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Critical Principles and Influences

Contrary to popular belief, writing is becoming more important and relevant in
this age of technology rather than less so. As our world becomes increasingly digitized, it
becomes of paramount importance that people gain the necessary skills to communicate
effectively in writing. Emails, text messages, Tweets, Facebook posts, blogs, and
countless other forms of written content are the primary forms of expression and
communication. In fact, a study by the Pew Research Center reports that, “31% [of
Americans] said they preferred texts to talking on the phone... [and] another 14% said
the contact method they prefer depends on the situation” (Smith). As a result, it has
become even more important that students learn not only how to write and reason, but
also how to do so appropriately in our highly digitized and quickly changing culture.

I was inspired to pursue the possibility of teaching developmental composition
online as a result of my experience teaching the Enhanced English 1010 writing labs at
Austin Peay State University, and specifically the pilot section of an online version of the
same course. As I began planning what I would do differently the next time I taught the
online course, I realized there is very little research into teaching developmental
composition in an online setting. While there is a fair amount of information on teaching
English online, particularly literature, there has not been as much research into teaching
composition, and especially not composition for those who are classified as
developmental students. I broadened my research and looked into articles about online
teaching in general, finding information on how to make an online course as effective as
possible and how to use technology in a way that enhances the lesson rather than

distracting from it. In many cases I found that strategies applied to other disciplines could
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be casily modified for a writing course and could potentially be highly beneficial for

composition students.

I specifically found the work of Marisol Clark-Ibafiez and Linda Scott to be very
helpful even though their focus was on teaching an Introduction to Sociology course.
While sociology differs significantly from composition, both fields involve subjective
assessments and instruction, making much of the authors’ input highly relevant for
teaching writing. They emphasize student engagement and instructor feedback; both of
which are of absolute importance for an online composition course, and they specifically
address the challenges of adapting traditional curriculum for an online course.

After doing this research, I began to feel that online courses could be more
beneficial than I had previously thought, especially for a school such as APSU with a
high percentage of students with full-time jobs and families. After all, online instruction
is ideal for non-traditional and shy students because the online environment is flexible
and allows them to communicate with a certain amount of anonymity and protection. I
also began to think about the fact that an online writing course forces students to do far
more writing than a traditional course does, and, therefore, could potentially be a very
successful mode of instruction. In addition to their usual writing assignments, students
must communicate with their peers and their professor almost exclusively in writing.
Although students who live in the same town as the university could meet with the
professor during office hours, the majority of communication would be through writing,
and what better practice can we offer students? Though I have always been skeptical of

online instruction, I realize that it is necessary for some students to earn their degrees,
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and if online courses are going to be used anyway, they should be conducted with the

most care and meticulousness as possible.

The students who are placed in English 1010-E are often non-traditional students
with families and/or full-time jobs outside the classroom. They are sometimes ELL
students who are shy about asking questions. Those who have come to college straight
after high school often have low self-confidence in their writing abilities. They are the
ideal candidates for an online course because the online classroom is more flexible for
students with jobs and families; the feedback is more personalized for students who need
extra attention; and the environment is safe and supportive for students who are normally

too shy to speak up and ask questions in a traditional classroom setting.
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Introduction
It is by no
Y Mo means a new phenomenon that freshmen entering universities are not

as prepared as their professors would like them to be. As early as 1885, America’s
universities were forced to implement programs to help their struggling students with
what they considered basic writing skills (Connors 47). However, that was during a time
when information was not as freely exchanged, and it is understandable that writing
instruction would be nowhere near standardized across secondary schools. Now that it is
2014, and we have the benefit of widespread telephones, cell phones, the Internet, and e-
mail, shouldn’t this problem have been solved by the ease of communication and
collaboration? Reality tells us that this is far from being the truth. Four-year universities
are still offering developmental writing courses for freshmen who enter without the
necessary skills for being successful writers in college. Instructors are hired; elaborate
programs are put in place, and students are often required to devote more time to their
writing than in a traditional three-hour course, just as they have been since 1885.

There are many reasons for the persistence of this problem. Michael Dubson
points out that, “[one] phenomenon that affects student attitudes about and ability in
writing is the image-heavy/text-light world most of our students have come of age in”
(98). Certainly, many arguments and studies support this claim, including Nicholas Carr’s
The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains, a text that explores the science
behind how technology affects our ability to think deeply and critically. Professors also
point to ineffective high school instruction, some blaming the teachers, others blaming

the policies. Elizabeth Dutro criticizes the latter in her discussion of the assumptions

made by curriculum writers about students’ home lives, and how detrimental these
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assumptions c: . NPT .
ssumptions can be to w nting instruction when applied to students living outside the

erceived norm _
perceived norm (Dutro). Anne Ruggles Gere points to the paradox inherent in writing

that 1t 1s often used as a punishment, but then upheld as the measure of a complete

education. This creates a conundrum wherein students develop a negative perception of
writing while it simultaneously remains a staple of academia (Gere). There is widespread
agreement that the challenges of teaching writing are one of the most important issues

facing higher education today, but there is little consensus on how to address these

challenges.

Brief History of Developmental Writing

Over the course of the past 130 years, universities have tried a number of
strategies to bring incoming freshmen up to college level writing standards. These
strategies have gone through countless changes and alterations to accommodate
fluctuating student populations, changes in composition trends, and administrative
requirements. From the days of the “Awkward Squad” at Yale in the 1920s, a fairly
progressive but insensitively named program, developmental writing courses have cycled
through various methods and structures, and composition in general has seen a large shift
from product- to process-oriented instruction (Crowley 65). Most notably, there has been
an ongoing debate within the composition community over whether developmental

composition should even be taught, with some instructors arguing that colleges should

establish prerequisites that bar those who are deficient in written communication skills

from entering in the first place. Indeed, in the late 1950s, it began to look as though

colleges could afford to eliminate freshman composition altogether. As Robert Connors



explains, “fewer but
p much better prepared students were seeking admission. We might

think of the period as the antithesis of literacy crisis: there was no press of new student
populations, test scores were rising every year, and there were fewer bachelor’s degrees
conferred in 1960 than in 1950 (Connors 55). However, this era did not last, and as
college enrollment rates rose again in the 1960s and composition developed as its own
discipline, the debate swung back in favor of reform over abolition (Connors 56).

The debate continued through the 1960s, but beginning in the 1970s, the cries to
do away with freshman composition became fainter. As open admissions policies became
widespread, universities were faced with a student population that was far less prepared
than that of previous decades. Connors writes that, “any chance that abolitionist ideas
might have had in the early 1970s was swamped by mid-decade. The *back to the basics’
movement, the rise of basic writing as a subdiscipline, even the writing process
movement all presumed a required freshman course™ (58). The education reform boom of
the 1980s brought attention to the large number of students who were not prepared for the
expectations of the college classroom, and instructors were offered ample opportunity to
work with developmental students who were deficient in their writing skills.

The most recent policy shift affecting the developmental writing debate is the

implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001. As one of the most

controversial education reform bills in American history. the NCLB is regarded by many

college instructors as contributing 0 greater amount of students who enter college

without the writing skills they need. due to secondary schools feeling pressured to pass

students with sub-par scores in order nott0 lose federal funding. As James Gerard

Caillier explains,



Th
ose schools that do not make [Annual Yearly Progress] for two

consecutive years in each of their demographic subgroups will be labeled

as failing and will have to offer choice to transfer... Schools failing to

make their AYP three years in a row will have to provide students with
supplemental services or free tutoring...If a school fails a fourth year, they

have to write a school improvement plan, which has to be approved by the

state. Lastly, schools are reconstituted if they fail five years in a row.

(Caillier 583)
The AYP is determined based on students’ scores on standardized tests, meaning that
public schools are often forced to teach to the test, rather than to students’ learning styles,
in order to have the best chance of meeting AYP goals. This incentivizes passing students
who are still not truly proficient in certain areas so that schools can maintain success rates

that keep them from losing funding and being reconstituted.

Defining College Writing
First, we must determine what we mean when we discuss college writing. Just
what are these skills that universities consider necessary and ubiquitous, but that are

falling through the cracks? Just as with the discord on how to address student

deficiencies, we lack a concrete answer for this question across the board. Countless

instructors have written about what they believe constitutes college-level writing, but

there has not been a comprehensive definition that has been agreed upon universally. As

a result. each school or state governing board is left to decide what its particular set of

pre-requisite standards is. However, there do seem to be a few basic aspects that appear



in most definitions of college.lev iting. In
! ge-level writj i
g. In his essay “College-I iting:
ssay, -Level Writing: A

Departmental Perspective,™ ae Gent; .
p p ¢.” James Gentile outlines some basic guidelines that appear

across schools: “higher-leve] critical reading, thinking, and writing skills, ...[and] a type
of writing that both evidences those skills and demonstrates mastery of the conventions

of academic prose™ (312). These are skills that incoming college freshmen are expected

to know. or at least have a basic understanding of, so that their skills may be polished and
honed in their composition courses. Keith Hjortshoj’s book The Transition to College
Writing. updated through the years, provides another account of what colleges expect.
Not only does he address the specifics of what constitutes a college-level paper—*“you
will have a clear argument...you will select and organize information in a logical,
sequential order the reader can easily follow” (Hjortshoj 84)—he also points out
strategies for achieving these aims and gives explanations of how college professors
might mark a paper based on their expectations: “If they do not mark [small] errors on the
papers they return to you, the reason is not that they don’t notice or don’t care. Instead,
minor errors are so common in student writing that most teachers don’t have the time to
mark them and do not view this editorial work as their responsibility” (Hjortshoj 87). Not
only does his book offer help and guidance for incoming freshmen, it reinforces the idea

that it is easier to explain to students what to expect from their professors than to define

exactly what “college-level writing” is.

The fluid nature of college expectations makes it difficult for high school

teachers, who are already limited in time and resources, to prepare their students for

college. In “Am | a Liar?: The Angst of a High School English Teacher,” the author

' isi { . Enolish are updated mainly by alumni who visit and
explains that her “visions of college English are up



share their experiences with me” (Jordan et al. 39). As she states, the lack of

communication from colleges to high schools about what will be expected of students

when they reach higher education is crippling to high school English instruction. High

school teachers are often forced to guess what to teach based on the anecdotal and limited
evidence of the few students who stay in contact after graduation. The author shares
another case in which a visiting former student overhead a current student ask a question
about her research paper and replied, ““Don’t worry about it. I just graduated from
college and I never once had to write a research paper’™ (Jordan et al. 36). Other than the
troubling notion that a student was able to get through college without writing a single
research paper, this instance highlights the fact that there is no overarching entity which
informs high school teachers what their students will be expected to know by the time
they enter a freshman writing course.

Because of the enigmatic requirements of college writing, and continued
emphasis on standardized testing for high school students, there does not appear to be
anything on the horizon that will mitigate the disconnect between what is taught in high

school English and what colleges expect incoming freshmen to be able to do. As a result,

the need for developmental writing courses has little chance of decreasing even as written

communication skills and digital literacy become increasingly important. Moreover, as

society puts increased emphasis on obtaining a college degree, some demographic groups

such as low-income students, adults who have full-time jobs, and those who previously

attended college but were not successful, are finding ways 10 attend college. However,

these same groups of people are often the very students who need developmental writing

- ici i rms are creating a
instruction. In essence America’s education policies and societal no g
. b
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~ulture who feels obli
C obligated to attend college, but those same policies mean that incomi
coming

colleges stude : ,
colleges students lack the appropriate skills to be successful. In this way developmental

WTIUNg programs are as important, if not more important, than ever

The Development of APSU’s
Structured Learning Assistance Model

In 1984, in response to the nationwide outcry for education reform, the Tennessee
Board of Regents (TBR) instituted a new policy for developmental and remedial courses.
As their basis for college-level standards, they turned to the College Board’s 1983
publication “Academic Preparation for College” (Bader and Hardin 35). Under this
program, students who were identified as deficient by standardized test scores and
placement tests were required to enroll in remedial courses. After successfully
completing the remedial course, students could then enroll in a regular freshman core
class (Bader and Hardin 37). Though the assessment methods underwent several changes
between 1984 and 2001, the model for the developmental courses remained the same.
Though retention and success rates did improve under this program (Bader and Hardin
38), a major drawback was that, “Although remedial and developmental courses did not

carry graduation credit, grades earned in these courses did appear on transcripts” (40).

This stipulation meant that students were paying for these courses, spending at least one

semester enrolled in them, and receiving grades that affected their GPA, but without the

benefit of having their time and credits count towards graduation.

In 2007. that changed when TBR mandated that developmental courses count for

institutional credit. Austin Peay State University’s response to this mandate was to create
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the Structured Learning Assistance (SLA) program across the ¢ ore curriculum, including
writing courses. Enhanced English 1010 (English 1010-E) is the developmental
equivalent of English 1010, the traditiona] freshman composition course. Both courses
are worth three credit hours, are taught by full-time faculty members, and use the same
required texts. The difference between the two is that English 1010-E also has a two-
hour-per-week lab component, in addition to the three hours of lecture, that is designed to
give struggling students extra practice and information which a typical lecture course
simply does not have time to give. As the National Center for Academic Transformation
report states, “These core courses will not change in content, but will be linked to SLA
workshops™ (NCAT). A major goal of the program is for the lecture portion to mirror a
regular English 1010 course as much as possible in structure, assignments, and even
required texts. In theory, the only “Enhanced” part of English 1010-E is the extra two
hours in the writing lab. The department requires the exact same textbooks for both
English 1010 and English 1010-E so that the books that students have do not identify
them as being in a developmental course. Additionally, after students complete English
1010-E and go on to a regular English 1020 class, their new professors are not told who

was or was not in English 1010-E, with the hope that those who were in developmental

English are unidentifiable from their peers who were in a regular English 1010 course.

Before the Structured Learning Assistant (SLA) program was put into place in the

fall of 2007, the percentage of students who successfully passed their developmental

course was at 54.4%, using students enrolled in the 2005-2006 academic year as a

baseline (APSU 11). The cumulative success rate of students enrolled in the new English

% (11). It should be noted that the

1010-E program from 2007-2014 increased to 69.9



success rate under
the old mode] was calculated allowing students two full academic
years to successfu
) lly complete the course, whereas the SLA success rate is calculated
based on one sem
ester. In other words, not only has the completion rate increased, it has

done so despite the program having higher standards for success.

Additionally, the one-year retention rates of students enrolled in developmental

courses has increased significantly under the new SLA model. The 2006 cohort was used
as a baseline because it is the most recent academic year to the SLA model being put in
place. The number of students who returned to the university the next fall was 52.3%
under the old model, and that number has increased to a cumulative rate of 64.9% with
the SLA model for the 2007-2013 cohorts (APSU 12). Even more compelling are the
rates of students who have graduated from the university within six years of completing
the English 1010-E courses. Under the old DSP model, only 14.29% of the 2006 cohort
had graduated after six years, compared to 29.46% of the 2007 cohort, and 33.33% of the
2008 cohort (APSU 11). Over twice as many developmental students are now graduating
from the university within six years than were previously graduating under the DSP

model. To emphasize the impact this program has had, 586 more students have

successfully completed English 1010, and 208 additional students have been retained as a

result of the English 1010-E courses than would have under the DSP model (APSU).

Inside the SLA Writing Labs

The writing labs have a few general requirements that are the same across the

board. No out-of-class work may be assigned, and students may not take assignments

home to finish and bring back; all work must be completed within the 55-minute
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timeframe of the clas i o T i
ass. This policy is in place to protect and benefit the students in these

-nhanced cours / .

l es who already have a heavier course 1oad due to the two extra hours of
instruction Ao .

. they are receiving in the labs, and is also intended to keep them from feeling

that they need to prioritize lab work over their major assignments in the lecture.

Additionally, no lab work may be graded for correctness, but only for completion. Under

this model, students receive credit for coming to class, participating, and doing their

work. They do not receive grades in the labs based on how well they do the in-class

assignments, just whether they do them at all.

These labs are taught by Graduate Assistants (GAs) from the English department
who have been picked by the Director of Composition and the English Graduate
Coordinator. Each GA is partnered with at least one professor for a total of three to four
writing labs. The way that each professor structures his or her course largely determines
they type of instruction that each GA uses. In the fall of 2013, I worked with Dr. Charla
White-Major on one section, and with another professor for two sections. For Dr. White-
Major’s classes, she provided me with a detailed course calendar, complete with specific
topics I should be covering in the labs. While the students were required to have
assignments completed on certain days, the lesson plans and teaching were largely left up

to me. For example, while Dr. White-Major would determine which days the class

should focus on comma usage, I had the freedom to create the day’s lesson and any

classwork. In the other professor’s labs, there was less structure imposed on which topics

to cover. and I was left to determine what to teach based on what I could see students

struggling with. Both of these approaches worked in their own way, both for the students

time instructor. The more structured approach gave me some

and for me as a first-
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guidance as to what topics I should be teaching, while the less structured approach taught
me valuable lessons in flexibility and adaptation.

Though the general structure of the course is the same across the department, each
professor sets his or her own personal attendance policies and assignments. For example,
one professor simply requires that students attend ten lab sessions in order to pass that
portion of the course and offers extra credit to anyone who attends twenty sessions or
more. Other professors allow a certain amount of absences and then begin to dock points
after students reach that limit. Some professors require students to write a paragraph
during each course meeting in order to get consistent examples of the students’ writing;
others have no specific requirements other than attendance. As a result, the English
1010-E courses still feel like individual, tailored courses that differ across instructors,

while also maintaining a level of consistency that ensures that students are getting the
help they need.

A typical class period for all the labs I taught involved 15-20 minutes of grammar
review and instruction as we worked together on a topic, then 20-25 minutes of
individual or group classwork, with all of us coming back together as a large group at the

end of class to go over the assignment and address any lingering questions. Depending on

the lesson, I would provide a worksheet or writing prompt for the students to complete

during this time, which I would then collect at the end of the class period. I tried to vary

my instruction methods from week to week so that students did not become disengaged,

and I frequently used examples from popular culture in order to (hopefully) help them

remember certain grammar rules. [ also emphasized that the goal of the course was not

LA citation format, but for them to know

i M
for them to memorize every comma rule or
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how to use the resources available to them in order to correct their own work. After all,
very few students who are English majors are placed in developmental writing courses,
s0 it is of paramount importance that the real-world usefulness of the course be stressed
in order to demonstrate that it is stil] essential for a nursing student or a computer
programmer to be able to write effectively.

In these writing labs, many of the students began the semester with an attitude of
skepticism at best. A few rare students seemed to feel genuinely neutral about being
there, but it was clear that the majority would rather be doing something else with their
time. However, in both semesters, as we went on and completed more lessons, and
specifically once the students had revised their own work, I could see them begin to open
up and engage more in the class. For one thing, they began to feel more comfortable with
me, asking me questions and coming to me for help. Most notably, they began to take
risks with their writing, trying new words and sentence structures, and though they
weren’t always successful on their first try, they were still moving forward and making
progress. More than once I witnessed a student finally grasp a concept that had been a
challenge, and across the board I saw a noted improvement in students’ organization and

writing style as students were forced, often for the first time, to write a considerable

amount throughout the semester.

Adapting Writing Courses for Online Instruction

In our increasingly global world, colleges are being urged more and more to offer

online classes. and the demand by students 18 certainly present. As America’s conflicts

: : ili have come
overseas have been winding down, increasing numbers of military personnel
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e: rising tuiti _
degree; rising tuition costs mean that low-income students fresh out of high school who

want to attend college may not be able to do so without working at least part-time. For all

of these groups, the best option for them to be abje to complete a degree is to do so online
in an environment that offers them flexibility of time and location. But what happens
when these groups of people need developmental writing instruction that is only offered
in a traditional course setting?

The question remains, and it is an important one, as to whether a student can truly
receive effective writing instruction in a virtual setting, and specifically whether a student
can receive effective developmental writing instruction online. Not only is it possible, for
some students it is preferable. Online courses best serve students who already have jobs
and/or families, or those who must work while they are in school. Additionally, online
courses are ideal for students who find it intimidating to speak up in a traditional
classroom due to low self-esteem and feelings of inadequacy. If we look back at the

factors in 1984 that prompted TBR to implement a comprehensive developmental

program, we see that,

40% of all freshmen entering TBR institutions were underprepared

for college level work. This percentage included students who had

selected a program other than college preparatory while in secondary

school, students who had dropped out of school and who had eventually

elopment (GED) certification, students

earned their General Education Dev

ho had disabilities that had interfered with their participation in a
W



information suggests that online developmental writing courses, when taught creatively

and meticulously, have the potential to be just as effective as traditional courses.

Online Teaching Strategies

It is important to bear in mind that even the techniques of traditional classroom
instruction with which educators are familiar and comfortable are not 100% effective.
Students still fail their in-person writing classes, and the ways to prevent that failure are
the same for both virtual and traditional instruction. In any subject and in any classroom
format, student success depends on the attentiveness and motivation of both student and
teacher. In her essay “Innovative Writing Instruction: Writing Rewired: Teaching Writing
in an Online Setting,” Stephanie Imig asserts, “Many traditional schools face a similar
wasteland [of student engagement] as they employ cookie-cutter curricula and gear daily

education toward the rigorous mountain of testing” (80). Clearly, the challenge of

engaging students’ interest and motivating them to submit assignments is just as present

in a traditional classroom as it is online. As a result, similar strategies must be used to

achieve student engagement in a virtual classroom as those that have been proven

effective in traditional classrooms.
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Admittedly, th
Y. the benefits of the face-to-face interaction provided in a traditional

classroom can never be fully replicated by any online tools. The dynamics that come with

/ and i
verbal (and more importantly, nonverbal) communication can only truly be experienced

when people are sharing the same physical space. However, with the wide range of online
tools available, that interaction can be very closely replicated, and in some cases may
even be more beneficial specifically because of the lack of physical interaction. In an
essay published in The Journal of General Education, Kerri-Lee Krause writes,
“Although face-to-face contact with teaching faculty remains crucial in developing
students” academic writing skills, there is a place, too, for judicious use of online
technologies to provide support in this area” (203). The challenge then does not lie in the
technology itself, but in the instructor’s ability to use that technology effectively so that
students feel comfortable and willing to participate in the conversation.

This lack of face-to-face interaction can be turned to the instructor’s advantage in
work-shopping and peer-reviewing papers. Without having to confront their classmates
in-person, students may feel more comfortable sharing ideas and offering constructive

criticism. Online instructor Shelbie Witte utilized a blog in her virtual classroom in an

attempt to allow students to express themselves in a broader environment, and when the

blog was temporarily disabled by administrators, students made such comments as, “By

taking away our access to the...blog, you have taken away my voice’” (Witte 95). This

statement demonstrates students’ highly positive response to being given the freedom to

express their thoughts and :deas in a setting in which they feel supported and safe. If

anything, the larger challenge in online expression falls to instructors in the giving of

feedback and hoping that the correct tone is being conveyed through writing. Criticism
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teachers can overco i
me this challenge to o certain extent by establishing a tone and

rapport early on in t e &
PP y he class, as well as by utilizing more informal writing techniques

such as emoticons to convey more subtle ideas

dditionally, participation in an online course can be quantified in a way that it

cannot in traditional courses. By requiring students to post discussion topics and respond
to their peers, instructors can easily give a participation grade that truly reflects how
much a student is engaging in the course. While shy, introverted students in traditional
courses may receive a low participation grade while still listening and absorbing the
material, those same students can more accurately reflect their attentiveness in an online
environment. This aspect of online courses is especially relevant in a developmental
writing course in which students may feel that their questions or input are inadequate.
The relative anonymity offered by the virtual environment has the potential to empower
students who would have been silent in an on-site classroom, giving teachers a better
understanding of their needs and abilities than they might have received otherwise.
One of the most noticeable ways that an online setting can be used to the

advantage of teaching composition is that it allows for students to write on their own

schedule, within reason. Kerri-Lee Krause discusses this phenomena, saying, “To ensure

successful integration in the sociocultural setting of the university or college, students

need scaffolding... [and this] scaffolding comes in the form of an online resource that

allows students to learn and develop academic writing skills at their own pace” (204).

Though deadlines must till be met, the fact that students are able to “attend” the lecture

freedom to arrange the class at a time

at any point throughout the day enables them the
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“personal con
of p trol encourages students to become more self-aware and self-explorative

in their learning process. Students must stj]| conform themselves to the parameters of the
assignments, but they are presented with a more visible manifestation of the ways that the
class material can be conformed to their needs, which is an essential realization of the
instructor-student relationship. When students are able to see the ways in which the

instructor, and the course itself, are working to help them, they feel more supported and

encouraged.

Additionally, teaching writing online provides more practice in written
communication than a traditional course does. Discussions that would normally be
spoken, and questions that would normally be asked out loud, must, in an online course,
be communicated just as effectively through writing. Moreover, students receive
significantly more reading practice in an online course because they receive their
assignments, lessons, and feedback primarily in written form. While this aspect does
present a challenge for students who have difficulty with reading comprehension, even

that obstacle can be overcome with innovative instruction techniques. The ease of file-

sharing provides ample opportunities for instructors to use audio and visual methods to

teach certain concepts, and even instructor feedback can be recorded as an audio file and

i n a paper.
shared with an individual student to supplement the written comments on a pap

Powerpoint presentations with colorful visuals and charts can liven up typical black-and-

i ile 1 d should
white blocks of text to engage students more easily. While instructors cannot (an

supplementing it with other methods

i irely,
not) avoid written instruction and feedback entirely
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can significantly improve students’ absorption of the materia] and even provide the
necessary scaffolding for improving reading comprehension,

The lessons themselves, the trye meat of the course, can be one of the most
difficult aspects to tailor to the online environment. Writing about writing quickly
becomes dense and abstract, discouraging students from paying attention and reading in
detail. This can be avoided through the use of slideshow presentations which incorporate
graphics and examples that are more suited to a visua] and virtual environment, and
through videos of instructors providing short lectures in order to increase the feeling of
personal interaction. Stephanie Imig incorporated a combination approach in dealing with
George Ella Lyon’s poem, “Where I'm From™ in her online class: “I modeled my list [of
items in my life] through a PowerPoint presentation, and students submitted at least one
item from their lists to the chat box for each category” (82). Imig continued the lesson by
inserting a recording of her reading her own finished poem while students responded in
real-time. She concludes, “It was the closest to a read-around I have ever experienced
since teaching online” (Imig 82). Though instructors must be creative in their approach, it
is possible to create an online classroom that feels very much like a traditional brick-and-

mortar one.

In her essay, “It’s Not The Matrix: Thinking about Online Writing Instruction,”

Merry Rendahl urges online instructors, “As we move toward computer-mediated or

teChnology-enhanced teaching, we need not distance ourselves from our humanity or

human connections. Through technology we can foster human to human connections that

" (13 oint is a
aid learning and overcome distances between teachers and learners (136). Her p

dents are human, technology is only a tool

i u
poignant one—because both instructors and st



iscovery. Most i .
discovery. Most Importantly, an online class has the ability to make both instructors and

students re-evaluate themselves, which 1s a vital aspect to any classroom setting. If the
very traits we praise and aspire to so much i traditional classrooms are possible in the
virtual classroom, the only obstacle becomes the instructors’ ability to effectively use the

tools given them in order to connect with their students, and isn’t that the major obstacle

to teaching in any setting?

Piloting the First Online English 1010-E
When the Director of Composition informed me that I would be working on the
first online section of English 1010-E with Dr. White-Major, I was excited by the
opportunity, but unsure of how the class structure would work. After all, I could not
schedule weekly lab “meetings” with the students to help them catch up on the skills they
needed. After speaking with Dr. White-Major, we agreed that the best strategy was for
me to try to adapt some of my lessons and writing tips into a written form that I could

post online in the D2L shell for the course. While some of my materials (“Four Ways to

Frame Your Introduction™) were easy to post online, others were less conducive to a

strictly written format without the benefit of classroom instruction (*Verb Tenses &

Moods™). I made it my goal to post weekly tips and tricks or at least attach a handout that

i . writing. I also wrote posts about more general
might be helpful to the students in their writing. I a

and concise.
items, such as clarity in writing, and ways 10 keep a paper focused
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While students’ ipifial ;
Initial interest was fairly encouraging, [ saw their -

quickly flag. I was able to gee specifically how fany and who had viewed each topic, and
opic, an

the number of students viewing the content dropped rapidly. One diligent student

attributed to the fact that there were no lab “assignments” that they had to complete for

credit. Unfortunately, with the online section, assigning any kind of lab work technically

fell into the category of out-of-class assignments, so my hands were somewhat tied as far
as what I could require of them. I continued posting my tips and checking into the class
on a regular basis to make sure no one had asked any questions or requested help, but the
communication lines were always silent.

Out of the 15 students in the class, only four failed the course, leaving a success
rate of 73.3% (APSU). While the sample size is admittedly quite small, it is encouraging.
However, I still felt that there was a certain amount of student engagement lacking. Dr.
White-Major and I were both checking in frequently, and we had even taped short videos
in which we introduced ourselves and welcomed the students to the class in the hopes
that seeing two actual instructors would help them to humanize us and separate the

lecture from the lab. However, the fact that there was not a separate lab meeting hindered

us from achieving what we do on-site, which is to have two different people echoing each

other’s advice, thereby adding credibility to our claims. Though the pilot section of

English 1010-W1E was ultimately a success, it is our responsibility as educators to

d assess what we can do to improve our instruction.

constantly evaluate an
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Changes i Spring 2015

coding each handout, which seems to help the

students absorb the information despite it being a strictly visual medium. I have also used
advice from seminars on creating effective visual presentations and have broken up large
blocks of text into smaller, more manageable chunks (Wadia). I continue to use
references to popular culture, and quirky sentence examples in the hopes that these will

be easier for students to remember. Though it sounds simplistic, I use “Schoolhouse
Rock”™ as a model, reasoning that unique and fun learning materials have a better chance

of lodging themselves in students’ brains for the long-term.

Subject/Verb Agreement

Four Ways to Frame Your Introduction
Suljecy Vert Agresment refers (o whetber the siliect of & senteuce matches e

1. Historioal

i oW Review vert i pareen And mumber. Whes & vort All of the poastble forma
a.mwsw o are listed. Por axaDpis, the CONRWALiOn of the verd o have” loaks Like Qs

4. Pamous Person

1. Ristorical review: Some topics are bettar URAErE00d 1f & Lirel istarical review of
Wie Lopin it presented 1o lead into the digevssion of tha imoment Such topics might
include ‘s bographus sketeh of @ war 20ro,” ‘A UPOCIRING €XPOULON Of & canvicted
Criminal’ or ‘drugs and the YHUDReT FenEPALion * It 1S (MPOTANt that the Lirorical
DEviw Do brief s that I does COL 1Ak Cver Lhe DAper,

In the following exATpies, the subject 18 red and the verd ia hius

8. Ansodote: An anendota 12 & iittie sory. BeEn & Paper by relasing ¢ Small s1ory At
il Lt L 2074 of your pages. Yonsr story Kanild be  amal epiaods, ot s fali blown
Blory with sharantess wed plot and settiag it aiee shoudd Hot be & stery Wid in e
DETROT, pATBLALIVR. IV & RrEAl S20TY, BOL POUr DArsOTIAL eXperisiicn. De mirw sl
Fuir 4107y dok HOL Lake over the pages. Rerexber, 1 15 A2 1CSUUOUOL, Dt e pper
somlt

8. Surpristng sasement: A surprising MAKDOGY it & AvCTTe INTTOduCtory techniGue of
PrUMMMKEIA] @rLeTS THASS AP THATY WAVS & FALNIDAGL U5 SLTHTM X reader
p because 5 is dlagust 1t s Joytul

Bamatizmes It s SDOCKING. BometiTed 1% i PUrpTIAIng beossuss of who said it Professicnal
writers naye haTed this techaique 1o & fiDe 6GEe. It 16 DO USsd &S MUTL a8 the firet two
parterns, but it is wed.

& Pamous pursen: It iny b sOmLlang Lhal PeTROr aRid GF SOMRNING be U she GIE that
Can i praentiied as A% Interest, £rabber. The fAmOUS pArson may be dead or ative The
TS pareOn IRY b B €0OK PETRAT: lke i FOpe, OF 1 o7 shie may be & bad perecs ke
Jobir, Wilket Bonli Of 5ourse, bringing 4p Uiis Perecn’s AT Qs be elevat Lo the

ermore fox s hg #choo: Englen
The sovs meteriai 3 aCagAe trum B Herdont prapared Oy MaKTy Lisemor for I 137 4
e & Caos ez S0 5 Ade:, Gaorga

1 Bave two dogs.
The sutject *I” is Airst Peruot: ML, &0 the verd 18 “have *

e s two dOgR
The subject “Kae” is Litrd persun Mngiar, 5o the vert is “has.”

Bubject/Vert agreement can get confusing whan the mulject s diffioult to
Mentity:

[Before we =t 10 the Movies, we ate dinnor At an TAlAn restaurent
Introductory clause " “we® is Lie suliject of e Whole sentence

** An introductory clamnse mAY Jave & ©Ulect and v  of 1ts owr, bt thal is not
tha shject of tha whais Mr:tense because it is depandant LpcD the INDIDALGD
1AL we find Ou: L1 the Test of the SeNLance, And 1t CATNCE SARA C1 1A OWN AS &
sentance

The sanzence cowd be rearranged to read
We 2te AINDAT &2 A1 IAlAD PestauTRnt Defore e went 1o the mOvies.

Bulject/Verd agreement is also difficult in cases where there is & dummy
subjeet 1iks “thare” or “Rare”:

There are eads.

*Beads’ is the sulject beoause the ssnlesce couid read: * beads xre there.”

s wal

“Wazer” is the s water is ham.”

e,
Rject becausn the senanon souid read: *

+ %11 both Usese examypies. oo <" 18 4D SN Lolitng 2ow Liuch.

Fionre 1- Oinline handout from Spnng 20]4

Figure 2: Online Handout from Spring 2015
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I have also posted manw
posted many more “News” items on th h
B s € course homepage thi
1S

Nq]ﬂ‘,\‘k‘l‘ |n OI"dC o re 1

contact me with any questions th
\ s €y may have. Com
' pared to last year’s radio si
silence, |

]

ave already heard fi
have ) d from several of the students with questions about the content or for

fe
reading my posts and that they feel comfortabje asking for assistance; both of which were

lacking in the pilot section of online 1010-E. Of course, we will not know until the end of

the semester whether this translates into an increased success rate

The largest change I have introduced this semester is the use of “Quizzes” in
order to assess writing. In attempting to mimic the on-site course as much as possible, I
wanted to come up with a way for students to submit small pieces of writing on a weekly
basis for me to assess and mark. However, coming up with a way to ensure that the
students did not spend more than 55 minutes (the length of the on-site labs) was an
obstacle. To avoid having students treat these writing assignments as homework, and to
ensure that they are not prepared statements, I have the students take a 55-minute “quiz”

each Thursday. The quiz consists of one long-answer question that asks them to write

three to four paragraphs on a specific topic, and I grade the quiz based on whether the

student completes the assignment or not. Students cannot see the prompt until they open

the quiz, so there is no way that they can spend more than the allotted 55 minutes, even

] : t
with preparation and organization factored in. I then provide feedback to correct any

) : iz as long as
errors or to offer suggestions, but the students receive full credit for the quiz a g

i i writing.
they submit it with the appropriate amount of g
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S a o
Plans for Future Endeavors

replay the video as many times as needed. I would also like to offer the same video
capture feedback on their papers so that I could walk students through their writing in the
same way that I might in a one-on-one conference. Using this technology could greatly
enhance the online experience and make it just as useful as a traditional course, especially
because of the ability to replay videos and revisit materials as needed.

I ' would also like to use blogs for the lab portion of this class to demonstrate to
students how their writing is meant to be a part of a larger intellectual conversation. In
order to stay within the time constraints of the labs, I would have the students use the
paragraphs they write for their “quizzes” and revise them to be published using my
feedback. After publishing these paragraphs to their blogs, the students would be required

to respond to a certain number of their classmates’ posts so that they begin to understand

that it is important to have a solid argument that stands up to critique. The difficulty of

explaining in a traditional course that a paper is not written solely for the professor could

: > clai ffer
be more easily demonstrated as students respond to their peers elafobitic

) i hat opposition
alternatives. Students could strengthen their own arg el g

there is and addressing it.
ire h work from both
Contrary to popular belief, online courses require just as muc
“ontrar !
i 'h for professors to simply
Instruct nd students as traditional courses do. It is not enoug p
IStructors a g S as



transcribe materials from their on-site courses and expect them to work in an online
setting: it is not enough for students to log in once a week and submit assignments
blindly. In order for an online writing course to be successful, both groups must commit
to doing just as much work as in a traditional course. The trade-off, however, is that both
groups will have more freedom in scheduling and pacing. Since it is clear that neither
developmental writing classes nor online courses are in danger of disappearing from
universities, educators must work to find ways to teach the necessary material to the
greatest number of people in the most effective ways possible. While it does require
significant changes to lesson plans and instruction methods, teaching developmental

writing online is not only viable, but it has the potential to be highly beneficial.
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as the 1970s indicate that students tend to respond more favorably to vocal feedback
because they feel it is easier to understand and that they are receiving more personal
attention from the instructor. The author points out that the practice of audiotaping

feedback has not been widely adopted and points to the lack of convenience as the
ee

probable cause.
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Logsdon, Donald F., Jr. “Online Teaching Defengeq Letter. 75
: €r. e Amer.

Teacher 63.1(2002): 9. JSTOR. Wep, 3 April 2014

classroom effectively actually allows teachers and students to haye more on
€-0n-one
interaction than a traditional classroom. He specifically advocates the use of discussion

boards and presentations.

National Center for Academic Transformation. “Tennessee Board of Regents:
Developmental Redesign Initiative.” National Center for Academic
Transformation. NCAT, 1 June 2009. Web. 22 March 2015.

This report from the NCAT outlines the structure for the SLA redesign of 2007
across the disciplines. While it focuses primarily on the math program, the information is
also applicable to the developmental writing courses. It offers specific information on the

course structure as well as information on the inspiration for the new model.

Rendahl, Merry A. “It’s Not The Matrix: Thinking about Online Writing Instruction.”

The Journal of the Midwest Modern Language Association 42.1 (2009): 133-150.

Print.
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Je the author does admit the benefits of traditional teaching,
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argument not to fear it. Whi
ature of the world and asserts that
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she points out that the changing technological
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resist the change, leaving students in the lurch. Rendah] pre h
Sents the concept of re-

defining the classroom to include the increas:
€asing number of
people who opt for onlin.
e

classes.

Smith, Aaron. “Americans and Text Messaging.” PewResearchCenter. Pew Research

Center, 19 Sep. 2011. Web. 27 Feb. 2015.

An article explaining statistics showing the percentage of Americans who use text
messaging and, specifically, the percentage who prefer text messages to phone calls. Of
note is also the percentage of Americans who do not make or take a phone call on their
cell phone in a typical day. Smith highlights the idea that Americans are increasingly

reliant on digital, written communication rather than verbal.

Sullivan, Patrick, and Howard Tinberg, eds. What Is “College-Level " Writing? Urbana:

NCTE, 2006. Print.

This book contains essays by both college and high school writing teachers. It

addresses current concerns and debates within the field of writing instruction.

- eme egree
Tennessee Board of Regents. “General Education Requirements and Deg

Requirements.” TBR. TBR. n.d. Web. 27 Feb. 2015.

son general course

This is TBR's official document outlining restriction

’ rogress.
requirements and how they affecta student’s degree prog
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Towle. Carroll S. “The Awkward Squad at Yaje »
o The Engll'shJo
urnal |

8.8 (1929,
77.JSTOR. Web. 22 March 2015, (1929): 67.

This article outlines the implementat;
ation and
I process of the Awkward Squad in
Freshman English at Yale during the 19205, Towle
. offers a detajled acc
ount of how the
program is structured with specific examples of assignments typical clas i
e S meetings, and
methods of feedback. She provides anecdota] evidence of student iImprovement and
ment an
touches on the enigmatic nature of college writing standards Though this article j
. 1CI€ 1S now
86 years old, the instructional methods are markedly similar to the Austin Peay’s SLA

labs, with the notable difference of their names.

Wadia, Minoo B. “Crap Hats: Approaches to Business Documents and Flyer Design.”
South Central Modern Language Association. Austin, TX. Oct. 2014. Address.
Wadia’s lecture focuses on effective design for documents, flyers, and visual

presentations. He gives examples of design elements that have been proven to more

effectively draw the viewer’s eye and optimize information retention. Though he did not

specifically address using these methods for handouts, I found his advice very helpful

when updating my teaching materials for all of my courses.

, T
Witte, Shelbie. ““That’s Online Writing, Not Boring School Writing™: Writing W1

' 1512
Blogs and the Talkback Project.” Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy

(2007): 92-96. JSTOR. Web. 8 Feb. 2014.
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