in response to the multiple literacies pedagogy. 

Questionnaires. At the beginning of the semester, after each major assignment, and at 

the end of the semester I will distribute questionnaires for the students to answer.  The 

questionnaire handed out at the beginning of the semester will generate information about 

the students’ attitudes about writing and multiple literacies.  The questionnaire distributed 

after each unit will include questions specific to the assignments. This questionnaire will 

generate information about what benefits, if any, did the students find in incorporating 

multiple literacies into a writing project.  The questionnaire distributed at the end of the 

semester includes questions designed to record any changes in the students’ attitudes 

about writing and multiple literacies during the semester. 

Student assignments. All of the assignments in the course will reveal students’ comfort 

levels and attitudes about multiple literacies in the writing classroom.  In each 

assignment, I will offer students various angles from which to approach the research 

topic.  I will discover if some assignment options provide helpful ideas and new ways for 

students to view and interpret their research.   

Student journals. Student journals are places where students can reflect on the 

assignments of the class.  I will ask the students to write in their journals one time per 

week, minimum.  I will not provide topics for the journal entries, but all journal entries 

must be reflections on class assignments.  I hope to learn more about the students’ 

attitudes about writing and multiple literacies in these journals. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Due to the amount of data I will collect over the course of the semester, 

condensing my data will be an important task.  I will rely on my transcription of my field 

notes into the field narrative as a way to highlight and analyze only the key points in my 

observations.  I will write a memo to myself after each round of questionnaires to 

document the most interesting responses and to note any trends.  The students will hand-

in their journals and class assignments in a portfolio at the end of the year.  I will write a 

memo to myself, summarizing each student’s attitudes about multiple literacies, writing, 

and any interesting bits of information I can glean from the portfolio.  I will share my 

research findings with other college research writing teachers who are interested in 
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finding a pedagogy that, in this era of rapidly evolving multiple-media culture, best 

serves college writing students’ needs. 

Data Collection Plan   

January 7, 2003  

• distribute first questionnaire 

• describe class requirements including student journals 

January 9, 2003 

• assign Assignment #1 

February 4, 2003 

• Assignment #1 due 

• distribute Assignment #1 questionnaire 

February 11, 2003 

• assign Assignment #2 

March 6, 2003 

• Assignment #2 due 

• distribute Assignment #2 questionnaire 

March 18, 2003 

• assign Assignment #3 

April 17, 2003 

• Assignment #3 due 

• distribute Assignment #3 questionnaire 

April 24, 2003 

• distribute final questionnaire 

• collect student journals and portfolios 
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Appendix A 

Gardner’s Entry Points  

 Gardner aligns these entry points with specific intelligences, which partially is 

how I determined which assignments activated certain intelligences. I, however, cannot 

emphasize enough that though each assignment encourages experimentation with certain 

types of media and exercising certain intelligences, the assignments do not limit the 

media which a student might choose to express his or her ideas or the intelligences that a 

student might tap into during the course of the assignment.  In Gardner’s words, here are 

the descriptions of each entry point: 

1. Narrational- The narrational entry point addresses students who enjoy learning 

about topics through stories (. . .)   

2. Quantitative/Numerical- The quantitative entry point speaks to students who 

are intrigued by numbers and patterns they make, and various operations that can 

be performed, and insights into size, ratio, and change (. . .) 

3. Logical- The logical entry point galvanizes the human capacity to think 

deductively.  Many events and processes can be conceptualized in terms of 

syllogisms (. . .) 

4. Foundational/Existential- This entry point appeals to students who are attracted 

to fundamental kinds of questions.  Nearly all children raise such questions, 

usually through myths or art; the more philosophically oriented pose issues and 

argue about them verbally (. . .) 

5. Aesthetic- Some people are inspired by works of art or by materials arranged in 

ways that feature balance, harmony, and composition (. . .) 

6. Hands On- Many people, particularly children, most easily approach a topic 

through an activity in which they become fully engaged – where they can build 

something, manipulate materials, or carry out experiments (. . .) 

7. Social- (. . .) Many people learn more effectively, however, in a group setting, 

where they can assume different roles, observe others’ perspectives, interact 

regularly, and complement one another (1999. 169-71). 
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Appendix B 

First Questionnaire: 

 

What is the purpose of a college research writing class? 

 

How do you think you will use writing once you leave college? 

 

Do you think this course will help you to prepare for the future? If so, why?  If not, why 

not? 

 

Do you consider yourself a writer? 

 

Do you use technology often?  If so, what kind?  If not, why not? 

 

Do you consider yourself a creative person?  Why or why not? 

 

Do you consider yourself a good research writer?  Why or why not? 

 

Do you think that using other skills in a research writing class, like drawing, dancing, or 

composing music would help you to enjoy and understand your research more than if the 

class focused only on writing?  Why or why not? 

  

Describe your ideal research writing class? (Be serious) 
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Appendix C 

Assignment Questionnaire: 

Did the assignment help you to enjoy and understand your research? Why or why not? 

 

Was the written part of the assignment easier or more enjoyable after you had completed 

the other section?  Why or why not? 

 

 

What did you like best about the assignment? 

 

What did you like least? 

 

Do you have any further comments about this assignment? 
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Appendix D 

Final Questionnaire 

 

What is the purpose of a college research writing class? 

 

How do you think you will use writing once you leave college? 

 

Do you think this course has helped you to prepare for the future? Why or why not?   

 

Do you consider yourself a writer? 

 

Do you use technology often?  If so, what kind?  If not, why not? 

 

Do you consider yourself a creative person?  Why or why not? 

 

Do you consider yourself a good research writer?  Why or why not? 

 

Do you think that using other skills in a research writing class, like drawing, dancing, or 

composing music has helped you to enjoy and understand your research more than if the 

class focused only on writing?  Why or why not? 

  

Describe your ideal research writing class? (Be serious) 

 

What was your favorite assignment in the course?  Why? 
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