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ABSTRACT 

Conner, Savanna G., Visible and valuable writing: A case for inviting web writing 
histories into the composition courses. Master of Arts (English), August, 2017, Sam 
Houston State University, Huntsville, Texas. 
 

This research takes as its premise a pair of accepted and connected truths in 

composition studies. First, mediation of student writing practices—the central action of 

any composition classroom—is accomplished only through engagement. Second, those 

practices, however abstruse, do not exist in isolation: they are the products of writers, 

who are the products of the environments from which they emerge. This thesis seeks to 

employ one of those environments, one in which 21st century students are entrenched, as 

a means to accomplish that necessary engagement with student writing processes: the 

web. 

The stages of the writing process are indistinct and discursive, and they are 

approached differently by the scholars of each equally nebulous movement in 

composition studies. This study systematically delineates the tenets of those movements, 

introduces hallmark features of the present-day web, and asserts the merits of using 

Activity Theory and Actor Network theory as lenses for foregrounding the importance of 

writing technologies as detailed and unique mediators of writing actions. It suggests, 

then, relocating stages of the writing process to online spaces. Next, the results of 

discourse analysis performed on student activity in a First Year Composition course, in 

which online discussion boards were constructed as informal writing spaces, are 

presented. The results validate the conviction that transferable writing skills are 

successfully fostered when writing spaces are not foreign, but are instead carefully 

designed to acknowledge the characteristics of the web environment comfortably 
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inhabited by 21st century students; finally, examples of the benefits of such design are 

demonstrated in discussions of the Web 2.0 hallmarks of perpetual beta, crowdsourcing, 

and folksonomies. 

KEY WORDS:  First year composition, Web studies, Activity theory; Actor network 
theory; Discussion boards; Perpetual beta; Crowdsourcing; Folksonomies. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

The traditional classroom is an outdated technology. Technology is often narrowly 

applied to emblems of progress, like the industrial revolution, the cotton gin, and Silicon 

Valley. In its broadest sense, however, technology refers to anything that mediates action, 

from the chisel to the sewing needle to the distant-future time machine. Because 

instructors aim to mediate student writing practices, the writing classroom, too, should be 

considered a technology. Generations of compositionists have agreed and have thus 

sought to upgrade pedagogy in accordance with continuous revelations about writing 

itself.1 With every step made into the 21st century, an assumption made by those past 

generations becomes more pronounced: the tools that we use to write—or writing 

technologies—mediate action just as much as the syllabus. Nearly two decades into the 

century, the writing technologies of the past have given way to the advances of the 

Information Age; accordingly, writing pedagogy must upgrade as well to remain relevant 

to a new generation of students. If writing scholars embrace an interdisciplinary approach 

to pedagogy, one which focuses on the technologies with which we write, they can better 

attend to the needs of today’s students—students who write at the desk and the desktop, 

with pencil and keyboard, and on paper and web page. 

Transfer: Why We Must Continuously Evolve 

To succinctly articulate the goals of the writing classroom is a daunting task, but 

Elizabeth Wardle (2013) makes a valiant attempt: “we hope that these courses will help 

students use what they already know about writing, learn something new about writing, 

                                                 
1 Variations of the terms composition and writing studies will be used interchangeably throughout 

this text; both refer the study of writing itself.  
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and ultimately be able to successfully tackle new writing tasks in different settings” (p. 

143). Each piece of her tripartite mission statement depends upon transfer for success. 

Students must transfer their knowledge about writing into the classroom; teachers must 

transfer their knowledge about writing into students; and students must be able to transfer 

their new knowledge into areas outside of the classroom. Transfer of any kind, however, 

is a tall order. 

 Transfer, like technology, is a complex term that is often vaguely applied. Since 

the inception of knowledge transfer studies at the turn of the twentieth century 

(Thorndike, 1924; Thorndike & Woodworth, 1901), scholars have recognized the concept 

as problematic. They have questioned who holds responsibility for transfer—the 

individual, the instructor, the institution, or all of the above (Beach, 2003; Guile & 

Young, 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Perkins & Salomon, 1992; Russell, 1995; Tuomi-

Gröhn & Engeström, 2003). They have wondered about what constitutes transfer: is it the 

application of knowledge from one task into another (Thorndike & Woodworth, 1901; 

Vygotsky, 1977)? Is the individual’s ability to seek and create occasions to employ prior 

knowledge (Tuomi-Gröhn & Engeström, 2003)? Is it the continuous reformulation of 

ideas into ever-changing contexts—a definition which begs not only transferable 

knowledge, but also sociocultural understanding (Beach, 2003; Guile & Young, 2003; 

Hatano & Greeno, 1999; Kain & Wardle, 2005; Lave & Wagner, 1991; Tuomi-Gröhn & 

Engeström, 2003; Wardle, 2007, 2013)? Scholars have theorized the measure of transfer 

in multiple arenas, from First Year Composition (FYC) (Brannon, 1995; Carroll, 2002; 

Foertsch, 1995; McCarthy, 1987), to advanced composition (Kain & Wardle, 2005), to 

English as a Second Language (Matsuda, 2003, 2015; James, 2009). Some scholars have 
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even determined that transfer has not been occurring as desired (Brammer & Rees, 2007; 

Brannon, 1995; Goggin, 1995; Petraglia, 1995b; Russell, 2003; Smit, 2004). 

This study partially espouses an activity-based understanding of transfer, a 

contextual stance derived from Activity Theory (AT), a methodology pioneered by 

Vygotsky (1934/1986, 1977) and Alexei Leontiev (1978) and purposed for imagining 

human activities as contextual. Vygotsky articulated why and how social settings are 

essential to transfer; his ideas would eventually form the basis for AT-based conceptions 

of action in classrooms. His 1934 Thinking and Speech is considered a cornerstone of 

developmental studies.2 Three particular elements hold value in pedagogical practice: the 

zone of proximal development, intersubjectivity, and scaffolding. Tasks within the zone 

of proximal development are those which learners are capable of accomplishing, but only 

with instruction; thus, social activity is necessary to the acquisition of skills within that 

zone (Cardwell, 1996). Intersubjectivity is the process by which two parties (the 

instructor and the learner) approach the learning conversation with different skill levels; 

the instructor translates his or her knowledge into a more accessible form, and then the 

learner grasps the knowledge more easily—instructors must be both aware and capable of 

manipulating the social constructionist process of negotiation. Finally, scaffolding occurs 

after the initial translation of information or skill; the instructor gradually lessons support 

as the learner more easily grasps concepts; thus, translation is less necessary as learners 

become more capable of autonomous negotiation. 

                                                 
2 Thinking and Speech is often mistakenly titled Thought and Language, as it was 

mistranslated from Russian to English in its first introduction to English-speaking audiences in 
1962. Thinking in Speech in my argument corresponds to an entry for Thought and Language in 
the references. 
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 AT-inspired transfer discussion, according to Wardle (2007), “[focuses] more 

explicitly on interactions between individual leaners and contexts but expands the basis 

of transfer from the actions of individuals to the systematic activity of collective 

organizations” (p. 68). The “activity” in “activity-based transfer” does not refer to 

individual activities, but rather to systems of activities. The “tasks” of the older 

understandings of transfer are deconstructed and re-examined as pieces of larger 

systems—classrooms, universities, societies, and technologies. The better that writing 

instructors understand those systems, the better they can encourage transfer of knowledge 

within them. AT scholars employ a specific taxonomy as a heuristic for revealing the 

unconsidered elements at work within an activity system. Subjects participate in the 

activity directly by using tools to mediate the activities: rules, communities, and divisions 

of labor refer to the larger social contexts that affect an activity: rules regulate activities, 

community membership affects subjects’ outlooks and actions, and division of labor 

determines the structure of participants and thus the assignment of tasks within an 

activity (Engeström, 1987). When those elements and the connections between them are 

examined, their intricacy is illuminated. Most importantly, scholars can better visualize 

the ways that parts of an activity system inevitably affect one another. AT alone, 

however, cannot map a reality in a manner that reflects the impact of material objects.  

The final three elements of activity systems—objects, motives, and outcomes—

disqualify AT as a heuristic capable of weighing use of writing technologies alone. They 

indicate the social focus of AT. Wardle (2004) defines an activity network as “a group of 

people who share a common object and motive over time, as well as the wide range of 

tools they use together to act on that object, and realize that motive” (para. 8). David 
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Russell (1997) explicitly describes activity systems as “object-oriented” (p. 510). In other 

words, activity systems are anchored by human actors; human subjects act on their 

motives in order to mold objects—either material or situational—into a desired outcome. 

Agency is tied to motive. Though tools are “one of the most significant aspects of activity 

systems” (Kain & Wardle, 2005, p. 121), tools have no agency within those systems 

because tools have no motives of their own. Tools are considered mediators, but are 

employed only in relation to human experiences: 

The mediation of activity with the use of tools… is informed by the immediate 

experiences of the people involved in activity, as well as by the history or 

experience associated with the tool, that is, what it was created to do, how it has 

evolved, and what interests and goals communities meet by adopting specific 

tools. (Kain & Wardle, 2005, p. 121) 

Yrjö Engeström (1987) himself, the scholar responsible for expanding and taxonomizing 

the AT bases built by Leontiev (1978), addresses the deficit inherent in systems that 

revolve around goal-directed action: “these theories seem to have trouble accounting 

for… artifact-mediated… aspects of human behavior” (p. 22). Later in this introduction, I 

introduce a methodology that, like AT, aims to uncover the interconnected elements that 

affect every action: Actor Network theory (ANT). This new methodology levels the 

division of labor within an activity network (or action network) by allowing material 

objects to be considered subjects. Thus, human motives no longer possess a 

disproportionate amount of agency. 

Traditional classrooms misconceive the activity systems in which their students 

operate; students are members of a community of web users, the details of which 



6 
 

 

membership are rendered irrelevant by the inability of material objects to enact change 

unrelated to human motivation. When I write of the traditional classroom, then, I am not 

referring only to a fully-unplugged classroom, the antiquated artifact of a bygone era of 

monotonous lectures and optional email. After all, scholars who measure transfer by 

mapping activity networks are by no means archaic: at worst, they are missing a piece of 

the puzzle; instead, I refer to the classroom whose conceptions of writing technologies 

are traditional in terms of agency, whose intervention in student writing processes fails to 

consider the ways that 21st century technologies have re-shaped writing experiences. I 

refer to the classroom that ignores the complexity and evolution of the tools with which 

we communicate. Such classrooms do not acknowledge that the “affordances of 

particular writing technologies participate in the construction of new and changing 

rhetorical contexts” (Brooke & Grabill, 2015, p. 33). A curriculum derived from 

irrelevant, truncated, or oversimplified activity systems incapacitates transfer. 

The ways in which the traditional classroom is limited in achieving its goal of 

transfer are twofold. Both limitations relate to the failure to fully consider activity 

systems. First, these classrooms ignore writing technologies as complex agents in 

infinitely connected activity systems—particularly, writing histories. The physical 

differences between the pen and the keyboard matter, especially when those differences 

determine the ways that students have employed those tools in their extracurricular lives. 

When instructors discount the importance of these activity systems, they separate 

students from their writing histories: writing is always shaped and informed by prior 

writing experiences (Lunsford, 2015); to understand the shape of our students’ writing 

and thus effectively mediate it, we must understand their statuses as entrenched citizens 
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of the World Wide Web. When instructors, as they so frequently do, ignore students’ web 

fluency, they prevent students from fulfilling one of the goals of the writing class: to 

bring to the table “what they already know about writing” (Wardle, 2013, p. 143). 

Second, these classrooms by necessity oversimplify the writing process. The 

writing process is complex, recursive, and mostly invisible: it is an activity that occurs 

within infinite systems—the individual, the classroom, the university, academia, and at 

the broader end of the spectrum, economy and society. Yet instructors in traditional 

classrooms attempt to foster autonomous writers by evaluating only a conflation of that 

process—the submitted assignment. It is impossible to mediate the writing process while 

the vast majority of it remains hidden.  

An updated, progressive classroom can address both constraints if it promotes 

writing technologies from the status of what we write through to what we write with. 

Pedagogy that incorporates the ideas of those who study technology itself—as well as its 

sociocultural connections—can better understand and theorize how writing experiences 

evolve with different writing technologies. Instructors who incorporate the activity 

system most expertly navigated by 21st century students, the World Wide Web, value 

student writing histories; they encourage transfer of prior knowledge into the classroom 

and transfer of new knowledge into new contexts. 3 Finally, thoughtful incorporation of 

writing technologies can help instructors observe, acknowledge, and mediate a larger 

portion of the massive, elusive writing process than the constraints of the traditional 

classroom allow.  

                                                 
3 The terms web and online will be used interchangeably in this thesis; in addition, 

scholars in the field of Web Studies have argued both for and against the capitalization of the 
terms web and internet; in this thesis, I will refrain from capitalizing both terms. The World Wide 
Web, however, is the official invention of Tim Berners-Lee, and is capitalized. 
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In this thesis, I incorporate the ideas of web studies in order to possess a more 

thorough understanding of writing technologies. To better understand their impact, I 

introduce Actor Network theory as a heuristic unique in its treatment of technologies as 

active agents within activity systems. Next, I provide an overview of the field of 

composition studies since the 1950s in order to establish what writing instructors believe 

about writing and how they seek to incorporate those beliefs into their classrooms. I then 

introduce my efforts to elevate the role of writing technologies in my own FYC 

classroom through designing discussion boards. Afterwards, I discuss the ways that my 

attempts answer the calls-to-action of various schools of composition. Next, using the 

terminology and knowledge borrowed from web studies, I analyze the success and 

shortcomings of my discussion boards. I isolate tenets of the contemporary internet and 

observe the ways that studying perpetual beta, crowdsourcing, and folksonomies, can 

provide a richer explanation for discussion board activity as well as inspiration for further 

marriage of composition and web studies. 

Actor Network Theory: A Heuristic for Elevating Writing Technologies 

Journeying in web studies reveals Actor Network theory (ANT) as a social theory 

that provides a useful heuristic for activity-based plans for transfer. First theorized in the 

1980s and ‘90s by John Law (1986), Michel Callon (1986), and Bruno Latour (1993). 

ANT seeks to understand the relationships between materiality, humanity, and reality, 

which form an actor network. Because web studies focuses on the ways that society 

interacts with material objects—specifically, the materials objects that grant internet 

access—its scholars often appropriate the terminology of ANT in order to describe that 

interaction without minimizing the importance of physical items. In the following 
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section, I introduce three tenets that characterize ANT—generalized symmetry, semiotic 

relationality, and the distinction between intermediaries and mediators—and explain the 

ways in which these tenants can guide a study of writing technologies. 

Generalized Symmetry: Democratizing Concepts of Actors.   Paramount to 

ANT is the democratization of actors: ANT refuses to distinguish between human and 

non-human actors. Generalized symmetry (Callon, 1986, p. 198) refers to the process by 

which that democratization occurs. Other epistemologies, in the view of ANT, place 

undue emphasis on humanity. Empiricism, for example, posits that the human perception 

of a material object is unwavering truth; social constructionism, on the other hand, posits 

that meaning is socially constructed—that reality is formed in the continuous 

communication and reification of human perceptions (Weinberg, 2009). Neither 

empiricism nor social constructionism grants the material object agency to affect reality. 

Because of this preoccupation with human superiority, Law (2009) asserts, the concept 

generalized symmetry is often “obnoxious to those who take people to be morally special 

[empiricists], and intellectually flawed for those who frame the social in terms of 

meaning and intersubjectivity [social constructionists]” (p. 147). Even Activity Theory, 

which incorporates material objects into activity networks, does not separate agency from 

human intention. Law even suggests that “material semiotics”—or, the discussion of the 

role of material objects in the creation of meaning—better describes the heuristic than 

does “Actor-Network theory” (p. 141). Though ANT is sometimes considered a 

posthuman approach, it does not seek to strip humanity of agency, but rather to 

acknowledge an agency that exists outside of humanity. ANT does not deny that humans 

contribute socially to the construction of reality, but it does invite non-human actors to 
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contribute to the meaning-making process. In service of dispelling notions of exclusivity 

between humanity and agency, Latour (2005) even prescribes a new term, actant, to refer 

to all actors within an actor network. 

An example of generalized symmetry at work can be found in Law’s (2009) 

exploration of the actor network of the ancient Portugal-India sea trade. This trade, Law 

asserts, was enabled not only by human actors, but also by “ships, sails, mariners, 

navigators, stores, spices, winds, currents, astrolabes, stars, funs, ephemeredes, gifts, 

[and] merchants’ drafts” (p. 146). Actor networks also reveal a plethora of previously 

discounted elements that contribute to even the smallest tasks undertaken by writing 

instructors—tasks like creating assignment sheets. A social constructionist, for example, 

might only consider human actors—the students, the instructors, and even those who 

create the standards that determine the actions of both. The principle of generalized 

symmetry, however, allows for a more nuanced description of the creation of that 

assignment sheet. In addition to students and instructors, many other items are creators. 

The syllabus determines the direction of the class; the writing technology (like Microsoft 

Word) determines how the assignment is composed; even coffee fuels the instructor. 

Additionally, actor networks are infinite: elements within networks are affected and 

enabled by other elements. A more detailed understanding of an assignment sheet could 

be had by examining the actor network surrounding the coffee. The coffee exists within 

an actor network that includes coffee beans, a Gaggia espresso machine, whole milk, and 

vanilla creamer. Those elements, too, exist in even larger activity networks: the coffee 

beans are the products of soil, weather, planters, roasters, harvesters, packagers, retailers, 

mail carriers, and even international trade laws. Generalized symmetry highlights the 
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infinitely complex system of elements that contribute to the creation of a single document 

in a composition course. 

Semiotic Relationality: Granting Materials Agency.   Once generalized 

symmetry is established and non-human actors are admitted into actor networks, semiotic 

relationality can be observed. Law (2009) describes semiotic relationality as the way that 

elements in a network “define and shape one another” (p. 126). If semiotics is the study 

of meaning making, and if relationality is the state of being in relation to something else, 

then semiotic relationality asserts that meaning is constructed in the connections between 

objects. Because ANT promotes non-human objects to the status of actants, then non-

human objects can participate in meaning-making, too. Semiotic relationality is the 

process by which this continuous creation and recreation through connection occurs. 

Callon (1986) examines a St. Breiuc Bay scallop-centered research project as an 

example of semiotic relationality at work. Callon identifies three actants participating in 

the research project: scallops, fisherman, and scientists. Accurate scientific observation 

demands distance and non-participation. Studies are flawed if results are skewed by 

interference. That approach, however, reduces the actor network of the research study to 

its human actants. Semiotic relationality occurred in Callon’s example when the scientists 

and researchers altered their behavior in accordance with the behavior of the scallops: 

researchers’ daily actions catered to the schedules of the scallops, and fisherman avoided 

larvae collectors. The human actants were, in a word, “domesticated” by the non-human 

actants (Law, 2009, pp. 144-145). 

A return to the earlier discussion of assignment sheet creation can demonstrate the 

importance of acknowledging semiotic relationality in writing courses. As I noted, the 
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assignment sheet was produced through a particular writing technology—Microsoft 

Word. The concept of semiotic relationality allows a more thorough understanding of 

how Microsoft Word can mold a document creator through, for example, causing less 

occasion for frustration than Microsoft Notepad, Google Docs, or even an old-fashioned 

typewriter. Additionally, students are affected by the material realities of the assignment 

sheet; their task could be easier because Word files are more widely accessible from 

multiple operating systems, or even because the document creator was less frustrated, and 

was thus able to articulate the assignment’s purpose more clearly. 

Intermediaries and Mediators: Carrying and Creating Meaning.   Just as 

Latour (2005) coined the term actant to highlight generalized symmetry, he taxonomized 

actants to foreground semiotic relationality. The terms intermediary and mediator refer to 

materials that participate in semiotic relationality, creating meaning through connection. 

Intermediaries, according to Latour (2005), “[transport] meaning or force without 

transformation,” while mediators “transform, translate, distort, and modify the elements 

they are supposed to carry” (p. 39). Scholars who discuss action networks, Latour claims, 

frequently demote mediators to the status of intermediaries, rendering irrelevant the 

details of material objects. When intermediaries are upgraded to mediators, their 

individual characteristics matter because they create, not just carry, meaning. 

Latour (2005) takes silk and nylons stockings as examples of objects that can, as 

intermediaries, transport meaning and, as mediators, affect meaning. Silk stockings have 

historically been considered lavish in comparison to nylon stockings. If the details of 

their makeups are simply used to express something—like social difference, in Latour’s 

example—then they are taken as intermediaries. Their messages—“upper class/silk” and 
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“lower class/nylon” are delivered regardless of the stockings’ makeup. Details, like shine 

or texture, are expressed in vain. If, however, the stockings are treated as mediators, then 

their individual makeups create meaning and thus are of importance. If silk is softer than 

nylon, for example, then silk affords greater comfort, which is all-too-often a luxury. The 

details form the reality of the social distinction between silk and nylon: “without the 

many indefinite material nuances between the feel, the touch, the color, the sparkling of 

silk and nylon, this social difference might not exist at all” (Latour, 2005, p. 40). 

Figure 1.1 represents the differences between treating writing technologies as 

intermediaries and as mediators. Both Line A and Line B begin with a human actor. On 

Line A, the writing technology is an intermediary: the actant writes through the hollow 

cylinder writing technology, and is thus unchanged. The same reality is constructed with 

or without the details of the writing technology. On Line B, however, the technology is a 

mediator. The human actant is changed by the details of the writing technology, the video 

camera: the human adopts a screen to access communicated material. 

 

 

Figure 1.1. Writing Technologies as Intermediaries and Mediators 
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Individual makeups of material objects affect reality. It matters whether erasers 

are chewed to pieces and unusable: drafts are less changeable if unwanted text is in the 

way. It matters whether the pencil is applied to notebook paper: it could not function 

when paired with a dry erase board. It matters whether the paper is part of a spiral 

notebook, where ideas can be related by virtue of shared space. The nuances are 

magnified with computer-assisting writing technologies. Does the computer keyboard 

have mechanical or electric dome switches? Are my students using Microsoft or Apple 

products? Are they using the newest versions? Once the details of materiality are 

relevant, the ways in which writing technologies affect meaning are endless. 

With each step into the 21st century, student identities become more integrated 

with web use. Through the ANT lens, this gradual fusion can be foregrounded as an 

active agent in the writing classroom. Equipped with concepts like generalized symmetry 

and semiotic relationality, instructors can theorize the ways in which writing technologies 

form the reality of students’ writing experiences. Once those technologies are promoted 

from the status of intermediary to mediator and placed within a network of semiotic 

relationality, the irresponsibility of isolating students from their histories as web users is 

evident. Instructors can form pedagogical approaches that delve into the details of every 

actor in a network—especially, in the case of this study, the details of the contemporary 

web. Thus, the graphite pencil, the spiral notebook, and the mechanical keyboard provide 

loci for a wealth of academic pursuit. 

Students as Fluent Web Users 

It is difficult, nearly impossible, to deny the prevalence of the web in students’ 

lives and just as difficult to deny its continuing march towards inextricability. In 1999, a 
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Rutgers survey found that 53% of New Jersey residents reported that they used the 

internet on a weekly basis—“Remarkable… for most unthinkable but a few short years 

ago,” declared the analysts (Zukin, 1999, para. 2). Ten years later, a Gallup poll 

discovered that 48% of Americans claimed to use the internet on a daily basis (Morales, 

2009). A 2015 Pew survey declared the internet to be “an integral part of daily life,” 

claiming that 84% of Americans considered themselves to be internet users (Perrin & 

Duggan, para. 1). Even the shift in language between polls indicates a shift towards 

identity and internet as intertwined. What’s more, college-aged survey participants have 

consistently reported higher rates of internet use; the aforementioned 2015 survey 

determined that nearly 100% of college students were internet users (Perrin & Duggan). 

Advances in mobile and high-speed internet have made web presence more instant and 

convenient. A 2017 Pew survey found that 77% of all Americans owned smartphones, 

and smartphones were “nearly ubiquitous among younger adults”: 92% of 18-29-year-

olds (young adults) owned one (Smith, 2017, par. 4). The same survey found that 73% of 

Americans had broadband service in their homes, that 69% of all Americans and 86% of 

young adults used social media, and that 51% of Americans owned a tablet computer. 

The internet, then, is irrefutably a primary space for student writing outside of the 

classroom, and the American public invests more in non-traditional writing spaces with 

every passing year. When faced with such statistics, higher education is challenged: adapt 

to the writing spaces of the new generation of college learners or deplete chances of 

knowledge transfer (Weller, 2008).  

  



16 
 

 

Getting to Know Web Studies 

Selfe & Hawisher (2004) separate computer-related literacy into two categories: 

computer literacy, which encompasses “the skills required to use a computer,” and 

technological literacy, which describes mastering “the practices involved in reading, 

writing, and exchanging information in online environments, as well as the values 

associated with such practices—cultural, social, political, and educational” (p. 2).  The 

approach to course design advocated in this thesis requires technological literacy. In 

service of establishing a base of knowledge from which concepts from web studies can 

effectively intermingle with writing studies, I work in the following sections to define 

some of the major ideas in web studies—namely, internet and Web 2.0. 

Defining the Internet.   If common misconception implies the commonness of a 

subject, then the mass of misapplied terminology swirling within conversations about 

online spaces proves the commonness of web interaction, if proof is even necessary. 

Commonness, perhaps, is an understatement. Online interaction is, at least in the first 

world inhabited by academia, inextricable from human interaction. Regardless of whether 

one visits the internet on a daily basis, or ever, its existence saturates the world in which 

we live. 

The Internet. Online. The Web. The World Wide Web. Web 1.0, 2.0, and 3.0. To 

move from a common understanding of online spaces into one from which progressive 

pedagogy can emerge—or, in Selfe and Hawisher’s (2004) language, from computer 

literacy to technological literacy—one must de-tangle these concepts—at least, one must 

uncover the distinctions that make the tangles visible. 
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What is the internet? Even for scholars in the fields of web science, computer 

science, and internet studies, a concrete definition is elusive; the subject’s complexity is 

underscored by the existence of so many fields with stakes in searching for that 

definition. For the sake of simplicity, I will use what William H. Dutton (2013b) 

considers a narrow definition, one that considers the internet to be a technology: the 

software and hardware that make other actions possible (p. 8). The internet, from its 

inception in the 1960s and ‘70s, was “fundamentally a means through which 

interconnections were made between computer networks [emphasis added]” (Unwin, 

2013, p. 532). Similarly, Nicole B. Ellison and Danah M. Boyd (2003) define the internet 

as a “global system of networked computers, servers, and routers” (p. 151). To borrow 

concepts from everyday life, the internet is like the highway system; it is the roads by 

which cars, like information, travel, but it is not the cars themselves. 

Confusing the internet and the World Wide Web is not a rare occurrence. In fact, 

when participants in a 2014 Pew survey, which marked the 25th anniversary of the World 

Wide Web, were asked whether the internet and the web were synonymous, only 23% 

answered correctly—they are not (Smith, 2014). Perhaps the best source on the World 

Wide Web, or the web for short, is the definition of its inventor, Tim Berners-Lee. 

Berners-Lee’s (2006) definition, though dry, is a good starting point. The web is, 

according to him, “an engineered space created through formally specified language and 

protocols” (Berners-Lee, Hendler, Shadbolt, & Weitzner, 2006, p. 769). In his 2009 TED 

Talk, Berners-Lee attempted to convey to his audience the exigency that drove him to 

create the web twenty years earlier: frustration. Documents existed on the Internet, but 

they were unorganized, their classification system irregular, and hence, incredibly 
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difficult to work with. Berners-Lee imagined an internet with a more uniform system of 

resource retrieval. To transfer Berners-Lee’s complaint into a more familiar setting, let us 

imagine the typical American library. 

Overwhelmingly, libraries employ either the Dewey Decimal system or the 

Library of Congress system for organizing inventory. Both are familiar, uniform, and 

widespread; thus most books are granted a call number in one or both systems. What if a 

large public library adopted the Cotton classification system? Upon each bookcase would 

sit the bust of a historical figure; each shelf would be assigned a letter from A to Z, from 

top to bottom; finally, a Roman numeral would indicate how many books the destination 

sat from the left. Thus, a book whose call number was Cleopatra D iv would be the 

fourth book from the left on the fourth shelf below the bookcase upon which Cleopatra 

perched. Now, imagine that every library used a different classification system. Worse, 

imagine that most libraries did not explain their classification systems. That was the 

system, or lack thereof, with which Berners-Lee wrestled. Perhaps the most important 

side-effect of Berners-Lee’s remedy, the Uniform Resource Identifier system, was ease-

of-navigation. Once resources were easier to identify and locate, “Web 1.0 veterans” 

were free to develop “new applications for communicating and sharing information” 

(Ellison & Boyd, 2013, p. 162). Those new applications were easier for non-experts to 

use. Through them, non-experts could communicate their experiences working within the 

applications’ constraints; they could even, once sufficiently familiar with the 

applications, make their own changes. As more people were able to create resources and 

share them in online spaces, the web gradually evolved. Thus, user-generated content, a 
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buzzword of Web 2.0, began to break the hierarchical information system of expert-to-

user. 

A Methodology for Making Web 2.0 Meaningful.   Among the aforementioned 

tangled terms, one stands apart as a glamorized catch-all for a complex system of 

advances: Web 2.0. Much like Berners-Lee (2009) expressed frustration at the 

disorganized state of the web, today’s web studies scholars lament the frequent 

misappropriation of the term Web 2.0. The term was coined in 1999, prior to its referent’s 

arrival, by Darci DiNucci (1999): “The Web we know now [Web 1.0], which loads into a 

browser window in essentially static screenfuls [sic], is only an embryo of the web to 

come” (p. 32). After the web had undergone a continuing evolution, Tim O’Reilly (2005) 

popularized the term Web 2.0. O’Reilly differentiated between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 by 

developing a list of analogies: publishing is to 1.0 as participation is to 2.0; directories are 

to 1.0 as tagging systems are to 2.0. Finally, O’Reilly (2005) deemed Web 2.0 “the web 

as platform” (p. 1, para. 9). In other words, O’Reilly (2005) stated that “an essential part 

of Web 2.0 is harnessing collective intelligence, turning the web into a kind of global 

brain;” while Web 1.0 users were receivers of information, Web 2.0 users are both 

receivers and creators (p. 3, para. 10). 

The evolution from Web 1.0 to 2.0 was gradual; an examination of web use 

among participants in the aforementioned surveys is telling: 1999 web users prioritized 

the value of isolated transactions like bill-paying and online shopping (Zukin, 1999). 

Current web users appreciate dynamic interactions, like reviewing platforms and social 

media. That is not to say, however, that the two platform labels are binary: email and 

forums were well established in 1999, just as one-way information transactions are still 
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common today. The dynamic atmosphere cannot be un-experienced, though. As the 

Cluetrain Manifesto (1999) asserts, “A powerful conversation has begun. Through the 

Internet, people are discovering and inventing new ways to share relevant knowledge 

with blinding speed” (Levine, Locke, Searls, & Weinberger, 1999, para. 1). 

In the same way that a simplified definition of some terms can assist a scholar in 

applying those terms, an over-simplified understanding can confuse a scholar. The 

narrative of Web 2.0 is undoubtedly romanticized. In their discussion of social 

networking, Ellison and Boyd (2013) demystify that narrative: Web 2.0 is “an industry-

driven phenomenon, hyped by the news media and by business analysts alike” (p. 161). 

Many technologies commonly associated with Web 2.0, Ellison and Boyd assert, even 

existed prior to the popularization of the term by O’Reilly (2005). Technologies like web 

logs (or blogs, for short) and social networking, in particular, are among early adopters of 

characteristics that O’Reilly (2005) designates to Web 2.0. While the update inferred by 

the “2.0” in “Web 2.0” acknowledges a sea-change in online communication, the single-

digit bump belies the gradual nature of that change. Why is there no Web 1.5?, one might 

ask. Actor Network theory warns against black boxing, the process where actor networks 

are seen as single entities, their complexities made invisible through unification (Law, 

2009, p. 147). In order to avoid black boxing in my study, I examine actors within the 

black-boxed actor network of Web 2.0. I approach in this work distinct hallmarks of Web 

2.0, rather than Web 2.0 as a whole. Those hallmarks include perpetual beta, 

crowdsourcing, and folksonomies. I examine those concepts as actants within larger 

social networks—networks which, in their infinite connectivity, include my students. 
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Students interact regularly in fluid, interactive writing spaces. Weller (2008), 

asks, “Why will [students] accept standardised [sic], inintuitive, clumsy and out of date 

tools in formal education they are paying for?” (para. 1). Pedagogy that forces students to 

interact primarily in more rigid, traditional manners fosters non-transferable, irrelevant 

knowledge. 

Bringing Together Web Studies and Composition Studies 

Berners-Lee (2009) lamented the lack of an easily navigated system of online 

information, so he created one. In this introduction, I have groaned similarly. I have 

groaned on behalf of the pedagogically discounted writing technologies. In the following 

section, I will attempt to paint the woes of the entire field of composition studies, from 

the 1950s to the present day. Multiple schools of compositionists—process writing, 

Expressivisim, Cognitivism, collaborative learning, critical pedagogy, post-process 

writing, and critical evaluation—have pursued a more accurate theorization of the writing 

process. They have prescribed multiple methods and perspectives, and they have made 

countless demands. I hope to answer their calls-to-action—as Berners-Lee (2009) 

answered his own and those of his exasperated co-workers—by introducing a new 

taxonomy. I will address the demands of generations of compositionists by dispatching 

my own convictions, by submitting the elevation of writing technologies as inextricably 

tied to student writing histories and, subsequently, to knowledge transfer. In the chapters 

that follow, I introduce my own attempts to upgrade writing technologies through 

purposeful discussion board design. I then visit just three of the hallmarks of Web 2.0—

perpetual beta, crowdsourcing, and folksonomies—and explore the ways in which those 

concepts, as well as the ideas of ANT, can explain student activity in those discussion 
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board spaces. Finally, I discuss the ways that web studies can inspire further, more 

effective use of students’ web culture fluency. Seventeen years into the 21st century, the 

writing technology that is the internet has evolved into a medium through which many of 

the formerly unanswerable calls-to-action of composition pedagogy can finally be 

answered. 
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CHAPTER II 

Literature Review 

Newton’s (1687/1729) first law of motion, the law of inertia, states that an object 

at rest will remain at rest unless acted on by an unbalanced force. Writing pedagogy has 

not come to a complete rest since the paleolithic era, when Homo habilis formed tools to 

create petroglyphs and pictographs, lending permanence to communication. There have, 

however, been decelerations; writing pedagogy has suffered at the hands of habit; habit 

creates comfort and thus discourages theorization and innovation. This thesis intends to 

encourage writing instructors to scrutinize their habits concerning writing technologies—

that is, to mediate the action of mediating action. Because my argument depends upon the 

concept that mediation requires thorough understanding of students’ activity systems and 

action networks, I must also envision the activity systems and action networks inhabited 

by writing instructors. This literature review, then, presents the ideas of the community of 

writing scholarship that mediates the ways that classrooms are managed. It visits periods 

of deceleration in composition studies since the 1960s, as well as the unbalanced forces 

that spurred the inert academia into action by encouraging a community of scholars to 

examine and alter its habits. 

Process Writing: From Analytic to Creative 

In the middle of the twentieth century, scholars of writing pedagogy recognized a 

harmful habit: revering pieces of writing while disregarding writers. Robert J. Connors 

(2002) captured the essence of the prevailing pedagogical attitude of 1965: 

It was a world of composition in which students were assigned to read classic 

essays that were analyzed in class for their beauties, then assigned to write essays 
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as good on the basis of the analyses. It was a world in which students were given 

one shot, one draft, which was expected to be perfect, and then asked to move 

onto the next paper. It was a world, as [D. Gordon] Rohman [1965] says in a 

trenchant line, in which all teachers did for students was “to give them standards 

to judge the goodness or badness of their finished effort. We haven’t really taught 

them how to make that effort. (p. 4) 

In a field that centralized product, scholars of the 1960s and 1970s studied the struggle 

towards product. Though there was much variance in the proposed remedies for product-

oriented writing, the ideas that rebelled against the classroom described by Connors can 

be deemed among those that ushered in the movement known as of process writing. 

At its core, the process writing movement embraced exactly what its title 

suggested: decentralizing the final draft and prioritizing the action of writing. In many 

ways, the movement signaled a return to the classical rhetorical canon as a creative tool. 

The canon—its origins not precisely known, but often attributed to Aristotle and 

Cicero—is the separation of rhetoric into five parts: invention, arrangement, style, 

memory, and delivery. Two related purposes for such a taxonomy of rhetoric are to 

analyze and to create. The outdated, mimicry-based application of the early twentieth 

century involved thinking about the canon in regard to finished products; that application 

represented the former purpose, analyzation. Process writing, on the other hand, recalled 

the practices of the first century Roman rhetorician Quintilian, whose surviving works 

indicated a passion for the latter purpose, creation. Such conviction is evidenced, for 

example, by Quintilian’s work with progymnasmata (Murphy, Katula, & Hoppmann, 

2014). As a teacher, Quintilian provided his students with exercises, progymnasmata, 
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designed to help them practice using the canon to express their own ideas. Similarly, the 

pioneers of process writing broke the writing process into stages so that they could better 

assist students to become creators. 

Writing scholarship of the 1960s, or the first wave of process scholarship, 

collectively reattributed the creative process to the rhetorical canon and reworked its 

steps to better reflect the stages of a process that led to written, not oral, communication. 

The canon could not be transferred whole into writing studies. As discussed earlier, 

permanency is among the most defining characteristics of the written word (McCorkle, 

2012). The rhetorical canon, however, was created in and for a primarily oral society 

(hence the elevation of memory). In order to transfer effectively into writing studies, the 

canon needed to be gradually revised to reflect the capabilities of a mode that could span 

time and space in a manner more broad and complex than could the spoken word. Jay 

Bolter (2001) deemed this revision process remediation, “a process of cultural 

competition between or among technologies” (p. 23). The writing process as it was 

taxonomized by process writing scholars consisted of pre-writing, drafting4, revising, 

editing, and publishing. The writing process taxonomy can be deemed a technology 

because compositionists use it as a tool to mediate student writing. This terminology will 

be used henceforth to discuss the intricacies of process pedagogy. 

Early process scholars focused on elevating process itself before their 

predecessors could provide more specific arguments for process writing. As those at the 

frontlines of movements must do, scholars like Rohman (1965) and James Moffett (1967) 

examined the problems of the habit in place, product-oriented writing instruction. They 

                                                 
4 Drafting is most commonly deemed writing, but in order to avoid confusion with 

writing in general, this paper will adopt drafting. 
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posed questions about the relationships between thinking and writing, writer and subject, 

and meaning and audience. Most importantly, they challenged decades of authors to seek 

answers that could not be gleaned from the finished product, which inherently paved over 

the most interesting part of writing—the struggles between the thinking, writing, writer, 

subject, meaning, and audience. Moffett (1968) even connected the individual writing 

experience to larger groups. His and other similar works focused on discourse, opening 

doors for dialogue to become an indispensable feature in writing classrooms. Moffett 

(1968) emphasized the ongoing conversation, especially in the form of feedback, that 

must accompany production. Donald M. Murray (1969) capped the 1960s by practicing 

what the process writers preached; his “Explorers of Inner Space” was a poetic 

distillation of process writing, a lyrical walk-through of Murray’s own writing process. 

Practiced writers, too, he insisted, wrestled with expression: “the layman believes—and 

often writes badly himself because of it—that the writer has a complete thought or vision 

he merely copies down, acting as stenographer for the muse” (p. 908). Murray’s call-to-

action in this piece set the stage for writing scholarship throughout the 1970s: it was the 

responsibility of the composition instructor to inform the laymen, to harness the 

generative power of writing through emphasizing writing as a process. 

Expressivism: The Thinking-Writing Connection 

Many scholars of the Expressivist school of writing scholarship of the late 1960s 

and early 1970s promoted the tenets of process writing; indeed, they counted process 

writing pioneers like Murray and Moffett among their ranks. They also found purpose in 

dissecting and dismissing a habit that was not fully explored and thus unwittingly 

perpetuated by their predecessors: writing, for the Expressivists, needed no audience. 
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James Britton’s (1972) taxonomy of language purposes provided a touchstone for 

Expressivist scholarship. Three purposes existed for language, according to Britton: 

poetic language existed to makes expression aesthetically pleasing, playful, and 

memorable; transactive language aimed to communicate knowledge to an outsider; 

finally, expressive language aimed to express feeling—but not necessarily to any 

particular audience. Expressive writing most closely resembled the internal thought 

process; it was raw, subjective, and closely related to the self. It was, according to Britton 

(1972), “written-down speech”; it employed the same, spontaneous “resources” as the 

speech process, thereby enforcing less separation between thought and expression: “So 

when we are using expressive language…,” Britton (1972) wrote, “we make sure the 

writer stays in the writing and doesn’t disappear” (p. 37). From such enquiries into the 

thinking-writing relationship arose one of the tenets of writing most closely held by 

composition scholars, even through 2017: writing is generative. To write is to create 

knowledge, to synthesize and brainstorm in a manner entirely unique to writing. The 

Expressivists that followed Britton sought to harness and foreground the generative 

properties of writing by treating it as a tool of self-expression and knowledge-making 

separate from transactive language. 

With varying degrees of vehemence, the Expressivists reoriented pedagogy 

towards process in order to encourage the acts of interpreting and creating through 

writing. Expressivists emphasized pre-writing and drafting, more-or-less avoiding the 

later stages of revising, editing, and publishing. In general, these scholars called for freer 

expression and for thinking less about audience reception (Berthoff, 1978; Britton, 1972; 

Coles, 1978; Elbow, 1973; Macrorie, 1970/1985; Murray, 1972/2003). Murray, 
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(1972/2003) declared the learning process to be dead-on-submission; that is, once 

students released their writing into the hands of an evaluator, the dialogue praised by 

Moffett (1968) died. To teach writing as a product, then, was not to teach living 

language. Product-oriented writing instruction necessitated that intervention occur at the 

end of the writing process: mediation in such environments was “repetitive autopsying” 

of “dead writing” (Murray, 1972/2003, p. 3). The traditional composition course, if it 

ignored process, created more of the laymen addressed in “Explorers.” The result was 

detrimental to students’ abilities to employ expressive writing and, consequentially, to 

their abilities grow through generating knowledge about the self. Murray wrote, “Year 

after year the student shudders under a barrage of criticism, much of it brilliant, some of 

it stupid, and all of it irrelevant. No matter how careful our criticisms, they do not help 

the student” (p. 3). According to the Expressivists, students must be enabled to discover 

on their own the value of their writing. 

Like Quintilian with his progymnasmata, the moderate Expressivists created 

practical methods to marry writing and thinking in service of their convictions (Elbow, 

1973; Macrorie, 1970/1985; Moffett, 1968). Peter Elbow (1973) went further to abandon 

final drafts as end goals. His Writing Without Teachers began with a telling dismissal of 

product orientation: “Most books on writing try to describe the characteristics of good 

writing so as to help you produce it, and the characteristics of bad writing so as to help 

you avoid it. But not this book” (p. 1). Elbow’s brainstorming activities, like freewriting 

and the Doubting and Believing Game, are still used in composition classrooms across 

the United States. These moderate Expressivists emphasized the finality of product by 
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creating useful activities through which instructors could illuminate the generative power 

of writing. 

If the moderate Expressivists emphasized the value of spontaneous language, the 

radical Expressivists theorized spontaneity itself in the writing classroom. They can be 

said to have followed the ideas of Marshall McLuhan’s (1964) theory of hot and cold 

media, which posited that the more immersive, or hot, a medium, the better it served as a 

learning tool; the less stimulating, or cold, a medium, the more effort needed to learn 

from it. Degree of immersion increased with the rate at which a medium enhanced a 

single sense. Thus, the radical Expressivists attempted to bring students closer to their 

own experiences through writing (Deemer, 1967; Lutz, 1971; Sontag, 1966). While the 

moderate Expressivists believed that the action of considering audience could wait until 

the end of the process, scholars like Deemer (1967) and Lutz (1971) worked to create 

immersive communications, or happenings, which occurred in group-learning 

environments. These set-ups, according to the more radical Expressivists, encouraged 

students to experience audience reaction in the moment; thus, students could more 

actively engage with the selves through expressive language and learn more effective, 

hotter methods of communication. 

Cognitivism: Measuring What We Think 

The Cognitivists emerged in the 1970s and 1980s as proponents of a more 

calculated, cognition-based study of the writing process. In fact, their efforts can be 

regarded as a substantiation and extension of process writing through incorporating the 

ideas of a different field, cognition. Generally inheritors of the process-over-product 

tenets of process writers, the Cognitivists sought to complicate the held taxonomy of the 
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writing process. They mapped the activity of the mind as it journeyed through the 

learning and writing processes (Emig, 1977/2002; Flower and Hayes, 1981; Lauer, 1970). 

If process writing and Expressivist scholars viewed writing as generative, then the 

Cognitivists wanted to understand why it was so and employ that understanding in service 

of improving writing instruction. Janet Emig (1977/2002), for example, found interest in 

the relationship between writing and learning. She contextualized that relationship by 

comparing it with other modes of expression—reading, talking, and listening—in order to 

differentiate writing as a uniquely productive mode. Drawing upon Jerome Bruner’s 

(1966) three major methods of dealing with actuality—the enactive, the iconic, and the 

representational/symbolic—Emig determined that the activity of writing involved the 

simultaneous application of all three ways: 

[T]he symbolic transformation of experience of verbal language is shaped into an 

icon (the graphic product) by the enactive hand. If the most efficacious learning 

occurs when learning is re-inforced [sic], then writing, through its inherent re-

inforcing [sic] cycle involving hand, eye, and brain marks a uniquely powerful 

multi-representational mode for learning. (p. 49) 

Emig’s embrace of cognitive theory and terminology in her study of the writing-thinking 

relationship allowed her to substantiate arguments for elevating process over product. 

The cognitive approach to the writing process was further propelled by Flower 

and Hayes (1981), who worked to make transparent the cognitive processes of writers, to 

uncover the “moment-by-moment intellectual processes of composing” (p. 367). Flower 

and Hayes’ work affirmed the process writing belief that the stages of the writing process 

were not cut-and-dry, but instead recursive. They employed protocol analysis, a 
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methodology of data collection that asked subjects to verbalize their thoughts so that the 

inner workings of the writing process could be recorded and analyzed. Through that 

methodology, Flower and Hayes confirmed that the writing process was recursive, and 

further, they detected that the writing process occured in part before the pen ever hits the 

page. 

Collaborative Learning: No More Isolated Writers 

If there were a habit that collaborative learning scholars sought to complicate, it 

was the treatment of the writing process as a solitary undertaking. Like the scholars of 

Expressivism and Cognitivism, collaborative learning scholars did not rebel against 

grievously erroneous writing instruction; rather, they aspired to better understand areas 

that they felt were insufficiently investigated. As process writing progressed through the 

1980s, scholars began their explorations down new paths by considering their students 

and their classrooms to be members of larger social systems; John Trimbur (1994), 

deemed this shift “the social turn” (p. 108). 

Trimbur (1994) diagnosed the social turn, as is true of all movements, as 

reactionary: with the process writing movement came a too-distinct separation of 

academic systems and individual creativity through shedding product of any value. 

Patricia Bizzell (1992), along with instructors of the Expressivist movement (and even, to 

an extent, the process writing movement that spawned it) imagined that students had too 

much freedom in approaching the writing process. Trimbur (1994) described the effect 

thus: 

While their teachers were trying to evade what they believed to be the debilitating 

formalism of current-traditional rhetoric, the more sophisticated students were 
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mastering a genre their teachers had failed to name. If process teachers were 

reading what they took to be a direct and unmediated prose of personal 

experience, the most successful students were hard at work constructing the 

authorial persona of self-revelatory personal essays written in a decidedly non-

academic style. (p. 110) 

In other words, students were considering audience, anyway, because instructors were not 

effectively modelling their instructions. Contradictions existed: though teachers assigned 

expressive writing, they also evaluated expressive writing, thus rendering the writing 

both expressive and transactive. What’s more, students were not given a terminology, a 

theoretical basis, or practice—at least not by the radical Expressivists—for discussing the 

ways that they interacted with audience. Against this contradiction-spawned authority 

crisis arose collaborative learning as a means to re-attach students to the social contexts 

in which they wrote; though students were in some ways “repressed by the practices of 

schooling” through product-oriented classrooms, collaborative learning scholars asserted, 

they should not be led to believe a falsity—that writing is not affected by audience, or 

that anyone is truly sovereign over his or her own ideas, expressions, and receptions 

(Trimbur, 1994, p. 113). Collaborative learning scholars sought a middle ground in which 

students learned to question institutional standards, but not to overthrow the concepts of 

product creation and evaluation entirely. 

The theoretical underpinnings for collaborative learning were found in social 

constructionism, an epistemology with its roots in the nineteenth century. The sense of 

objective reality that reigned during the Enlightenment and Victorian eras was challenged 

by the discoveries and events of the rapidly emerging modern world. Einstein’s theories 
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of relativity of time and space formed a physical basis for subjective reality. Reality 

could vary according to the individual; thus, social constructionism posited that meaning 

itself was socially constructed. The social constructionist model of meaning-making 

envisioned reality as nonexistent apart from human perception: individuals created their 

own versions of reality based on their knowledge, which was informed by prior 

experience. When sharing knowledge with each other through social interaction, 

individuals negotiated their perceptions of reality. Thus, reality was continuously formed 

and reified through social interaction (Cardwell, 1996, p. 243). Scholars of collaborative 

writing pedagogy viewed this social construction of reality as necessary subject matter: as 

societal perspectives were inherently tied to document creation, so they must be tied to 

teaching document creation. 

These scholars investigated methods of knowledge creation in order to better 

instruct students in knowledge composition. The cornerstone of collaborative writing 

pedagogy was group writing activity, as it encouraged the inclusion of real-world 

interactions and social norms in the writing process, thus making classroom learning 

more transferable. Convinced of the importance of studying writing as a process, and 

reluctant to reduce writing experiences to individual cognitive processes, collaborative 

learning scholars refused to separate writers from their social environments; their 

students, these scholars recognized, both emerged from and wrote into complex settings. 

In service of that conviction, these scholars worked to theorize and create practical 

instructions for helping students create socially (Cooper & Holzman, 1989; Ede & 

Lunsford, 1984; Gere, 1987; Horner, 2010; LeFevre, 1986; Long, 1980; Park, 1982; 

Wink, 2005). 
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Just as the process writers vaulted their convictions into the creation of 

terminology to help express their ideas, so too did the collaborative writers. LeFevre 

(1986) presented four perspectives of invention: Platonic, internal dialogic, collaborative, 

and collective perspectives. The Platonic perspective considered ideas to be internally 

created and controlled (LeFevre, 1986, p. 11); the internal dialogic perspective integrated 

another internal “self,” which conversed with the author and helped adjust ideas (p. 10); 

the collaborative perspective acknowledged that we negotiate our own ideas with those 

of others in order to create a collaborative invention (p. 33); finally, the collective 

perspective went beyond the interpersonal formation of ideas to include the larger social 

collectives that encompassed and adjusted them (p. 50). Besides the Platonic perspective, 

none were mutually exclusive: a student could alter his or her own perspective through 

internal conversation, consult classmates about revisions, and imagine a work’s purpose 

within the larger social construct of academia. Once scholars like LeFevre taxonomized 

the collaborative process, her predecessors had a conceptual system from which they 

could locate problems with collaboration and effectively address them.  

In search of a better understanding of the role of the social construction of ideas, 

especially in its application in the classroom, collaborative writing scholars turned to 

those who had studied society and language before them. Thus, approaches to 

collaborative writing can be roughly categorized by their roots in the ideas of two 

language, learning, and psychology scholars: Lev Vygotsky (1934/1986) and Mikhail 

Bakhtin (1975/2014). In writing pedagogy, the influence of Vygotsky is most notable in 

the work of Kenneth Bruffee (1984). Bruffee’s personal experience organizing 

collaborative classrooms galvanized his conviction that strong theoretical bases are 



35 
 

 

necessary to successful practical application. In search of that theoretical basis, Bruffee 

consulted the works of philosophers and social scientists like Vygotsky, Thomas Kuhn, 

Clifford Geertz, Stanley Fish, Richard Rorty, and Michael Oakeshott to associate the 

social turn with a “new conception of the nature of knowledge,” one most frequently 

associated with social constructionism (p. 638). This epistemological shift necessarily 

affected the means by which knowledge was communicated; in the writing classroom, of 

course, the means-of-focus was writing. Like Emig (1977), Bruffee (1984) re-examined 

the relationship between writing and conversation: 

If thought is internalized public and social talk, then writing of all kinds is 

internalized social talk made public and social again. If thought is internalized 

conversation, then writing is internalized conversation re-externalized. (p. 641). 

Traditional classrooms failed to employ conversation, thus projecting a false image of 

writing as an isolated act. This negation sacrificed what Bruffee (1984) asserted was the 

most useful learning in writing courses: learning to participate in “normal discourse” (p. 

643). Normal discourse, a term that Bruffee (1984) borrowed from Rorty, “applies to 

conversation within a community of knowledgeable peers” (p. 642). In most future 

writing roles, students would be expected to successfully converse as knowledgeable 

peers. Collaborative writing in composition classrooms could provide students with 

practice in normal discourse and put into action Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 

development, intersubjectivity, and scaffolding. On the heels of the initial adoption of 

social constructionist ideas by composition scholars and instructors, however, 

conceptions of normality itself would be challenged, and writing instruction would adapt 

in response. 
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Poststructuralism: The Major Shift 

Poststructuralism is not an official movement in writing studies; it is an 

epistemology—the study of the creation and diffusion of knowledge itself. 

Epistemologies affect all disciplines, including composition. The move from social 

constructionism to post-structuralism was an epistemelogical shift that, appropriately, 

included writing studies within its sphere of influence. Though previous scholars had 

already established that the writing process is recursive and complex (Flower and Hayes, 

1981), the tenets of poststructuralism problematized all studies of the writing process 

because it questioned whether or not process could be measured at all. The previously 

discussed movements in writing studies—process writing, Expressivism, Cognitivism, 

and collaborative learning—all shifted profoundly with the tremors that accompanied the 

arrival of poststructuralism. 

The ideas of Bakhtin are both foundational and emblematic of poststructuralism, 

and thus they provide the basis for delineating the aforementioned shifts. If Vygotsky 

(1934/1986) focused on the power of communication, then comparatively, Bakhtin 

(1975/2014) focused on the weakness. His ideas of the dialogic and heteroglossia 

highlighted barriers in communication and served as foundational concepts in 

poststructuralism. Poststructuralism, like social constructionism, assumed that reality was 

socially constructed; it departed from its predecessor in its close examination of the 

instability of that construction. Bakhtin’s concept of dialogic language provided a foil to 

monologic language; the latter, Bakhtin asserted, was not a reality. According to Terry 

Eagleton (2008), Bakhtin’s chain of logic was as follows: first, language is inextricably 

tied to social contexts; second, social contexts are “constantly shifting”; third, those who 
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employ language come from conflicting backgrounds (p. 102). The combination of these 

three facts is that “Language, in short, was a field of ideological contention, not a 

monolithic system” (Eagleton, 2008, p. 102). Heteroglossia, then, described the 

representation of many concepts in a single voice. If social constructionism emphasized 

making transparent the complex process by which knowledge is formed, then 

heteroglossia risked obfuscating that process. 

Collaborative Learning after the Poststructural Shift 

After the initial social turn (Trimbur, 1994) came a “second shift” (Kinney, 

Girshin, & Bowlin, 2010, para. 1). Though the heralds of the second shift did not 

diagnose the change as poststructuralism-spurred, their description heralded those 

influences anyway: the second shift “examines and critiques the signifying practices that 

shape subject formation” (Kinney, Girshin, & Bowlin, 2010, para. 1). James Berlin’s 

(1988) social-epistemic rhetoric both represented and drove that turn. In order to teach 

effective communication in a disparate, unstable reality, Berlin suggested an approach 

that provided poststructuralism with methods for discussing “the production and 

reception of texts” (p. 21). Like LeFevre’s (1986) collective perspective, later iterations 

of Berlin’s social-epistemic rhetoric (1992) recognized the multitude of ideologies at play 

in any single consciousness; it made those ideologies the center of classroom 

conversation. Though successful communication was never guaranteed when language 

was imbibed with conflicting ideologies, collaborative learning allowed students to both 

see the fragility of language in action and better predict successful communication in 

future exchanges. 
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After scholars like Berlin (1992) imagined potential strengths of postructuralism 

in the writing classroom, others were able to use those theories to develop practical 

strategies for student collaboration. Ede and Lunsford (1984), Park (1982), and Long 

(1980) re-imagined the power structures in the audience-author relationship to address 

and, at times, reflect the destabilization brought on by the poststructural shift. 

McComiskey (2000) addressed the potential problem of heteroglossia in his Teaching 

Composition as a Social Practice; he maligned “social-content” courses in favor of 

“social-process courses” (p. 2). The former types were built on heteroglossia, or what 

McComiskey called “read-this-essay-and-do-what-the-author-did” instruction. The latter 

types, on the other hand, were concerned with studying the social and political contexts in 

which the author wrote and subsequently modelling classrooms to better reflect 

contextual writing (p. 1). Helen Dale’s (1997) Co-Authoring in the Classroom outlined 

the benefits to both instructors and teachers and sought to provide instructions for 

creating ideal environments for co-authoring. Kami Day and Michele Eodice’s (2001) 

(First Person)2 suggested that the collaboration so beneficial to students was equally 

beneficial to established scholars. The introduction of poststructuralist ideas into 

collaborative learning allowed these scholars to explore a classroom much more 

interesting in its instability and assert collaborative learning as among the most reliable 

methods of triangulating experiences and producing the most accurate image of reality as 

possible. 

Post-process Writing: Process Writing after the Poststructural Shift 

To form brackets around a movement is to create friction. The rally cries of 

dissenters, in their zeal for newness, frequently perpetuate such enclosure, arresting 
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mobility between the ideas associated with those movements. When Ezra Pound urged 

Modernists to "Make it New," he doomed the old to anathema. A similar, though less 

violent, division exists in the field of Composition, between theories whose proponents 

were both fundamentally opposed and fundamentally connected: process writing and 

post-process writing. The subject matter of the former was the action of writing, writing’s 

uniquely generative power, and all of the ways that the writing process could be elevated 

and taught. The subject matter of the latter was protest, protest of the idea that the writing 

process could be confined, interpreted, or regular; accordingly, it also involved a search 

for ways to help students develop writing skills outside of the boundaries of pre-writing, 

drafting, revising, editing, and publishing. 

With the rise of the critical theory of poststructuralism—and its application to 

literature, postmodernism—unified narratives were revealed to be false, and prescription 

to unified narratives in the classroom were understood to be harmful. For decades, 

scholars had attempted to taxonomize and theorize the writing process; though many 

acknowledged the impossibility of a catch-all theory, their categories were still viewed by 

post-process scholars of the 1990s as arbitrary divisions, overly systematized and 

irrelevant. If perceptions of the world, as poststructuralists claimed, could never be 

unified, then audiences could never be predicted; communicative failures, then, were no 

longer failures, but opportunities for dialogue and practice. This highly unpredictable, 

fluid audience-author relationship extended into the author's writing process. As post-

process scholar Gary Olson (1999) asserted, 

When we conceive writing as a 'process' that can be codified and then taught, we 

are engaging in theory building. The post-modern critique of theory as totalizing, 
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essentialist, and a residue of Enlightenment thinking has made clear that any 

attempt to construct a generalizable explanation of how something works is 

misguided in that such narratives inevitably deprivilege the local, even though it 

is precisely the local where useful 'knowledge' is generated. (pp. 7-8) 

In summation, process writing was hampered by its desire to theorize something that, by 

its infinitely heterogenous nature, was resistant and even unyielding to overall 

explanations. 

An understanding of post-process theory may be best reached by discussing its 

commonalities and adjacent departures from its rejected parentage, process writing. Just 

as the line between Modernism and Postmodernism is indistinct, so is the boundary 

between process writing and post-process writing. In fact, when Thomas Kent (1993), 

author of the foundational book in post-process theory, Paralogic Rhetoric, attempted to 

describe three major tenets of post-process writing, he found commonality with process 

writing in each. First, post-process scholars believed that writing was public—that it was 

never entirely separate from either the communicative environment from which it 

emerged or into which it is released; because these environments were so inherently 

mutable, so were the processes of each individual act of writing. Yet, Kent (1999) 

allowed, "codifiable shortcuts" existed and were useful (p. 2). Second, writing was 

interpretive because it required writers to make sense of the world—to interpret both their 

ideas and the readers who would receive them; accordingly, that act of interpretation was 

never-ending and uncodifiable. A process could be seen in retrospect, but it could never 

be perfectly applicable in another interpretive writing situation; thus, the “normal 

discourse” valued by Bruffee (1984) became irrelevant. Yet again, though, Kent (1999) 
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recognized common ground with process writing: through that retrospective lens, writers 

could improve their approaches to the interpretive act and come closer to obtaining a 

workable process for the future. The final tenet of post-process writing, according to Kent 

(1999), was that writing was situated, or, as Kent wrote, "writers are never nowhere" (p. 

3). When looking back at the aforementioned act of interpretation, post-process theorists 

imagined what a writer must possess in order to perform the "hermeneutic guesswork" 

(Kent, 1999) that helped them make sense of the world: "a cohesive set of beliefs from 

which we start in order to communicate with others" (p. 4). Though process writers 

shared this belief, post-process writers considered it only a starting point. To approach 

writing with unexamined "prior theories,” borrowed from a supposed universal writing 

process, could result in the use of irrelevant, even counterproductive, strategies (Kent, 

1999, p. 4). No two prior theories were identical because no two people were identical, 

and even a single person was not identical to his or her prior self. To remedy such 

unpredictable writing processes, post-process scholars empowered students and 

instructors to dismantle prior theories, to study what strategies worked for themselves as 

individuals, and to study the contexts in which those strategies worked.  

"Nothing exists to teach," Kent (1993) argued, grimly (p. 161). If prior theories 

could not be relied upon to produce effective writing outside of local occasions, then the 

teacher’s calling to impart writing strategies became significantly more difficult. 

Understandably, composition instructors found that statement disheartening and worked 

to uncover ways of teaching writing skill without overly systematizing the writing 

process. If studying the process of writing was so antithetical to post-process writing, 

what did the movement's scholars study? As Lee-Ann M. Kastman-Breuch (2003) 
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lamented, in reference to Kent's (1999) three tenets of post-process theory, "these three 

characterizations may leave the impression that teaching writing is a hopeless endeavor" 

(p. 121). That impression was unnecessarily grim, according to Breuch. She interpreted 

Kent's rejection of process pedagogy not as a throwing-in of the towel when it came to 

teaching writing in general, but a rejection only of teaching writing as a system. The 

pieces of that system, according to the later post-process theorists, could be extracted 

from their traditional roles in the writing process, expanded, and re-visited. Overall, these 

theorists focused on revisiting the drafting and revision stages, applying the post-process 

tenet that writing is interpretive, and inserting opportunities for interpretation into those 

stages (Dobrin, 1999; Halasek, 1999; McComiskey, 2000; Petraglia, 1999; Rhodes & 

Alexander, 2014; Ward, 1994). Kastman-Breuch (2003) and others highlighted Kent's 

suggestion to focus on dialogue in the classroom, as it could highlight the social nature of 

writing and thus foster students to become observers of social interaction (Ewald, 1999; 

McComiskey, 2000; Petraglia, 1999; Schriver, 1997; Ward, 1994). These observers were 

subsequently able to generate appropriate writing processes tailored to the infinitely 

varied social contexts within which writing happens—preparing students to write without 

tying them to a specific process. 

Critical Pedagogy: Leveling Power Structures in the Classroom 

Critical pedagogy, like poststructuralism, is not a movement specific to 

composition studies. Nor can it be simply deemed an outcome of poststructuralism’s 

entrance into the classroom. Its beginnings predated the first formal applications of 

poststructuralism to writing pedagogy. It is, however, poststructuralist: it questions the 

structure of the traditional classroom through intersection with the aforementioned 
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theories of the disenfranchised. Not after, but alongside the unravelling of unified 

systems of writing came a re-imagining of the classroom itself. 

During the Great Depression of the 1930s, young, middle-class Brazilian scholar-

to-be Paulo Freire (1968/2000) became young, lower-class scholar-to-be Paulo Freire. 

Before his family’s economic decline, Freire had been a promising student; after the 

decline, his academic prowess plummeted: “I wanted very much to study,” he later wrote, 

“… but I didn’t understand anything because of my hunger” (as cited in Gadotti, 1994, p. 

5). Freire’s experiences with poverty inspired him to theorize the movement he is 

credited with founding—critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy relied upon the 

examination of and revolt against harmful power structures in academic environments. 

Instruction was inherently political, according to Freire. Critical awareness, then, could 

reverse harm done by the intrusion into the classroom of traditional, conservative politics, 

which stripped students of their power to contribute to their own learning process and 

thus their ability to become autonomous learners. In his foundational critical pedagogy 

text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968), Freire called upon teachers to dismiss the 

“banking concept of education,” which perpetuated misconceptions of instructors as 

paternal figures and students as “welfare recipients” (p. 74). Such relationships resembled 

those between the oppressors and the oppressed. Instead of dehumanizing students 

through the top-down banking method, Freire (1968) demanded, rightfully, that 

instructors treat students as if they also had knowledge to contribute: “Political action on 

the side of the oppressed must be pedagogical action in the authentic sense of the word, 

and therefore, action with the oppressed” (p. 66). 
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Under Freire’s flag of the democratized classroom rode many others, including 

Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner (1969/2009); their Teaching as a Subversive 

Activity recognized the vast array of problems in the world and refused to deem them 

insurmountable. It also translated the problems of Freire’s Brazilian students to reflect 

those of their counterparts in the American classrooms. Among the tenets upon which 

Postman and Weingartner’s (1969/2009) argument relied was “belief in the improvability 

of the human condition through education” (p. ii). The book’s subtitle, a no-holds-barred 

assault on outdated teaching methods with dramatic and practical proposals on how 

education can be made relevant in today’s world, acknowledged the radical nature of the 

text, a text which doubled down on its revolutionary spirit by suggesting the elimination 

of syllabi, formal curriculum, and textbooks from classrooms. Postman and Weingartner 

(1969/2009) presented the inquiry method as an alternative to the traditional classroom. 

As its name suggested, the inquiry method centralized question-based dialogue. Through 

inquiry, students could lead classroom conversation and thus take ownership of their own 

learning processes. Postman and Weingartner recommended that instructors avoid 

establishing information hierarches, providing concrete answers, and planning detailed, 

predictable lessons. Inversely, they encouraged problem-posing and student-to-student 

discussion. Student progression could be observed in conjunction with changes in inquiry 

methods: they could better gauge relevance, evidence enjoyment in the problem-solving 

process, readily alter points of view when provided new information, distinguish between 

fact and opinion, show willingness to make mistakes, and accept the problematic nature 

of concrete answers.  
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Eventually, composition scholars introduced critical pedagogy into the writing 

classroom (Coles, 1978; Elbow, 1973; Shor, 1980/1987, 1992; Shor & Freire, 1987). Like 

the collaborative learning scholars, these instructors elevated communication. They 

encouraged students to communicate their ideas with each other so that the line of 

communication between the student and the instructor was not exalted. In other words, 

the classroom became more democratic. In critically aware classrooms, students became 

evaluators themselves. They were tasked with judging the efficacy of amateur and 

professional writing (Coles, 1978). Through such practice in communicating advice as 

well as in problem-solving, students were empowered to make judgments about their own 

writing. 

Not only were lines between student and instructor blurred, but so were those 

between texts. Critical instructors shed the mimicry model of the nineteenth-century 

classroom and considered all communication to be of rhetorical value. Shor’s 

(1980/1987) Critical Teaching and Everyday Life exemplified this erasure of text 

hierarchies. “A critical classroom,” Shor (1980/1987) asserted, “pushes against the 

boundaries of consciousness”; expanding upon this idea, Shor proposed that classes 

examine “familiar situations in an unfamiliar way,” thus foregrounding “the mesh 

between interior psyche and external control” (pp. 93-5). Shor (1980/1987) adopted the 

Freirian model of centering social activism as both course structure and course content; 

he insisted that instructors could usher students from the status of “manipulated objects” 

to “active, critical subjects” (1980/1987, p. 97). Everyday situations, like eating a 

hamburger, became material for the discussions of power structures. Students learned that 

their experiences both inside and outside of academia were worthy of discussion—and 
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connections for transfer of writing skills were forged. Student texts, from casual 

conversation to formal writing assignments, were valued as artifacts from which student 

knowledge and experiences were collected and subsequently employed to guide course 

design (Shor, 1980/1987; Shor & Freire, 1987). 

Composition scholars have continued to explore the intrusion of socioeconomic 

inequities into the composition classroom. Kinney, Gershin, and Bowlin (2010) mapped 

this fluid, expansive goal as the exigency for the third shift in the social turn, one 

characterized by “embodied activism” (par. 1). Bolstered by forbearers like Freire and 

Shor, scholars of the third shift employed the theories of Marxism (Ohmann, 2003; Scott, 

2009; Welch, 2008), feminism (Foss & Griffin, 1995), postcolonialism, and 

multiculturalism (Inoue, 2010, 2015; Sirc, 2002) to explore the power structures at play 

in the composition classroom. Society is constantly shifting, and thus social injustices are 

unfailingly present in the extracurricular world. Scholars of the third shift of the social 

turn still produce vibrant, important scholarship that divulges, denounces, and remedies 

the encroachment of social inequities into the writing classroom. 

Critical Writing Assessment: Evaluation in the Democratized Classroom 

The history of critical pedagogy as it focused on valuing student experiences can 

be followed down two indistinct paths: re-imagined writing assessment and the extension 

of Shor’s (1990/1987) “Re-Experiencing the Ordinary” in new writing spaces (p. 93). In 

classrooms that sought to empower students, not to establish hierarches, grading posed a 

major problem. Writing evaluation had historically been subject to the top-down 

structures so reviled by critical pedagogy scholars (Huot, 1996; Huot, O’Neill, & Moore, 

2010). How could an instructor insist that all writing is valuable while simultaneously 
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elevating his or her concepts of writing as the norm by which to grade? How could an 

instructor avoid creating hierarchies within classrooms while assigning number values to 

students’ work? Scholars of writing assessment re-vamped their theories with attention to 

critical pedagogy. After ruminating upon the questions of grading, critical evaluation 

scholars questioned the validity of writing evaluation itself.  

To foster autonomous writers in environments that necessitated numerical 

judgment, evaluation scholars developed three strategies. First, they suggested contextual 

assignments as providers of a legitimate heuristic for evaluating writing. With contextual 

assignments, writing could be successful according to its aims, not according to arbitrary 

standards of “good writing” (Downs & Wardle, 2007, 2013; Huot, 1996; Huot, O’Neill, 

& Moore, 2010).  

Second, critical evaluators worked to create classrooms that prepared students to 

evaluate evaluation itself by discussing course design with students and framing the 

articulation of purpose as a dialogue, rather than a unidirectional message from teacher to 

student (Anson, Davis, & Vilhotti, 2010; Downs & Wardle, 2007, 2013; Inoue, 2010; 

Nardone, 2009). Transparent classrooms in which students participated in assignment and 

syllabus creation, according to these scholars, answered the demands of critical 

pedagogy. Carroll Ferguson Nardone (2009) argued that the banking model is positivistic 

and constitutes “summative assessment”; formative assessment, on the other hand, 

requires student-teacher collaboration (p. 23). Nardone (2009) suggested reparative 

strategies such as providing students with models—both successful and less successful in 

fulfilling their purposes—of the assignments they were expected to complete and 

providing opportunities for students to critique them. Additionally, she advised inviting 
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students to participate in determining the objectives for assignments. Through doing so, 

instructors could portray objectives as shared outcomes, rather than as hierarchically 

determined outcomes. Thus, student texts could inform the direction of the classroom. 

Similarly, Anson, David, & Vilhotti (2010) found instructor-centered standards 

problematic: 

[Students] must derive the standards for successful performances of complex 

tasks inductively, using both explicit and implicit cues embedded in a writing 

assignment, a teacher’s oral explanations and admonitions, and the course 

syllabus, readings, and other sources of information. For developing writers 

enrolled in courses taught by instructors who have highly idiosyncratic 

preferences, this process of figuring out expectations presents a serious challenge, 

and the resulting papers often end up displaying guesswork. (p. 36). 

In service of this disapproval of teacher-centered classrooms, Anson, David, & Vilhotti 

(2010) suggested that instructors form general writing expectations alongside students, 

using student texts—be they formal or conversational—as a form of input. Asao Inoue 

(2010), too, insisted that instructors let students in on the evaluation process; in his view, 

“students themselves need to engage in and reflect upon the rhetorics of assessment” (p. 

47). Inoue and the other scholars of new writing assessment attempted to draw students 

into the evaluation process, remedying the harm induced by teacher-as-dictator 

classrooms; thus they enabled students to be autonomous evaluators. 

Secondly, peer review provided an avenue for students to practice evaluation and 

imagine themselves as arbiters of a document’s success. When students were included in 

conversations about evaluation, they were empowered to evaluate each other’s writing. 



49 
 

 

Peer review, then, can be considered another branch of critical pedagogy (Nardone, 

2009). Early scholarship of peer evaluation tended to follow one of two paths—either 

developing teaching strategies to reflect the principles of collaborative learning, (Spear, 

1988) or leaning on those principles in order to justify, problematize, and theorize the 

effectiveness of peer evaluation (Bruffee, 1984; Burnett, Cooper, & Welhausen, 2013; 

Gere, 1987; Trimbur, 1994). Anne Ruggles Gere (1987) observed that peer response, 

having long been present as an informal system of improvement, first emerged as an 

exchange among equals—spontaneous and natural, without the presence of an 

authoritarian figure. Therefore, she prescribed peer review as a levelling presence in 

writing classrooms. Scholars, too, recognized potential for inefficacy in peer evaluation; 

while supporting the practice, they advised instructors against mimicking hierarchical 

environments, insisting that incorporating historical power struggles could damage the 

positive results of peer evaluation (e.g., Bruffee, 1984; Gere, 1987; Trimbur, 1994). Later 

works endeavored to gauge student resistance to peer evaluation, to trace that resistance 

to top-down classroom structures, and to provide practical advice for designing student-

centered peer evaluation (Brammer & Rees, 2007; Ching, 2007; Selfe & Hawisher, 

2012). 

Computers and Composition: Writing in New Spaces 

The third turn down which critical pedagogy could be followed wove through the 

expansion of Shor’s (1980/1987) concept of “Re-Experiencing the Ordinary” (p. 93). If 

Shor appointed everyday experiences as subject material for rhetorically and politically 

conscious communication, then his predecessors examined everyday experiences as they 

evolved in relation to new social and material contexts. Particularly, scholars sought to 
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explore the impact of computers on learning. The 1983 inauguration of the international 

journal Computers and Composition serves as an emblem of that dedication to studying 

writing that happened outside of the classroom and on the computer screen. Selfe 

described the impetus for the journal’s conception—first launched as a newsletter by 

Selfe and Kale Kiefer—as the desire for “a field within rhetoric and composition that 

focused on reading and composing in online spaces” (Beck, 2013, p. 351). Scholars who 

studied digital writing spaces attended to the manner in which computers formed 

identities and the ways in which those identities must be welcomed in the classroom 

(Selfe & Hawisher, 2004; Sirc & Reynolds, 1990; Vie, 2007; Wardle, 2014). Specifically, 

these scholars explored the relationships between social media and the writing-learning 

connection—studying platforms as general as message boards (Warnock, 2010) and 

tagging systems (Held & Cress, 2009), as specific as Facebook (Gerben, 2009), and as 

inclusive as the Big Three of social media: Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter (Buck, 

2015). All presented calls for instructors to form discussions about online activity as a 

means to foreground everyday rhetorical decisions; thus, the ideologies at play within 

casual environments were dissected, and students were empowered to continue 

questioning, to dictate their actions as a result of careful critical thinking rather than 

dogma. 

Some scholars identified web spaces as naturally inciting more playful, free 

writing practices, practices that could help students better generate ideas and support 

instructor assertions that all writing is valuable (Goggin, 2012; Matthews-Denatale, 2000; 

Smith, 2008). Among these scholars was Gail Matthews-Denatale (2000), who 

differentiated between the acts of computer writing and writing by hand; machines, she 
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posited, allowed writers to “capture thoughts as they come… the nonlinear meanderings 

of the mind” (p. 63). Matthews-Denatale’s ideas aligned well with those of Actor 

Network theory. Just as the details of Latour’s silk and nylon stockings created, not just 

communicated luxury, the details of the computer as a writing technology—the typing 

speed and the ease of text manipulation, for example—created ease of play. Just as the 

third turn of social activism in the composition classroom called for perpetual revision 

according to exigencies for enacting social justice, so did the study of computer writing 

spaces. Technology evolves continuously and rapidly, and students evolve with it; 

scholarship cannot fall too far behind.  

New Horizons in Composition Studies 

It is with an appreciation of the efforts of three quarters of a century worth of 

composition scholars that I endeavor to coax the field into the 21st century. With gratitude 

for the foundational work of process writing, Expressivism, Cognitivism, collaborative 

learning, critical assessment, and computer composition studies, I designed discussion 

boards in my FYC course to both honor those movements’ most beneficial demands and 

shed the weight of one of their worst habits—shallow arbitration of writing technologies. 
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CHAPTER III 

Research and Analysis 

In my Spring 2016 FYC course, I attempted to thoughtfully upgrade the writing 

technology of discussion boards from, in the terminology of Actor Network theory, 

intermediary to mediator. The first sections of this chapter include a description of my 

approach to the study, explanations of the assignments I created to carry out my weighty 

task, and presentations of the data that I collected and codified. The latter part of the 

chapter is comprised of three sections—each of which presents a concept from the field 

of web studies, then discusses the ways in which that concept illuminates the success and 

failures of my foray into marrying web culture and writing pedagogy. 

Methodology 

Selecting a Sample.   My own FYC class, comprised of 19 freshmen, served as a 

convenient sample for this study, which was approved for research on human subjects by 

the Institutional Review Board5. The course, English 1301: Introduction to College 

Composition (ENGL 1301), is the first of a two-course core-mandated series in writing 

instruction at Sam Houston State University (SHSU), a diverse university in terms of 

ethnicity, socioeconomic class, and gender. Though some students are not required to 

enroll in ENGL 1301—having satisfied the core requirements through dual-credit 

programs, College Level Examination Program exams, Advanced Placement exams, or 

alternative Honors Program courses—a significant portion of incoming freshmen enroll 

in the course. Each year, over 1,500 students enroll in ENGL 1301: thousands of students 

at SHSU alone are affected by composition instruction. 

                                                 
5 The demographics of the class were as follows: 10 male, 9 female; 16 aged 18-24, 3 aged 25-30. 
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Three forms of student-generated material were consulted. First, the study 

involved the codification of student discussion board activities in which students 

practiced pre-discussed writing strategies and generated material, either as standalone 

skill practice or in conjunction with an upcoming formal essay assignment; these 

activities were submitted through Blackboard’s discussion board feature. Each discussion 

board activity corresponded to a skill that students were meant to evidence mastery of in 

a formal essay. Students were required to write both leading submissions and responses 

to the submissions of their classmates. Because each discussion board assignment 

contributed a maximum of .05% towards the final course grade, the assignments were 

easily classified as low-stakes. Additionally, student activity was graded more for 

completion than skill; therefore, the study did not compromise its insistence that 

discussion boards constitute casual writing spaces, or the “Everyday Life” that Shor 

(1980/1987) adopts as course material. 

Second, formal student essays were juxtaposed with discussion board 

assignments; this process was designed to gauge the frequency with which students 

transferred ideas and skills from their casual discussion board assignments into their 

formal writing. These essays were submitted through SafeAssign, a submission service 

and plagiarism tracker provided by SHSU and integrated into Blackboard. 

Third, the answers to an open-ended prompt posed to students at the end of the 

semester were codified. Michael A. Hughes and George F. Hayoe (2007) recommend 

open-ended questions for performing qualitative research, because such forms of inquiry 

“can give rich insight into respondent attitudes and can reveal unanticipated responses or 

themes” (p. 97). Answers were submitted anonymously through Blackboard’s discussion 
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board feature. In the interest of maintaining integrity for both the course and the study, 

students were required to submit answers anonymously; Blackboard’s discussion board 

feature provided a “post Message as Anonymous” option, which students were required 

to select. The prompt asked students to describe their experiences communicating 

through discussion boards and to suggest areas in which I, the instructor, might retain or 

alter the design of discussion board activities. The open-ended format was selected 

because it granted participants agency to direct future course design in a manner that 

enabled formative evaluation (Nardone, 2009). 

Neutralizing Risks.   Two major sets of risks were involved in this study. The 

first set of risks involved the possibility of the study affecting student grades. The English 

department-regulated syllabus for English 1301 required that instructors choose from 

multiple options, each worth 10% of the final grade, to gauge student activity beyond the 

required formal essays, grammar instruction, and the departmental grammar-based final 

exam. Discussion boards were included among these options. Therefore, in using 

discussion boards, the study took no risk that was not already justified by the English 

department. Grades were not affected by participation in the study in any manner 

deviating from the distribution of course credit specified by the departmental ENGL 1301 

syllabus. In addition, the sample section comprised by the response to the open-ended 

prompt was collected after all other course materials were graded and was anonymously 

submitted; thus, students’ grades could not be affected by their answers. 

The release of identifying student information was another possible risk. In order 

to circumvent this risk, all identifying information that was not already anonymized was 

purged from sample documents before coding occurred. If any student’s response was 
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separated from the group data, a pseudonym was used. Identifying subject matter was 

also concealed. The records were stored electronically in a computer both private and 

password-protected through facial recognition software. Student submissions were stored 

in Blackboard and SafeAssign. Both programs were password-protected and accessible 

only to the principle investigator and authorized administrators. 

Choosing a Writing Technology.   The acquisition of Blackboard’s discussion 

board feature began as a matter of convenience, as its forums were already incorporated 

into SHSU’s chosen educational technology provider, Blackboard Learn. My frequent 

use of Blackboard bred familiarity with the product; familiarity enabled me to theorize 

discussion board performance using the ideas of compositionists. I was not the only 

stakeholder familiar with Blackboard; my students were versed in its properties, too, 

because of the widespread use of the program throughout the university. As discussed 

earlier, the more that a course engages with student writing histories, the more likely that 

transfer takes place. Thus, deviation from the university norm could have discouraged 

transfer of skills from my course into other courses, thereby creating an unnecessary 

obstacle to knowledge transfer. Blackboard’s Discussion Board feature was organized as 

follows: Each course had one discussion board, which housed as many forums as the 

instructor chose to create; forums housed threads, which could be created by both 

instructors and students; finally, threads were responded to in comment form. 

I also chose to use discussion forums because they are web entities that have long 

histories, histories which pervade the web environments that students inhabit 

extracurricularly6. The arborescent hierarchies through which Facebook posts are 

                                                 
6 In this thesis, forums, discussion forums, boards, and discussion boards will be used 

interchangeably.  
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organized are mirrored in Blackboard’s discussion board feature. Posts are usually 

organized vertically: lead posts sprout comments, which sprout further comments; each 

comment is below that from which it sprouted. Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987) 

theorized arborescent information structures as unidirectional, without retroactive 

activity. Because arborescent structures are unidirectional, they can be seen as inherently 

hierarchical—granting authority always to the originator and not to the adder, expander, 

negator, or complicator. I attempted to overcome this barrier by never taking the position 

of arbiter for myself at the thread level, instead letting students occupy that position in 

their own threads. 

Discussion Board Assignment: Inspiration and Creation.   At their most basic 

level, my discussion boards were inspired by process writing and collaborative learning. I 

wanted students to feel that the five essays that I graded throughout the semester were not 

the only pieces of writing that mattered. Also like the process writing scholars, I wanted 

to provide a type of progymnasmata that my students could use to create in my class and 

return to after our semester together had ended. Like the collaborative learning scholars, I 

believed that transfer could only be achieved through modelling dialogues. 

Discussion Board Assignment: “The Rhetorical Situation.”   “The Rhetorical 

Situation” was an early-in-the-semester assignment. The assignment in its entirety can be 

found in Appendix A, and student responses can be found in Appendix B. The 

assignment required students to choose any text—be it a YouTube video or a 19th century 

canonical novel—and perform a rhetorical analysis on that text. Students used Donna 

Gorrell’s (1997) Venn diagram-style map of the rhetorical situation, which separates the 

situation into author, audience, and reality. Reality, as I interpreted it to my students, 
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concerns the constraints and limitations of a communicative mode. For example, one 

constraint of giving a speech in an era preceding the invention of microphones might be 

the need to compose texts with easily enunciated language. 

The convictions of many schools of thought in writing studies were active in the 

creation of this assignment. With the assistance of critical pedagogy, I accredited 

everyday rhetorical decisions. By doing so, I hoped to both make my students 

comfortable with communicating their experiences and emphasize the casual, low-stakes 

nature of the assignments. Shor (1992) argued, “The teacher’s conviction that she or he 

can learn important things from the students is the keystone of [the process of 

problematizing hierarchical classrooms]” (pp. 105-06). Shor brought hamburgers into his 

classroom so that students could re-examine the ordinary, so I let students bring their own 

hamburgers to the discussion boards. Usually, the hamburgers were even appetizing—not 

just the struggles of writing, but the topics that students actually enjoyed discussing, like 

Grey’s Anatomy, every kind of motorcycle, and sorority woes. 

Additionally, this assignment was meant to familiarize students with multimodal 

communication—to make more visible the differences that mode makes to the thinking-

writing process. Like scholars of both Activity Theory and Actor Network theory, I 

intended to include medium of communication in my—for lack of a better word—

lectures. I drew upon the theories of computer-focused compositionists like Selfe and 

Hawisher (2004, 2012), who seek to understand the ways that literacy spans modes. In 

service of such a goal, I encouraged students to, like Shor, consider text to be more than 

the written, peer-reviewed, hardbound word. Students could present their favorite 
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YouTube videos, films, television shows, artwork, or anything else that they considered a 

favorite text. 

Though this assignment was not meant to foreground progress toward a particular 

essay, key mandates of both process and post-process writing scholars were observed in 

its construction. I refer, specifically, to the disdain for portraying the writing process as 

either finite (a process writing demand) or measurable and replicable (a post-process 

writing demand). A key component of the assignment was the requirement that students 

provide a hypertext link to an information source on their chosen text. Though I had not 

yet delved into web studies formally, I was familiar enough with some concepts to know 

that the nature of hypertextual communication defies a publication-last model of the 

writing process: hypertext is inherently nonlinear. George P. Landow (1992), major 

theorist of hypertext, defines hypertext as “text designed to be read non-sequentially” (p. 

279). In its non-theorized origins, the term hypertext simply refers to an item which, 

when clicked upon, navigates web users to other documents. Even the process writing 

beacon Murray (1972/2003) might find difficulty in condemning hypertextual 

communication as dead-on-submission, because hypertextual documents are not static. 

Neither might Kent (1993, 1999) complain with ease about incorporating hypertextual 

documents into the classroom: the paths that users choose to navigate in such media are 

individually created, and they exist within ever-changing contexts. Additionally, 

discussing the purpose of hypertextual communication with students in advance helped 

highlight the links unique features of a localized assignment. Understanding the context 

of the assignment, students were discouraged from misapplying prior knowledge in future 
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writing tasks. Traditional classrooms are simply incapable of reproducing such dynamic 

representations of the post-process infinite web of meaning. 

Discussion Board Assignment: “Play Spaces.”    With three essays that I 

assigned over the course of the semester, I paired discussion board assignments, which I 

deemed “Play Spaces.” The Play Space assignment for the Exposition and Example essay 

can be read in its entirety in Appendix C. In Play Spaces, students were encouraged to 

begin working on their upcoming essays. I retained my application of the tenets of 

process writing, post-process writing, and critical pedagogy in a relatively similar manner 

as in “The Rhetorical Situation,” excluding the requirement of hypertext links. 

Additionally, I consulted the scholars of Expressivism, Cognitivism, collaborative 

learning, and the new school of writing evaluation. 

The “Play Space” assignment attended to Britton’s (1972) distinction between 

transactive and expressive language: its most defining feature was freedom of expression. 

The only requirements beyond word count were legibility and subject. Students were 

required to write something about their upcoming paper, whether that something was 

presented in the form of brainstorming, an outline, a paragraph draft, a lament about the 

writing process, or even a wandering chronicle about what the subject might be. The 

importance of process was accentuated by the fact that students earned course credit by 

simply writing about process. The assignments conformed, too, to the major tenets of 

post-process scholarship. Because each play space prompt differed according to the 

context of the assignment and the students’ prior experiences in my class, no unified 

vision of the writing process was put forth. 
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Though students were free to choose whether their posts would act transactively 

or expressively, the “Play Space” assignment was still designed to test suggestions from 

scholars of critical evaluation, cognitive writing, and collaborative writing. If students 

chose to write expressively, remaining close to themselves and their own writing 

triumphs and problems, they automatically participated in self-examination; the 

assignment, therefore, conformed to Freire’s (1968) adjuration to decentralize the 

instructor as the ruler of the classroom. Additionally, in such cases of self-examination, 

the cognitive-creative movements so painstakingly measured by Cognitivists like Flower 

and Hayes (1981) of the writing process could become visible; because those movements 

were awarded course credit, they were also made valuable. Students also wrote socially—

and not just because their writing was housed in a semi-public space. No matter how 

participants chose to approach the assignment, they were required to respond to two of 

their classmates. Again, as critical evaluators, students were forced to determine whether 

their classmates wrote writing expressively, transactively, or both—and to respond 

accordingly. Too, the in-class discussions in which students participated included the 

topics of web communication and netiquette; students, then, were pushed to think 

critically about multimodal expression and how it structured intersecting social settings. 

Finally, the linked nature of the “Play Space” assignment was intended to 

reinforce students’ roles as autonomous evaluators. Because these assignments were 

always linked to essays that would be submitted later, students who wished to take full 

advantage of the collaborative, visible, valuable writing process would inherently judge 

whether their own discussion board activity was valuable to their later activity. Again, 

students were empowered to choose their paths; they could continue writing about the 
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topics they addressed in the Play Spaces, or they could pursue new topics. They could 

attend to the collaboration with their classmates, or they could ignore it. With any choice 

made, though, students—either consciously or subconsciously—evaluated the feasibility 

and appropriateness of transferring expressions from one context to another. 

Presentation of Data: Student Performance in Discussion Boards 

The following section is comprised of measurements of student texts, all aimed at 

evaluating the effectiveness of the discussion board assignments in promoting the values 

of writing studies I chose to support. 

Codifying Data.   Because discussion boards centered around discourse, I 

adopted the strategies of discourse analysis, as it is delineated by linguistic scholars, in 

codifying data. The basic unit of analysis was the pragmatic level of language. According 

to linguist Paul Simpson (2014), the pragmatic level describes “The way words and 

sentences are used in everyday situations; the meaning of language in context” (p. 5). I 

separated the thoughts expressed by each student—whether at the phrase, sentence, or 

paragraph level—by subject. Those subjects varied with each discussion board 

assignment and essay, corresponding to the goals represented by each assignment. 

In measuring the success of “The Rhetorical Situation” and “Play Space” 

assignments, I used predefined codes; that is, I used codes that were “determined before 

analysis began” (Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008, p. 86). Predefined codes were appropriate for 

examining those particular data sets because I was searching for symbols of success in 

particular areas. In the case of “The Rhetorical Situation,” I looked specifically for 

indicators of student engagement with hypertext links. Such indicators included claims of 

prior engagement and interest in discussed texts. When inspecting “Play Spaces,” I 
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simply searched for transfer of subject from discussion board to formal writing. Neither 

of these research tasks demanded that my approach be steered by unexpected student 

input because each task only required affirmative or negative answers. 

Answers to the open-ended prompt, on the other hand, were subject to open 

coding, in which the terminology used to taxonomize thought is “based on the data” 

(Hughes & Hayhoe, 2008, p. 87).  Open coding was a more appropriate methodology for 

gauging student free writes because the free writes were designed according to the 

specifications of critical evaluators, who insist that students should contribute to the 

direction that a course takes. Occasionally, I also employed in vivo coding, a type of open 

code through which terms are “taken from the words in the transcript itself” (Hughes & 

Hayhoe, p. 87). In cases of both predefined and open coding, relevant statements were 

grouped together under representative descriptive terms. 

Data Explained.   Because a goal of “The Rhetorical Situation” activity was to 

portray discussion board submissions as dynamic artifacts through employing hypertext 

links, I sought to measure the manners in which students approached their classmates’ 

discussed texts. I used predefined codes, as defined by Hughes and Hayhoe (2008) as 

those “determined before the analysis begins” (p. 86). Because I sought to gauge whether 

the submissions spurred further action, I developed codes for measuring action that 

focused on students’ plans for their classmates’ hyperlinks: “No Expression of Intention 

to Explore Text/Link,” “Expression of Intention to Explore Text,” and “Intent to Explore 

Link.” The discussion board activity and codification can be viewed in their entirety in 

Appendix B. Figure 3.1 presents codification of students’ lead posts and responses in 

“The Rhetorical Situation” forum. 
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Figure 3.1. Hypertext and “The Rhetorical Situation” 

 

The results of the coding were informative. Though I expected students to 

appreciate the convenience of being provided hyperlinks, instead of having to research  

on their own, only four of the students (15%) expressed intention to explore the text using 

the link provided. Some students did, indeed, claim that they would engage with the 

rhetorically analyzed texts at a later date. Only nine of the students (50%) showed interest 

in engaging with their classmates’ subject texts at all. The lead posters consulted their 

linked sites profusely, but they did not directly express the value of those sites in their 

own studies. These results suggest that hypertext could be a useful tool in discussion 

board assignments. They also suggest, however that this assignment could be improved 

by pairing use of hyperlinks with more direct discussions of the capabilities of non-linear 

expression. 

In search of the point of disconnection between my intended use of the hyperlink 

as a tool for framing assignments as dynamic, improvable, and consistently unfinished, I 

examined the assignment and student performance through the lens of Activity theory. 
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Rhetorical Situation.” The object of the activity system and the outcomes do not match. 

The object, or objective, was to employ the tools of the Blackboard’s discussion board 

feature and hyperlinks in order to produce the desired outcome that students would revise 

their perceptions of publication from static to dynamic and widen their conceptions of 

text. Only half of the outcome was achieved, though: students employed texts of all types 

with vigor, but they did not evidence any newfound appreciation of non-linear modes of 

expression. 

 
Table 3.1  

An Activity Theory Categorization of “The Rhetorical Situation” Assignment 

Element Definition Element in “The Rhetorical Situation” 

Subject Participants in the activity Students in Spring 2016 ENGL 1301 course 

Object Goals of activity To modify student perceptions of publication 
and of text through employing non-linear 
technology 

Tools Physical objects used by subjects 
towards the completion of goals 

Blackboard’s discussion board feature 

Rules Conventions that govern the activity To use hyperlinks; to examine the rhetorical 
situation of any text 

Communities Groups of which participants are 
members and groups that affect 
participants 

Classroom; academia; web culture 

Divisions of 
Labor 

Structure of participants, or how 
work is divided among participants 

Semi-hierarchical: instructor creates and 
grades assignment, students submit 
assignment; students gauge success through 
interaction 

Motives Purpose for completion of goals To re-vision publication as not an end, but an 
opportunity for audience-driven revision; to 
democratize student conceptions of text 

Outcomes Results of activity Students expressed little appreciation of 
hyperlinks as method of making publication 
less finite; students expressed appreciation of 
opportunity to share interests 
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To visualize the detachment between object and outcome, I used an activity 

system diagram of Engeström’s (2000) design, simplified and presented in Figure 3.2. 

Multidirectional arrows in the figure show that elements do not separately affect 

outcome—they also shape each other. Thus, the inefficacy can be attributed to 

disconnected elements. The object of the course involved successful manipulation of 

tools, so I examined use of tools in relation to other elements. As the broken line between 

Tools and Communities indicates, discussion board activity failed to consider the ways 

that tools are shaped by communities and the ways that tools shape communities in turn. 

 

 

Figure 3.2. “The Rhetorical Situation” Activity System 
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When designing the assignment, I did not fully explore how the hyperlink tool 

formed and formed within online communities; thus, I misunderstood subjects who are 

members of my classroom and web culture. Later in the chapter, I present a means by 

which Actor Network theory can improve the assignment: incorporating the concept of 

perpetual beta to better understand how students treat publication in online spaces. 

Figure 3.3 presents the rate of transfer of “Play Space” topics into formal essays. 

All topics are in Appendix D. Of the sixteen students who submitted both assignment 

types, never more than two of them switched topics per assignment pair. While that trend 

could suggest unwillingness to abandon ideas, the rate at which students employed advice 

from me and their classmates evidenced something more encouraging: willingness to 

listen. Later, I explain how this data reflects the Web 2.0 hallmark of crowdsourcing. 

 

 

Figure 3.3. Level at Which Students Retained “Play Space” Topics 

‐1

1

3

5

7

9

11

13

15

17

19

Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3

14 14
15

2
3

1

3

1 1
0

1
2

Retained topic Changed topic Half participation Zero participation



67 
 

 

Finally, I measured how students thought about discussion board experiences. At 

the semester’s end, I posed a prompt to students: communicate experiences with 

discussion boards, especially concerning my assignment structure. Answers in their 

entirety are in Appendix E. Figure 3.4 is a visual presentation of that data. First, I combed 

through responses and isolated phrases that made positive, negative, or neutral judgments 

about my course or online course activity in general. Next, I classified those statements 

according to descriptors culled from responses themselves: prior experience, fear, 

tediousness, practice, confidence, freedom, “jump start,” low stakes, and communication. 

 

  

Figure 3.4. Student Perceptions of Discussion Boards 

Negative

Tediousness (4)

Prior Experience 
(1)

Fear (4)

of Grammar (2)

of Classmate 
Judgment (1)

of the Writing 
Process (1)

Neutral
Prior Experience 

(2)

Positive

Low Stakes (5)

"Jump Start" (4)

Freedom (3)

Confidence 
Booster (3)

Practice (1)

Communication 
(11)

with Classmates 
(9)

with Instructor 
(2)



68 
 

 

The data encourages continued use of play spaces in anticipation of formal 

writing assignments. The students expressed overall positive experiences with discussion 

boards. Most relevant to a discussion of “Play Spaces” were the three exclamations of 

newfound confidence, three appreciative nods to the freedom afforded by discussion 

board assignments, and five thanks for the low-stakes nature of the work. I must also 

acknowledge the few negative statements made about the assignments: while students 

acknowledged that their prior experiences and anxious personalities did negatively 

impact their initial opinion of communicating in online spaces, the most frequent 

downfall laid at my feet is tediousness. Four students mildly lamented the frequency with 

which they had to post, though they did qualify their complaints by framing themselves 

as forgetful.  

Finally, I wished to highlight the most used terms of the discussion board survey. 

Scholars interested in the computer-assisted learning process, like Cristoph Held and 

Ulrike Cress (2009), have studied the ways in which social tagging systems affect 

cognition and thus the acquisition of knowledge, a subject that will be further discussed 

in conjunction with crowdsourcing later in the chapter. Text clouds can help guide 

discussions of the ways that students label their own learning experiences, much like 

social tagging systems; thus, they can guide classrooms by helping instructors detect gaps 

in conversation and understanding as well as better detect areas of interest. Anticipating 

the value of text clouds, though, I have employed one as a tool for self-evaluation. 

According to the principles of critical evaluators (Anson, Davis, & Vilhotti, 2010; Huot, 

1996; Huot, O’Neill, & Moore, 2010; Inoue, 2010; Nardone, 2009), an instructor cannot 

be the sole guiding force of any classroom; text clouds can separate instructors from bias 
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and detect the themes of courses as students determine them. Text clouds map textual 

artifacts. They are “visual representations of words, typically a set of ‘tags’ that describe 

different pieces of information contained in extensive websites, databases, or blogs” 

(Selfe and Selfe, 2016, p. 27). Visual details like size, weight, and color, can indicate the 

frequency with which terms are used. Figure 3.5 is a text cloud that I created using 

TagCrowd, a free text cloud-generating web browser application. I uploaded a single 

document with all student responses in order to create the cloud; the textual artifact I used 

to generate the cloud was Appendix B of this text, the students’ anonymous free-writes 

about discussion board experiences.  

 

 

Figure 3.5. Text Cloud of Student Perceptions of Discussion Boards 

 
In reading this text cloud, I see that books and movies were among the most used 

terms in student responses; additionally, names of films and fictional characters are 

foregrounded, like harry (as in Harry Potter) and norbit (as in the Eddie Murphy film, 

Norbit). I may reasonably conclude, then, that students carried lessons about 

democratizing conceptions of text from the early “The Rhetorical Situation” assignment 
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all the way to the end of the semester. Text clouds can measure frequency against 

intended message. If an outlying, unrelated term were foregrounded in the text cloud, 

writers would know to adjust their language to match their message. More likely, text 

clouds could highlight terms that are absent: if the language in Figure 3.5 included no 

reference to nontraditional media, I would be signaled to think about why students chose 

not to write about topics that they enjoyed so early in the semester. 

Finally, the Spring 2017 IDEA surveys, submitted anonymously by my students 

and proctored by a guest instructor, supported the value of playful, low-stakes discussion 

board activity. “Formed ‘teams’ or ‘discussion groups’ to facilitate learning” was rated as 

a 4 or 5 (on a scale of 1-5) by 94% of the students; equal numbers hold for “Gave 

projects, tests, or assignments that required original or creative thinking” and for 

“Scheduled course work… in ways which encouraged students to stay up-to-date in their 

work.” Group work, creativity, and structure were all important to my class, and students 

found the “Play Spaces” effective areas for all three. 

Tenets of Web 2.0 and Writing Pedagogy 

As discussed earlier, activity networks highlight a deficit in Activity Theory itself. 

Forming assignments based on Activity Theory principles can enable instructors to gloss 

over the details of tools as they create communities; retroactive mapping of action onto 

activity systems does, however, highlight breaks in the remediation of elements. In the 

terminology of Actor Network theory (ANT), these occasions can be labelled as 

misunderstanding of semiotic relationality; the recursive relationships are invisible 

because there is no application of general symmetry to grant tools and technologies 

agency to participate as mediators in activity systems. In the following section, I present 
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my rationale for transferring the hallmarks of Web 2.0—perpetual beta, crowdsourcing, 

and folksonomies—into the writing classroom. Much like Berners-Lee (2009) 

taxonomized the unwieldy web through Uniform Resource Identifiers, I attempt to better 

designate the success and failures of my own unwieldy attempt at designing a writing 

space through the language of web studies and ANT. In each section, I use the heuristic 

provided by ANT to discuss my own exploration of discussion boards; then, I posit the 

manners in which those tenets could improve how students learn and employ the 

demands of scholars in process writing, post-process writing, Expressivism, Cognitivism, 

collaborative learning, and critical evaluation. 

Perpetual Beta: (Re)Visioning Publication.   The first tenet of Web 2.0 that I 

suggest introducing into the composition classroom is perpetual beta. In a beta test, 

machinery, software, or other artifact types are, “in the course of final development, 

carried out by a party… unconnected with the developer” (OED, 1993, “Beta”). The term 

perpetual beta, then, refers to the process by which developers may constantly receive 

input from users. A product in a perpetual beta environment is “developed in the open… 

new features slipstreamed in on a monthly, weekly, or even daily basis” (O’Reilly 2005, 

p. 4, para. 5). Naturally, the near-instant, Uniform Resource Identifier-enabled 

accessibility and the physical barrier-free environment of Berners-Lee’s web made 

testing artifacts, communicating judgments, and subsequently, updating artifacts a more 

fluid, never-ending process. Ellison and Boyd (2013) link perpetual beta to the increase 

in user-generated content: “Procedurally, Web 2.0 meant moving from a model of 

‘design, develop, and deploy’ to an iterative development process known as ‘perpetual 
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beta’” (p. 161). According to O’Reilly (2005), too, perpetual beta is related to the dictum 

“Users must be treated as co-developers” (p. 4, para. 5).  

Upon understanding that publication evolved in online spaces, I sought to better 

understand the ways that publication works in online settings. I located the app YikYak 

as an example of the shifting attitudes towards permanency in publication in 21st century 

environments. In 2016, the popular mobile application Yik Yak failed to attend to its 

users’ demands. It published an update which weakened the primary attraction of the 

application, anonymity (Mannes, 2016, para. 7). Yik Yak was once a method for users to 

communicate anonymously through a newsfeed that displayed anonymous short 

messages from users within a five-mile radius. After the update, users were required to 

choose usernames, which would be attached to each submission and visible to other 

users. While users were not forced to reveal personal information, their interactions were 

no longer isolated from each other. As a result, downloads of the application plummeted 

(Mannes, 2016, par. 12). College students, who made up the largest percentage of Yik 

Yak users, lamented the changes and attempted to communicate with software 

developers, requesting that the changes be reversed. The fact that these students were 

compelled to express their distaste evidences the empowerment that they have 

historically received through interaction with perpetual beta. Yik Yak failed to combine 

publication and revision, and as a result, was forced to lay off a large portion of its 

employees (Mannes, 2016, par. 1). Additionally, Yik-Yak neglected to consider students’ 

familiarities with web mishaps and misdemeanors; not as naïve as earlier generations of 

web users, Yik Yak’s college-heavy constituency did not underestimate the value of 
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anonymity: no record of their identities was broadcasted or saved. Therefore, users could 

be confident that their app utterances were impermanent. 

If instructors consider that students have writing experiences formed by 

interaction with perpetual beta, they can thoughtfully apply the major tenets of both 

process- and post-process writing. Process itself is foregrounded in web spaces because 

perpetual beta depends upon inviting web users into composition processes outside of 

themselves. In addition, users are socially conditioned by perpetual beta environments to 

dismiss the idea of finality in publication. At the intra-website level, Facebook 

exemplifies spaces that users approach knowing that sites are inherently mutable. Not 

only does Facebook rely upon user-generated data, but it also relies upon a constant 

influx of that data. Users visit friends’ profiles with expectations that the profiles will 

feature new data. Facebook’s front page doubles as a news feed, because newness is 

important to Facebook users. At the inter-website level, mutability is demonstrated by the 

speed and frequency with which social media platforms gain and lose popularity. A 

simplified timeline of social media popularity would crown as supreme Friendster in 

2002, YouTube and Myspace in 2005, and Facebook in 2009; throughout the still-active 

rule of Facebook and YouTube, other platforms like Twitter, Instagram, Vine, Snapchat, 

Tumblr, and Yik Yak have emerged (History, 2016, para. 13-16). All of those platforms 

constantly change based on the input of users. In a foil of the Murray-reviled (1972/2003) 

“dead writing,” the foregrounded changeability of web spaces, stimulated by perpetual 

beta, encourages live writing (p. 3). 

I propose another synonym for publication and beta testing: usability testing. 

Hughes and Hayhoe (2008) identify beta testing as a type of research that is not always 
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formal research—it can be classified as a form of usability testing (p. 30). Technical and 

professional writing scholars have worked to theorize the ethics of document design; 

usability testing, they have determined, allows researchers to conduct studies ethically by 

combining publication and revision. Usability testing is particularly interesting in terms 

of 21st century students, because of YikYak’s decline highlights, students expect their 

publications to change things. J. Blake Scott (2016) claims that those who operate in the 

role of communicator help “shape meaning as authors” (p. 213). For usability testing 

scholars, authorship is a great responsibility; drawing upon Foucauldian theory, these 

scholars consider the roles of reader and author to be recursive: “Rather than authors 

producing certain discourses, certain discourses are understood to produce authors” 

(Slack, Miller, & Doak, 1993, p. 12). According to Scott (2016), the author must combine 

invention and communication with audiences through usability testing to be ethical: 

The goal is not to efficiently move beyond stakeholders’ different perspectives, 

experiences, and values but to incorporate them into the communication’s design, 

preferably through the direct participation of stakeholders themselves. (p. 223) 

Michael Salvo (2009) insists upon “user-centered design” as inherently more capable of 

creating dialogic documents, documents more representative of “meaningful 

communication” (p. 273). These ethical demands are no less prevalent in composition 

courses; post-process scholars like Russell (1999) encourage the collection of as many 

points-of-view as possible; Kent’s (1999) hermeneutic guesswork becomes more accurate 

through usability testing. Because perpetual beta is an indefinite usability test, the process 

of hermeneutic guesswork is also indefinite. 
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How, though, was publication imagined without incorporation of perpetual beta? 

Poststructuralism, in its rejection of unified narratives, inherently takes issue with 

assigning any narrative a hierarchical place above another. Publication, as it has existed 

since the chisel and stone, has enforced linguistic hierarchies. From the rise of the 

printing press especially, print has been employed as a gatekeeper. Print publication, 

through its sense of permanency and immutability, has demanded respect. Ben McCorkle 

(2012), in his exploration of the rhetorical canon of delivery as it evolved with 

technological shifts, points out that, historically, print permanence was even granted 

religious importance; he discusses the idea of “God’s word taking moral precedence over 

the ethical character of an embodied speaker” (p. 71). Even in the context of the process 

writing movement, publication has largely been ignored. Murray’s (1969, 1972/2003) 

original conception of the writing process did not even include publication; it included 

only rigidly defined pre-writing, writing, and revision. He even introduced numerical 

statistics—85% of the writing process should be dedicated to pre-writing, he claimed 

(1969, p. 5). If anything, scholars have discouraged thought about publication—as it, in 

the student’s mind, often equals submission. Perhaps the best summary of publication’s 

place in process writing pedagogy is in Murray’s (1972/2003) quip: a paper is “dead on 

submission” (p. 5). 

Karen McDonnell and Kevin Jefferson (2010) alone decry this neglect of 

publication: “the writing process we teach treats publication as an afterthought” (p. 108). 

They lament the problems of publications that are limited to the classroom—larger 

audiences are ignored, the instructor is centralized, and success is translated as achieving 

more than a classmate—not as a message effectively delivered. McDonnell and Jefferson 
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(2010) suggest involving students in the editing process as it happens in the editing 

industry; they advocate for “making students party to back-room, behind-the-scenes 

negotiations” that are usually delegated to faculty (p. 109). As that inclusion requires a lot 

of work, McDonnell and Jefferson (2010) design separate professional editing courses—

as opposed to implementing professional editing strategies into existing FYC courses. 

Most FYC curricula, though, have a more difficult task ahead of them when re-vamping 

publication perceptions. I believe that students are already party to those “back-door” 

publication settings in their everyday lives through online interaction, though they may 

not be conscious of the relevance of their web fluency to their composition coursework. 

A return to McCorkle’s argument, that the rhetorical canon of delivery is equal to the 

mode of publication, can illuminate contemporary web publication, or perpetual beta, as 

that which overlaps with student conceptions about publication. 

As I have already mentioned, all of my discussion board assignments were 

designed to promote the tenets of both process and post-process writing. Post-process 

writing insists that students engage with the unpredictability of communication if they are 

to alter their writing processes to match endlessly changing writers, audiences, and social 

contexts. 21st century students are not strangers to this fluidity. Because they operate in 

web environments formed upon the principles of perpetual beta, these students are 

already socially conditioned to consider publication as impermanent. In addition, 

interaction with perpetual beta has cultivated students who demonstrate critical literacy in 

the alteration of beta versions through disintegrating arbitrary borders in the writing 

process: they publish-to-revise and revise-to-publish. The web studies concept of 

perpetual beta illuminates the publication contexts from which my students emerged, and 
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thus better explains a particular success—that the overwhelming majority of students 

chose not to halt discussion; they transferred the ideas from their “Play Spaces” into their 

formal writing assignments.  

Though process writing and post-process writing scholars debate about the 

manners in which the writing process should be taught—as categorizable or amorphous, 

respectively—they agree that the decentralization of product is essential to the creation of 

autonomous learners. When classrooms are liberated from product orientation, focus can 

shift instead to the myriad of elements that intersect indefinitely and constantly recreate 

each other. According to Actor Network theorists, material items like tools and 

environments can participate in that network as active agents; thus, instructors must think 

critically about the ways that writing spaces and writing tools create student experiences. 

Student lives are no longer carried out exclusively in physical environments. They are 

carried out in online writing spaces, as well. Instructors should consider students to be 

practiced users of perpetual beta, a tenet of Web 2.0 that encourages the elevation of 

process and the revision of publication as interminable, rather than finite; in doing so, 

they can better prepare their students to think critically about the writing process as a 

complex, networked entity. 

Crowdsourcing: Encouraging Collaboration in Online Spaces.   The 

phenomenon of collaboration is not specific to any particular era; rather, it sweeps time 

and accords with the technological capabilities of the society in which it occurs. The 

invention of paper in China in the 2nd century BC allowed writers to record their works 

on a more wear-resistant medium, thus allowing collaboration to occur across greater 

distances. The steamship made transoceanic collaboration after the early 19th century 
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safer and more reliable. In 1829, Braille enabled the visually impaired to participate in 

written collaboration. In the 1960s, artificial double-tracking assisted musicians in 

collaborating with their own past recordings. In 2017, web crowdsourcing allows global, 

simultaneous collaboration. With changes in communication come changes in the way 

that knowledge is shared, and accordingly, changes in the ways that reality is constructed. 

The term “crowdsourcing” was popularized by Jeff Howe (2006) in his “The Rise 

of Crowdsourcing.” Originally conceived as a capitalist venture—the web-enabled 

version of outsourcing—crowdsourcing refers to the collection of knowledge across the 

web. Crowdsourcing is a hallmark of Web 2.0, which, as it is occurs through writing 

technologies, collaborates with writing technologies when viewed through the lens of 

ANT; it also presents a sophisticated example of semiotic relationality. Additionally, 

crowdsourcing reflects the historical tenets of collaborative learning. 

The progression of crowdsourcing into less profit-based systems is epitomized by 

Wikipedia. Like any strategic scholar, I began my research into crowdsourcing with a 

visit to Wikipedia. Unlike most scholarly visitors, however, I dove into the great web 

encyclopedia not to get a quick overview of collaboration before embarking on a more 

rigorous research journey—rather, I sought to partake in crowdsourcing in action. A 

beacon of effective online collaboration, Wikipedia is the spiritual successor to 

L’Encylopédie, the brainchild of the French Encyclopédistes, a group of 18th-century 

scholars dedicated to democratizing information by amassing the entirety of the world’s 

knowledge. The Encyclopédistes hoped to make knowledge easier to distribute to the 

public and future generations (Kafker & Kafker, 1988). While L’Encylopédie featured 

over 150 contributors, 17 volumes, and 75,000 entries, it is solidly dwarfed by Wikipedia. 
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With over 40 million articles, composed in over 250 languages, Wikipedia (2017), 

written and edited by users across the globe, is the undisputed monarch of web 

encyclopedias and the clearest example of technology-enabled collaboration. 

My use of Wikipedia as a research starting line reflects semiotic relationality, the 

tenet of ANT, between a website and a web user. While Wikipedia is in some ways 

created by its millions of authors, it also re-creates those authors in turn—as well as users 

who are only visitors, not contributors. In a pre-Wikipedia era, I might have begun my 

research at the library and consulted the introduction to an anthology or collection of 

essays. Instead, I turned to an instant, relatively reliable, hypertextual online 

crowdsourcing platform. Such notable shifts in research practices evidence web users’ 

reification of their perceptions of authority: authority is found in the masses, not in the 

traditional, peer-reviewed, published text. The concept of semiotic relationality between 

users and technologies may be narrowed to better fit the writing classroom: there is 

semiotic relationality between students and writing technologies. Course structures can 

mimic crowdsourcing sites like Wikipedia if instructors wish to operate within a pre-

existing actor network, rather than creating a new environment with less writing history-

relevant, and therefore less transferable, writing instruction.   

In order to get any classroom crowd to come close to the success of Wikipedia, 

though, we must understand the motivations for crowdsourcing. Andrea Hemetsberger 

(2013) provides a heuristic for organizing crowds—one which can be appropriated in 

composition classrooms. Hemetsberger (2013) provides three means by which crowds are 

organized: activation, participation, and collaboration (p. 163). Activation refers to the 

practice of initiating potential members into a crowd through their “common knowledge 
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and prime interests” (Hemetsberger, 2013, p. 163). In successful collaborative learning 

assignments, students may be invited to bring their knowledge and interests to the table, 

thus solidifying their interests in how their contributions are received and used. 

Participation refers to the tone of the crowdsourcing project—whether it is “communo-

ludic” (fun and playful), “telo-specific” (task- or goal-oriented), or a combination of the 

two (p. 164). By thinking deeply and communicating with students about the goals and 

tone of an online writing space, students can have a more contextualized understanding of 

their assignments. Finally, collaboration refers to the creation of “long-term artifacts” out 

of the collaborative project (p. 164). Thoughtful collaborative writing projects consider 

student works as standing artifacts, not only as grade recipients. Most importantly, 

though, crowdsourcing represents a writing technology students can collaborate with and 

through. 

The means by which crowds are organized according to Hemetsberger can 

illuminate the successes and shortcomings of a particular discussion board assignment, 

“The Rhetorical Situation.” If activation refers to the practice of initiating members into a 

crowd through their “common knowledge and prime interests,” then the subject matter of 

“The Rhetorical Situation” enabled activation (Hemetsberger  2013, p. 163). Because 

students were invited to bring their own subject material to the course, they were treated 

as experts, in charge of relaying information. Students gravitated towards Even students 

who responded to posts about texts with which they had no prior experiences made 

moves to create moments of activation, frequently finding commonalities between 

themselves and their classmates outside of the subject texts. The influence of activation 

can explain such performance. 
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It is when the stage of participation is reached that problems become evident. 

Hemetsberger (2013) posits that when crowds are organized by participation, they are 

organized by tone—either “communo-ludic” or “telo-specific” (p. 164). Students showed 

willingness to employ slang and exclamations, as well as to share personal experiences 

and bond over common interests—therefore, they seemed comfortable with the crowd 

being categorized as friendly and casual. However, none of the students, even those who 

expressed that they had prior experience with the text discussed by their classmates, 

stated intention to explore the texts anew or to access the related sites that their 

classmates shared. If students merely affirmed the opinions of their classmates and did 

not move forward, even through the miniscule motion of clicking a hyperlink, then the 

assignment only irregularly functioned as telo-specific. The disconnection highlighted in 

the activity network between tools and communities can be re-fused, then, if discussion 

boards are used as tools that contradict less with the way that web communities work.  

The discussion board assignments could be more effective if they were designed with 

more attention to encouraging participation through mimicking successful crowdsourcing 

platforms. 

Folksonomies: Letting Student-Generated Language Lead Courses.   If 

taxonomies concern themselves with defining and categorizing concepts for the use of 

others, then folksonomies label for a much smaller audience—the self. Coined by 

Thomas Vander Wal , the term folksonomy combines the officiality of taxonomy with the 

casualness of “regular people,” or “folk” (2007, para. 5). A folksonomy categorizes based 

on identity, not on empirical observation. According to Vander Wal (2007), the three 

tenets upon which folksonomies depend are tags, tagged objects, and identity (para. 9). In 
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short, then, folksonomies are online information systems in which users can “input a set 

of words as tags that help other users [and themselves] find pictures [items] with keyword 

searches or by navigating tag names” (Thelwall, 2013, p. 74). Folksonomies are useful 

for many reasons: they link large masses of information together so that they may be 

contextualized within a group; they crowdsource the categorization of information (a 

daunting task if delegated to a small group); and they provide perspectival variety—

unlike traditional taxonomies, which generally provide the perspectives of experts. 

Popular social media sites like Twitter and Tumblr encourage users to navigate 

folksonomies to access content. In academia, scholars provide keywords for their own 

works. Though traditionally, those keywords are professionally generated terms, 

individual scholars determine whether or not those keywords are relevant to their work 

based on their own interpretations. In the following section, I suggest that folksonomies, 

because they free terminology of hierarchical systems of interpretation, can inform 

classroom design. 

Folksonomies empower web users to develop their own taxonomies and, 

subsequently, develop their own identities in accordance with their ordering of reality—

not that of an arbitrary encyclopedic or socio-economic system; thus, folksonomies 

closely align with Freire and Shor’s (1987) liberatory pedagogy. Freire’s poverty lent to 

pedagogy an emblem of empathy: how could instructors impart information in oppressive 

socio-political atmospheres? The writing classroom, especially, would be rendered 

useless without the elevation of student interaction, especially through student texts. 

Through embracing alternative methods of information sources like folksonomies, 

writing instructors can employ student texts to help level the frequently arbitrary 
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hierarchical distinctions between student and instructor. Vygotsky’s (1934/1986) concept 

of intersubjectivity relies upon understanding student knowledge as the basis from which 

instructors negotiate and communicate their own knowledge. Folksonomies and their 

visual partners, text clouds, can centralize the role of intersubjectivity in composition 

course design—intersubjectivity that grants students autonomy to impress knowledge 

upon teachers in return. 

A specific area of composition scholarship that could be stripped of hierarchy by 

embracing simultaneously the principles of Actor Network theory (ANT) and critical 

pedagogy is the study of the digital divide. Envisioning the ever-increasing integration of 

scholarship, business, and computers, scholars of computers and composition studies 

recognize that familiarity with technology can eventually divide the prepared from the 

unprepared and the successful from the unsuccessful. This division is framed as a 

“problem of access” (Vie, 2007, p. 9). Vie cites the Clinton administration’s Technology 

Literacy Challenge and the Bush Administration’s No Child Left Behind act as large-

scale attempts at closing the digital divide. Vie’s “Digital Divide 2.0” and Cynthia Selfe 

and Gail Hawisher’s (2004) Literate Lives in the Information Age represent moves to 

problematize the have/have not dichotomy of the digital divide. Though none of these 

authors employ the language of ANT, they do promote writing technologies from 

intermediary to mediator, especially as those technologies award agency, rather than 

simply representing agency. Folksonomies bridge the digital divide by equipping all 

users to taxonomize information in relation to their individual conceptions. 

Latour’s nylon/silk metaphor is easily transposed onto complications of the 

politics of access. If nylon and non-access are intermediaries, they merely send the 
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message “have-not”—their specific makeups are arbitrary. Likewise, if silk and access 

merely send the message “have,” they, too are intermediaries, and any expression of their 

specifics is pointless. If, however, non-access and access are mediators, then specifics 

create the message “have-not/have.” Vie (2007), along with Selfe and Hawisher (2004) 

call for a more nuanced understanding of the components of technological literacy. Selfe 

and Hawisher (2004) differentiate between activities-based literacy and critical literacy. 

The former refers to the ability to easily navigate, read write, and communicate using 

computer technology. The latter, more desirable level of literacy is critical: those with 

upper-level technological literacy “[understand] the complex sets of cultural beliefs and 

values that influence our understandings of what it means to read, write, and 

communicate with computers” (pp. 11-12). 

Because of their ability to level hierarchical differences between interpretations, 

folksonomies are ideal spaces for carrying out the convictions of computer 

compositionists, collaborative writing scholars, and the critical pedagogy scholars that 

inspired both. Course design that consults student texts is collaborative course design. 

Rebecca E. Burnett, Andrew Cooper, and Candice A. Welhausen (2016), for example, 

differentiate between sincere collaboration and token collaboration: “Being a collaborator 

requires active contribution to shared goals [emphasis added]” (p. 466.) A collaborative 

teacher, then, must not only attend to the expressions of students, but also harness those 

expressions. Folksonomies can help instructors visualize course direction. 

“The Rhetorical Situation” assignment upheld this conviction in two ways: first, it 

allowed the instructor to employ student interests in class discussions, and second, it 

blurred boundaries between ideologies outside and inside of the classroom. The 



85 
 

 

collection of entries made up by the submissions, which can be read in Appendix B, does 

not fully qualify as a folksonomy, because students neither participated in a tagging 

system nor organized information for themselves or other users. The assignment did, 

however, allow students to label themselves according to their own identities. 

Folksonomies are created based on individual identity, because individuals create their 

own categorical terms; additionally, these terms are inherently individual because 

language is inherently individual. In the assignment, when students discussed their 

personal interests, they identified themselves as person-with-that-interest, rather than as 

simply “student.” With the erasure—albeit light-handed erasure—of hierarchical 

categories like teacher and student, the ideological systems that invade the classroom, 

according to Freire and Shor (1987), could be rendered less harmful. Students’ 

willingness to participate in re-labelling themselves according to their own interests was 

evidenced by their voluntary participation in an unassigned portion of their responses to 

lead posts from “The Rhetorical Situation.” The entirety of the responses suggest that 

students attempted to contextualize themselves within their classmates’ identities as fans 

of a text. That contextualization occurred organically, not as the result of instruction. 

While this assignment did not re-imagine evaluation itself, it encouraged students to re-

imagine themselves as input-givers with valuable outside experiences. 

Perhaps most importantly, the implementation of folksonomic systems of 

categorization can foreground the intermingling of student identities, signifying practices, 

and course goals. Tasking students with developing their own systems for codifying ideas 

could foster critical thinking skills and contextualization of terminology within a student-

developed system. If there is a skill that I can uplift as the most important for my students 
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to obtain, it is evaluation. By granting students the opportunity to evaluate the course in 

free writes, which can be found in Appendix E, I allowed students to label their 

experiences in their own language, which was intermingled with their own identities. The 

ability to evaluate oneself and one’s learning environment is paramount to autonomy in 

any situation. Thus, though I was honored by my students’ general praise in their reviews 

of discussion board activity, I was more validated by their ability to evaluate me and my 

course using their own labels. Students were able to move beyond general contentedness 

and into detailed explanation of their discussion board experiences. In the language of 

ANT, I can better describe the success suggested by the students’ comments: the 

specificity of praises and laments intimates that students upgraded writing technologies 

(both discussion boards in general and discussion boards according to my design) from 

intermediary to mediator. Responses to the free write prompt foregrounded the details of 

the discussion board design. To an instructor, the students’ precise comments, like 

appreciation for open lines of communication, were much more useful than vague 

ovations or dirges. 

Limitations.    

This study is limited in various ways. First, it concerns the application of only 

discussion boards as supplemental writing spaces; it does not claim to address online 

courses as whole entities. Additionally, because I am adamant about discussing my 

pedagogical approaches and decisions with my students, the sample texts cannot be 

separated from the ways in which they were discussed in my classroom. Finally, this 

study is limited in that it only addresses discussion boards as they are implemented 

through Blackboard. Though many forum platforms exist, I have not addressed 
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alternatives and instead hope that the principles applied to my Blackboard assignments 

could translate into other programs. Additionally, the nature of my research is such that 

the convenience and small size of the sample is not a weakness, but a strength. Though 

Hughes and Hayhoe (2008) write that “The bigger the sample size, the more reliable the 

information,” I believe that a localized sample better reflects the post-process conviction 

that measurability is impossible, that the effects of prior experiences are easier to infer 

and gauge in familiar contexts, and that replicability must be problematized if a study is 

to be honest (p. 151). A small sample size does not pretend to represent any but the local; 

thus, those who would take up the paired flags of web studies and writing pedagogy 

could be encouraged to localize their own applications. Finally, the data collected in the 

students’ reviews of discussion board activity, found in Appendix E, may be positively 

biased: students were not required to answer the prompt. It may be imagined that students 

who volunteered to evaluate a writing course were more likely to positively rate that 

course. Because this thesis is a pilot study, its research methodology serves as a starting 

point for further research into the recursive relationship between writing technologies, 

students, and course design, to be addressed, altered, and honed in later iterations. 

Looking Back to Move Forward. 

It is far from accurate to claim that discussion boards in the Spring 2016 ENGL 

1301 course completely embodied the tenets of process writing, Expressivism, 

Cognitivism, collaborative learning, post-process writing, critical evaluation, and 

computer compositionists. It is not so far from accurate to write, though, that discussion 

boards can help. This methodology asserted that the discussion board assignments 

implemented in the observed Spring 2016 ENGL 1301 fulfilled many of the mandates of 
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generations of compositionists by elevating and complicating process—through making 

process subject matter and incorporating the format of the never-ending processes of 

perpetual beta hypertext. It illuminated the collaborative capabilities of crowdsourcing 

techniques, especially in play spaces. Finally, it showed that, in online spaces, students 

could bring their own interests to the table, developing identities beyond the one-

dimensional, unnecessarily isolated identity student. Students’ own evaluations of my 

discussion boards indicated that they absorbed the teachings of critical pedagogy and 

became, at least in part, critical evaluators themselves. When students wrote of their own 

academic processes and needs, they, whether consciously or not, took ownership and 

gained autonomy. If writing instructors can move beyond imagining writing technologies 

as undefined intermediaries, as simple carriers of meaning, then they can harness the 

details of those technologies in service of promoting threshold concepts of writing. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Conclusion 

I conclude this study by introducing a final hallmark of Web 2.0, one which 

bolsters this research’s purpose as a call-to-action: scalability. I will begin with the dry 

definition: level of scalability is determined by how much “the cost per unit of output 

remain[s] relatively constant with proportional changes in the number of units of or size 

of the inputs” (Linux, 2006, para. 1). O’Reilly’s (2005) definition is somewhat snazzier. 

Scalable software, he advises, is designed “from the get-go to integrate services across 

devices” (p. 5). Any research that seeks to explain human relationships with technology 

must be incessantly alert to scalability. 21st century technology evolves rapidly, as do the 

cultures that interact with them. 

In accordance with the teachings of a long line of compositionists, I open my 

research to scrutiny of its scalability. My study is localized and, as all studies, it reflects 

the actions of students in a particular, inherently irreplicable context. However, because 

my study attempts to merge the heuristics of epistemologies, which can permeate all 

contexts, I hope that it can transfer into contexts beyond my own FYC Spring 2016 

course. Just as I attempted to mediate how writing instructors envision the agency of 

writing technologies in both activity systems and actor networks, I invite scholars to 

mediate my vision. In full recognition of the inescapable temporality of my study of 

discussion boards and students within, I challenge writing scholars to both attend to my 

plea to upgrade writing technologies from intermediaries to mediators in writing 

classrooms and to upgrade my ideas as the technologies that I studied lose relevancy. At 

the end, I turn to the ever-germane Mark Twain (1894/1999), who insisted that “nothing 
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so needs reforming as other people’s habits,” and place myself within a long line of 

writing instructors with habits just begging to be broken (p. 79). 
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APPENDIX A 

Discussion Board Assignment: “The Rhetorical Situation” 

Prompt Directions: 

(Part I: 1/2 of individual discussion board grade) 

Due Friday, 1/29 by 11:59pm 

In 200-300 words: 

1. Choose any text. (Remember that we define "text" very broadly in this class!) 

Your first job is to hyperlink to an information source for your text (like its 

Wikipedia page). 

2. Why did you choose this text? 

3. Just as we have done in class for "Fish Cheeks" and "Edward 

Hopper's Nighthawks," chart the text's rhetorical situation. As always, you should 

be extra attentive because the success of Part II depends on your clarity in Part I. 

You should include: 

a. Three bullet points about the author. (For books, the author is easy to spot; 

for films and other forms of media, it may not be so easy. You may choose 

the writer, director, producer, or even a lead actor. Be sure to let your 

reader know why you've considered someone the author.) 

b. Three bullet points about the audience. 

c. Three bullet points about the constraints. 

Response Directions 

(Part II: 1/2 of individual discussion board grade) 

Due Monday, 2/1 by 11:59pm 
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In 100-200 words: 

1. Choose any two Part I posts to respond to. You do not have to have read, 

watched, etc., whatever text the poster has analyzed. 

2. Make two connections per response. You will choose two of the poster's bullet 

points and say how they might connect in the text. For example, when discussing 

"Fish Cheeks," we examined how Amy Tan, as the 50-something author (bullet 

point #1) connects with her Seventeen magazine readers (bullet point #2) by using 

accessible language. These connections do not actually have to exist in the text. 

They are only what you expect or might look for. Here's a formula that might be 

useful: "Poster A mentions that the author has _________ trait and that one of the 

constraints of the medium is _________. Because of that, I expect __________ in 

the text." To put it simply: connect the dots that the original poster has given you. 

*I have provided a sample Part I post and a sample Part II response in my 

discussion board thread "SAMPLE Part I: Kill Bill." 

**Again, Part II can be a little tough. Don't stress about being accurate. Just try to make 

connections between the elements that go into the creation of a text. How does the author 

relate to the audience? To the constraints? The audience to the constraints? Those are the 

questions you should be answering. 
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APPENDIX B 

Coding “The Rhetorical Situation” 

Responses have been shortened to include only the following from the Appendix A 

discussion board assignment “The Rhetorical Situation”. Note that hyperlinks have been 

removed: 

 Lead posts: 

o Part 1: Choose any text and provide to a hyperlink to an information 

source for that text. 

o Part 2: Explain why you chose this text. 

 Responses (bulleted): 

o Introductions to responses, which all students composed without 

instruction. 

 

Codification legend: 

Intent to visit linked site 

Intent to explore text 

Prior interest in text 

No prior exploration of text 

 

1) I have decided to chose the Harry Potter movie series for my "text". Every year I 

make my parents sit down in the living room with me and watch every single movie 

from start to finish. Sometimes I will give them a break because the movies do seem 

to go on forever. I love the movies so much that I am making myself read the books. 
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Yes, I'm that person. I haven't read any of the books yet but still consider myself just 

as much of a fan as those who have read the books. Here is the hyper link to the Harry 

Potter films wiki.   

a. I am also a huge fan of the films, but I am not a big reader so I have not 

started the books although I hope to one day. My mom and I watch all the 

movies during thanksgiving break every year! 

b. Since when I was a child, I watched all of the Harry Potter films several 

times, and read all of the books. I still have complete set of either books 

and films. I am still reading and watching these when I have free time. 

c. I cannot emphasise how much of a Harry Potter fan I am. I've read all the 

books, watched all the movies, went to all the theme parks, got Sorted on 

Pottermore, wrote and read multiple fanfics about the series. Anything 

Harry Potter-related, you name it, I did it. 

d. I love harry potter series but I did not read harry potter series books 

yet.But, When I have a free time,I will.My best friend huge fan of the 

Harry Potter books and he always says that harry potter books better than 

movies. 

2) I have chosen to analyze the rhetorical situation of A Long Way Gone . I chose A 

Long Way Gone because is my favorite book, I have read it more than 20 times. My 

dad introduced me to it one summer when I was bored and I had nothing else to do. 

When I started reading it I can honestly say I could not put it down, A Long Way 

Gone is with no doubt an amazing book with a great story behind it. 
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a. This books sounds interesting. I love to go into bookstores or libraries and 

fine random books that help me be diverse in my reading. The fact that it 

is really cheap is a plus because I don't like to spend much. Do you own 

it? How often do you read it? Three times a year? You said you read it 

more than twenty times. what about the book speaks to you? 

3) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impractical_Jokers 

I’m going to analyze the rhetorical situation of the T.V. series Impractical Jokers. I’m 

choosing Impractical Jokers because it is by far the funniest show on television. 

Instead of being your typical comedy series like, The Office, that is slow and 

predictable it’s a hidden camera show. Every episode of Impractical Jokers will make 

you laugh the full 30 minutes of the show. 

a. Hey John I'm definitely going to have to check out this show. I'm more 

interested in shows from this genre as well. My favorite comedy shows are 

Jackass, Wildboyz, Southpark, and Ridiculousness so I think I would like 

Impractical Jokers. 

b. Hello Turner! I see you like comedy shows so do I. Most of the comedy 

that I watch are in Spanish but to be honest with you I will start watching 

Impractical Joker on Netflix since my favorite show ended. I will have 

time to watch it, I hope is as good as you mention it. Those comedy that 

make everyone laugh are the best because are very entertaining  

4) I have chosen DJ Khaled's motivational speech simply because it makes me laughbut 

somewhat motivates me and boosts my confidence. This was a video that many 
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people mock but there is so sort of motivation in this and i can use this to boost 

myself. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jo-0ytcEXKg  

a. I havent heard this song in a while but listening to it now i kinda see the 

vision he had for this song. It definielty makes me think about everything 

you thought and what he intended to get through in this song. 

b. I've heard friends talk about DJ Khaled's speech but never seen it until 

NOW and I must say it is very inspiration. 

c. I never heard DJ Khaled until you mentioned about it.I watched  the 

video and I was surprised because the video is so short and so funny.Also 

music was good.I think he looks like rap artist. 

5) I choose to analyze  “Peaceful Warrior” because I like these kinds movie which 

motivate people.In my opinion,every people should watch this movie.When 

something goes wrong in my life,I always watch this movie.Because,The movie tell 

us the purpose of life and main idea of movie is every people born as warrior and they 

should fight to their problems.I want to share one of sentence from movie that affects 

me deeply.The sentence is that “A warrior does not give up what he loves, he finds 

the love in what he does”.Also,The peaceful warrior customize from a novel which 

name is “The way of peaceful warrior”. 

a. This sounds so interesting, I will look it up during the week when I have 

time. I too enjoy motivational movies, and that quote you did is really 

powerful and close to home for me. 
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b. This definitely sounds like a movie and book that I would be interested in 

watching and reading. Any movie or book that shines a positive light on 

making yourself better in my opinion is a winner. 

6) Now, my obsession is a tv show called Firefly, for those who know, we are now best 

friends, but those who don't it is basically, space cowboys. I enjoy the show's concept 

and I watch it frequently, even though it is only fourteen episode, and got canceled 

(am I am still very upset about). 

a. I have never heard of this show but I am very intrigued and may just have 

to find it on netflix! 

b. I decided to start watching “Castle” because I really enjoy mystery. 

Currently have the third season DVD sitting next to my ps4, and will 

eventually get back to it when I finally get a moment. Another good show 

I really enjoyed that had Nathan Fillion in it was “Dr. Horrible's Sing 

Along Blog,” and I can not wait until they start filming the sequel. 

Supposedly Joss Whedon has it written, but has been busy with Avenger 

filming. 

7) The text I chose to write about is the: "Percy Jackson and the Olympians." This is a 

book series written by Rick Riordan, and I read the series while I was transitioning 

from grade school to junior high while it was developing. 

a. Although I've never read "Percy Jackson and the Olympians" book series, 

yet instead, I've had the pleasure of watching all of the films. The movies 

are wickedly enjoyable, especially Percy Jackson: Sea of Monsters, which 

I can adamantly say is my favorite one of them all. 
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b. I read the first book for school and have seen the movies. I love this series, 

it's so captivating. 

8) The text I have decided to write about is “The Dresden Files,” a series written by Jim 

Butcher. I chose this series because I find that I relate to almost all of the characters, 

in one way or another. I find the protagonist, Harry Dresden, to be the most relatable. 

The books are written in an urban fantasy mystery mix in modern day Chicago. 

Throughout the series, Harry Dresden goes through a lot of emotions, most of which 

are understandable. The series does not shy away from unhappy endings, either. More 

often than not, even though a problem may have been solved, the prices (lives, 

usually) that were paid sometimes do not make it alright. There are also several very 

quotable moments from the series. While I can not sing it's praises high enough, I 

recommend reading this series if a person likes mystery and fantasy. The audio books 

are also a good listen, and while I have only listen to two, they are very addicting. 

a. I read the first two a long time ago, my uncle got me into the Dresden 

files. There was even a show for a short while, but it got canceled. It was 

sad, but the cop from Arrow was in it, so if it continued, there would be no 

Officer Lance. 

9) I have chosen to analyze the rhetorical situation of Scandal because it is currently one 

of my favorite shows. I always look forward to Thursday nights because I know that 

it is going to come on. It's always hard waiting from season to season because I'm 

always so anxious about what's going to happen next.  

a. No Responses 
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10) I chose Samurai Champloo because not only do I love the animation, and the whole 

concept of old school Japanese art/culture mixed with modern day Hip-Hop 

style/attitude and Jazz music really captured my attention. I can watch it over & over 

and never get bored. It also has little life lessons that coincides with the story, so 

there’s never really a dull moment; even if there is no cool fighting scenes.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samurai_Champloo 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shinichir%C5%8D_Watanabe  

a. This show sounds really interesting, in my opinion. I mean I've never 

heard of this show, but it does really cool.  

b. I have actually watched both "Samurai Champloo" and "Cowboy Bebop," 

and while they are not my favorite, they are both still phenomenal shows 

that can captivate my attention. 

11) I analyzed Robot Chicken's Giraffe stuck in Quicksand because it is hilarious and 

satirical. I usually come back and watch it when I need a laugh or when I am upset. I 

have never really watched Robot Chicken, Although I have seen the title when I was 

on IMDb trying to figure out whether Seth Green filmed Without a Paddle first or 

Scooby-Doo 2: Monsters Unleashed. He filmed both in the same year but Scooby-

Doo was released before if you must know. Furthermore, I chose Seth Green to be the 

author of this particular skit. He is one of the producers of Robot Chicken and he is 

the actor who plays the voice of the giraffe.   I realize that most people under a 

situation in which they have no control of, act in the manner of this giraffe in this skit. 

a. I've never viewed Robot Chicken but looks like I may have to since its a 

comedy and I love to laugh. 
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12) I chose Greys Anatomy because I am obsessed with this show. I have seen every 

episode who knows how many times. I am also a nursing major so I really enjoy 

medical type shows/movies. 

a. I am very familiar with Shonda Rhimes' work because I am a big fan of her 

shows "Scandal" and "How to Get Away with Murder". 

13) Because I am infectiously obsessed with supernatural fiction, I've chosen The 

Vampire Diaries as my topic of discussion. Not to mention, I am watching the entire 

series of Vampire Diaries as of now ; which in this case, makes it a whole lot easier to 

talk about. 

a. Oh my! Vampire Diaries is great! I am on season 5, it sucks you in, so 

hard not to watch it! 

14) I have chosen to analyze the movie Platoon for my rhetorical question. Platoon is a 

movie that I watch frequently, because in my opinion it shows best the realities of 

war. It doesn't aim to glorify or hype up war, but to show what it is. From the 

mundane task of digging a foxhole, to the extreme high of being in a firefight. The 

director Oliver Stone was a combat infantryman in the Vietnam War, having been 

awarded the Bronze Star with V device, Purple Heart with bronze oak leaf cluster, Air 

Medal, Army Commendation Medal, National Defense Service Medal, Vietnam 

Service Medal, Vietnam Campaign Medal, as well as the Combat Infantry Badge. I 

feel that I can relate to Oliver Stone having been a combat infantryman as well. 

a. I have not seen Platoon, but I recently had a friend that recommended that 

I watch it. From the way you described it sound like something that I 

would like to see. 
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b. I have not heard of Platoon! It sounds awesome!! I love that you said that 

war is not hyped in the film because that can be misleading.  

15) I have chosen the film Norbit. Norbit is one of my favorite movies because it's very 

hilarious and seems to get funnier every time I watch it, though its funny it tells about 

Norbit's love life and the obstacles he faced to finally be with his lover. The film 

starts from Norbit's younger days unto his adult days showing Norbit's day to day life. 

a. Norbit is one of the funniest movies I have ever seen, and just like you, it 

seems to become funnier and funnier every time I watch it.  

b. Norbit is hilarious! Eddie Murphy is awesome, I especially love his old 

school stand up "Delirious". Also, it has some parts where i felt bad from 

him lol. 

16) I chose Grey's Anatomy because i'm currently on the final season on Netflix and it's 

going to kill me having to wait for the next season to be released. I love to watch 

Grey's because the medical side of it is interesting, plus all the romance and drama is 

quite entertaining.  

a. Hey Felicia! I love this show is one of my favorite shows,  one thing I like 

about it, is how all of the characters work together at the hospital but have 

many problems with their personal life. Is an interesting show that makes 

you want wonder what is going to happen next. 
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APPENDIX C 

Discussion Board Assignment: “Play Spaces” 

Exposition and Example 

Prompt Directions: 

(Part 1: 4/10 of individual discussion board grade) 

Due Saturday, 2/13 by 11:59pm 

This discussion board is going to serve as a play space for your Exposition & Example 

essays. I want you to include your thesis statement--which should include the 

generalization you're covering as well as your approach to it. Whatever else you do here 

is up to you, as long as its not a repetition of last week's discussion board, and as long as 

it's 200-300 words. You may discuss the same generalization, but I want it expanded. 

Some things you might want to do: 

 Draft your introduction. 

 Talk about some problems you might be having with the writing process. 

 Talk about why you decided to organize your essay in a certain way. 

 Give some concrete examples of where you've seen the generalization used; if 

you do this, I'd appreciate some links! 

 Draft your significance; what are the big, real-world consequences of subscribing 

to/defying/problematizing this generalization? 

Response Directions: 

(Part 2: each 3/10 of individual discussion board grade) 

Due Monday, 2/15 by 11:59pm 
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In 100-200 words, respond, however you see fit! All I ask is that you do not 

respond to a generalization that you responded to last week and that you respond first to 

posts that have no responses. 

 

Process Analysis 

Prompt Directions: 

(Part 1: 4/10 of individual discussion board grade) 

Due Friday, 3/25 by 11:59pm 

This discussion board will serve as a play space for your Process Analysis essays. Your 

lead post must be 200-300 words in length. Required information: 

 The process you will be analyzing 

 Why you chose to analyze this process or what makes you a credible source to 

present and analyze this process. 

Other than that, you have free reign. Here are some suggestions: 

 Freewrite; use this as a brainstorming space. 

 Draft your introduction, or any other paragraph. 

 Talk about some problems you might be having with the writing process. 

(Remember that I read these and that therefore any problems or questions you are 

having are also being posed to me; I'm here to help, too!) 

 Talk about why you decided to organize your essay in a certain way. 

 If you are having trouble deciding how to group steps, or whether or not to 

include steps, ask your readers what they think. 
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 If you're having trouble avoiding the second-person pronoun "you," include some 

problem sentences and ask your readers for help. 

Response Directions: 

(Part 2/2: each 3/10 of individual discussion board grade) 

Due Monday, 3/28 by 11:59pm) 

In 150-200 words, reply as you see fit! Requirements: 

 If the author of the lead post asks a specific question, you must address it; either 

try to answer it or explain that you cannot. (This does not have to be 

your entire response.) 

 You must respond first to posts that don't yet have responses. I don't want to see 

any posts without responses this week. 

 

Argument and Persuasion 

This discussion board counts for two discussion board grades. 

Because this board is about your argument essays, there are bound to be some 

disagreements. There should be no hostility in the expression of those 

disagreements, though. Couch them in terms of argument and writing. 

Disagreements should be aimed at a person's argument, not at a person. If you 

disagree with someone but aren't quite sure how to say something politely, let me 

know and I'll help you revise! 

Prompt Directions: 

(Part 1: 4/10 of individual discussion board grade (x 2 this week)) 

Due Friday, 4/8 by 11:59pm 
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This board will be a play space for the Argument & Persuasion essay; it must be 200-300 

words in length. What this post must include: 

 Your topic and argument. I recommend choosing a topic you can commit to 

writing about, because you'll be getting lots of help and comments on it. **SEE 

NOTE ABOUT CHOOSING TOPICS 

Other than that, here are some suggestions: 

 Talk about why you are personally connected to this topic. 

 Anticipate some opposition 

 Draft your introduction, or any other paragraph 

 Talk about your organization 

 Discuss potential problems or stumbling blocks--remember, I'll also be here to 

help. 

Response Directions: 

(Part 2: 6/10 of individual discussion board grade (x 2 this week)) 

Due Monday, 4/11 by 11:59pm 

In 150-200 words, reply to four different posts as you see fit! One of these can be a 

response to comments on your own post. Requirements: 

 Is the author of the lead post asks a specific question, you must address it; either 

try to answer it or explain that you cannot. (This does not have to be your entire 

response.) 

 You must respond first to posts that don't yet have responses. 

Suggestions: 

 Anticipate opposition to a person's stance 
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 Help clarify the definitions in a claim 

 Suggest sources for the author to consult--for either support or opposition 

**Note about topics: Some topics are restricted--not because they are hot-button 

topics, but because the information about them is overwhelming and saturated with 

personal bias; they include: the current presidential election, gun control, abortion, 

legalization of marijuana, and homosexual rights. Basically, if I turn the news on right 

now and a topic is probably being covered, I don't want to read about it in your essay. I 

can make exceptions for this rule only if you prove to me that you have a unique and 

nuanced angle. If you think that your topic might need approval, e-mail be before posting 

about it on the discussion board. 
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APPENDIX D 

Transfer from “Play Space” to Formal Essay 

The following charts catalogue the changes in subject between discussion board 

posts and their corresponding essay assignments. 

Essay 1: Exposition and Example 

Student Play Space Essay Title 
A Hackers Are Hackers Bad Guys? 
B Sorority girls haze, are mean and are 

stupid 
Sorority girls haze, are mean 
and are stupid 

C   Light-Skinned Superiority 
Complex 

D Motherhood: the affects on children Motherhood: Whether if if 
Effect a child's destiny 

E All Hispanics are Mexicans All Hispanics are Mexican 
F Japanese are shy and secretive about love "Everyone can be a 

photographer" 
G   All Men Are The Same 
H McDonalds is the best fast food company I'm Lovin' It! 

I The Customer is Always Right The Customer is Not Always 
Right 

J All people who come out of bad 
neighborhoods either end up dead or in 
jail 

Never judge a book by its cover 
(same topic) 

K No one can finish a marathon without 
proper training 

No One Could Complete a 
Marathon Without the 
Appropriate Training 

L All Machiavellian leaders are evil Of Good Guys and Bad Guys 
(same topic) 

M GSXR's Are The Best Bikes GSXR Domination 
N   HipHop: The Poison or the 

Remedy for Our Youth 
O all married couples are happy The Generalization of All 

Married Couples Being Happy 
P All Middle Easterners are Arabs "Middle East" (same topic) 
Q Get a Job The Value of a Job 
R Video Games Make People Violent A Letter From Video Games: 

"Its Not Me Its You" 
S Teen Pregnancy Teen Pregnancy 
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Essay 2: Process Analysis 

Student E4 DB E4 
A How can people quit smoking 

cigarette 
Quitting Smoking Cigarette 

B How to binge watch netflix How to Become a Sorority Girl 
C     
D How to be friends with your ex How to be Friends with an Ex: 

The Strategies That One Should 
Follow 

E How to pass a class Rice 
F Traveling in Japan Blunt Travelers Guide to Japan 
G How to survive WASH How to Make a Successful 

Animation Submission at 
SkillsUSA 

H The process of how to drive a car How to Drive 
I How to make a terrible video 

game 
How to Make a Video Game: 
Cheating the System 

J How to lose weight How to lose weight 
K How to forgive people How to Forgive Someone 
L How to Unlearn Prejudice How to Unlearn Prejudice 
M 5 Principles of Patrolling Utilizing Troop Leading 

Procures (same) 
N   Tools, Ingredients & 

Techniques: The Perfect 
Pancake 

O How to avoid the freshman fifteen Avoiding freshman 15 
P How to make a website How to Develop a Website? 
Q Fishing or School The Process of Finding a Pattern 

(same) 
R Maintaining or Building? Building Stuff (same) 
S How to Apply for a Job How to Apply for a Job 

 



129 
 

 

Essay 3: Argument and Persuasion 

Student E5 DB E5 
A Is competition good for human 

being? 
Is Competition Good for 

Human Being? 
B Registered Nurses should get 

more respect 
Nurses Deserve More Respect 

C     
D Females in Male dominated 

Professions and Males in a female 
dominated professions 

The Wage Gap: The 
Justification of Women's Flaws 
within a Profession 

E Immigration Immigration Affects the United 
States Economy 

F White Native Americans Native Americans 
G   Why Students Should Not 

Carry Firearms on Campus 
H The FDA shouldn't use GMOs in 

foods 
Stop Smoking! 

I Population Regulation; how 
overpopulation is going to be a 
problem 

Overpopulation 

J College athletes should get paid College athletes should get paid 
K Body Image and Body Shaming Has Social Media Become Its 

Own Version of Body Shaming? 
L     
M Women in Combat MOS's Women In the Infantry 
N Better Pay=Better Teachers Raising the Pay (same topic) 
O how tattoos affect jobs Tattoos Affect Jobs 
P Technology Should Become 

Primary Way to Learn for 
Students 

Technology Aided Education 
Must be Mandatory 

Q Capitalism v. Socialism… 
Capitalism wins in a landslide 

Fifteen Dollar Minimum Wage 

R Video Games Should be Used for 
Learning 

Education is Just a Game (same 
topic) 

S Why college should or should not 
be free? 

Why College Shouldn't be 
"Free" 
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APPENDIX E 

Codification: Discussion Board Free Writes 

Negative / Positive / Neutral 

♠ tedious/hard to keep up with ♣ “jump-start” 

⁕ generally helpful ▲ enjoyable  

♦ freedom ♯ general nice things about me 

♪ helps grade/low-stakes/easy ⸙ recognition of teaching style 

☼ prior experiences ⁑ good skill practice 

☻ continue using DB □ new confidence in writing 

♫ constructive communication   
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♠Sometimes it was a pain in the ass to due, just because I kept forgetting to 

do it lol. ⁕But it was helpful. ♦I liked having the freedom to do it and ♪it also helps your 

grade! ☼Who knew. ☻I think you should keep doing this. It would be helpful for all in 

the future and ☼it's unique to you! So yes. Do it. 

⁕the discussion board was handy. ♫not only did it allow people to communicate 

and share their ideas on certain subjects, ♣but also allowed the individual to set their 

ideas out in writting so it kind of gives a jump start on their project. ♫Adding the 

comments and suggestions people make for the post just helps further a long the process. 

you also get to see many different points of view on many different subject matters which 

give a wide variety of things to work off of or think about. overall, ▲a pleasent, ♪easy 

tool to use ♫and to help the students and teacher. 

♯I really enjoyed being in your class! You were my absolute favorite teacher, and 

you helped me learn a lot. ☻I think you should continue to do everything you're doing 

⸙because the attitude and the teaching styles you have done this year, has really benefit 

me. The discussion boards helped me. ♣Especially the discussion boards that involved us  

talking about our essays. ♫Getting suggestions from other classmates was very helpful 

and helped me do well on my papers. I feel like my classmates & I didn't have a problem 

with all of us working together to all do well in your class. 

Dear Ms. Conner, 

♯I am going to start by saying that you are my favorite professor! Thank you for all your 

help and all your advices! You are an excellent professor I enjoyed your class, ⸙thank 

you for making it fun and interesting! I wish you the best in life you will do great things! 

♫To be honest with you i liked discussion boards because I shared my thought with the 
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rest of the class. My favorite discussion board was #2 the rhetorical situation because I 

did it over my favorite book! I recommend you to read it Lol "A Long Way Gone" I hope 

you have an amazing summer and be safe!(: 

♣The DB provided me with a space to brainstorm ideas prior to writing an essay; 

♫I was able to receive constructive feed-back from other students about. These aspects of 

the DB was most helpful, ♪plus I was able to get an easy grade just by contributing to this 

♫new found method of communication between student & teacher. 

☼At the beginning I was scaring from the essays, ⸙but with the good 

explanation of course content, I did each assignment easily. ⁑Discussion boards were 

good exercises for improving our skills.  □My writing process is really improved due to 

written essays during this term. I will definitely advice this course to my other friends. 

☼Honestly, I was afraid  writing processes before take this class . But,  I learn 

a lot of thing about grammar and writing processes. ⸙This class was not boring for me. I 

admire your energy.I mean, you attract my attention  to teach this class. ⁕I believe   

discussion board is very useful for writing process. 

☼I transfered from a school where all my classes were done online. I hated 

reading other students posts because they were... well. They were pretty bad. In my 

History 1301 Discussion boards, there was a student who stated that slavery started 

in America, and the rest of the world adopted it after. Another believed that 

Catholicism was only practiced in Spain until the late 1700s. Another used the 

words "eye candy" when describing how colonists viewed America. So my 

expectations for another discussion board was very low. ♫However, I was proven 

very wrong. Most everyone in this class excelled, and a lot actually provided very 
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interesting and thought provoking subjects. ⁕I once again have faith in discussion boards 

being used as learning tools. 

♯Ms. Conner has proven to be an excellent teacher time and time again. She was always 

there when we had a question, sometimes answering in the middle of the night or on the 

weekends. ⸙She has done her absolute best to provide the teaching needed for an 

establishment that provides higher education. The understanding and patience needed to 

teach students is enormous. I have a professor friend, and there are some days he just 

feels beaten down because of how lazy and...childish some of his students can be. Ms. 

Conner has shown nothing but complete support for her students. ♯If she continues to 

teach at SHSU and teaches English 1302, I will seek her out since I know I will be in 

good hands when it comes to my higher education. Thank you, Ms. Conner! 

(and now, off to study for the the final.) 

The discussion boards were cool with me for a few reasons. ♪For one, it's pretty 

much a free grade just for responding, and you drop a couple grades so if you forget to 

post like I did on one you don't lose points. Also, I like that you're loose on grading, 

however, I didn't realize this till recently. By loose grading I mean we don't lose points if 

we have an extra response, or have too long of a post or response... for example I usually 

type my post in word and then copy and paste them here and when they were too long I'd 

have to go back and edit them. Also it doesn't seem like you take off for grammar; at first 

I would proof read to be sure that everything was right because I was worry that if I had 

like more than two mistakes you'd take off points. Also this was just another time to write 

so it is just that much more practice. ♫Through these post I think that we were also able 

to get to know each other a little bit so it make peer review less awkward because I 
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wasn't sharing my paper with someone I knew nothing about. Also, seeing other peoples 

writing made me feel more confident about my own. ♣These post also forced me to 

prepare for my papers at least a little in advance, which was nice because I'm the worst 

procrastinator I know. 

☼I've seen but not used discussion boards before in an econ class, people could post 

questions before a test and class would respond to them, and then the night before the 

exams the professor would get on and answer all the questions. 

♯You have been an awesome professor. I've learned a lot about writing and the writing 

process since the beginning of the semester. ⸙You explain things well in class and ♪I feel 

like this class is one that is not too hard to make an A; as long as someone does his or her 

work and puts forth some effort. ⸙You also show that you really care by sending out all 

the emails with things like chomp chomp... I normally ignore these, but they are their for 

the people that need/want them. I also appreciate that you reply promptly to emails, some 

professors take a couple days to respond or don't respond at all (and I normally send 

professional emails to my professors.) I hope you are my 1302 professor... 10 a.m. MWF 

next semester lol. Have a good summer. 

☼I've used discussion board last semester only a couple of times, so ♠this 

semester I used to have to really remind myself to do them each week and it was 

hard only with my mind everywhere due to a busy schedule, but ♫towards the end of 

the semester some of the topics were interesting and worked to my advantage. I like 

whenever you would make it our play space for our essays because i could ask you and 

my classmates their thoughts on my topic and get their opinions on where to improve. 

♦Online learning really wasnt that bad when i made sure to do it because whenever i did 
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do them, it was on my own time.  

⸙I loved this class, you made it very engaging to learn from you even at 8am. □Writing 

was my worst subject but you soemhow made me expand my way of thinking about 

papers and grammar.  

Discussion Board: 

⁕I really like the discussion boards. ♦I think it was helpful to get some free writing out 

because most students don't do it on a regular basis. ☼I was anxious at first because I 

have a fear of sounding uneducated. ⸙That feeling changed because you gave great 

instruction on what we should write about. ♫Also, reading people's feedback was great 

because they were supportive and open minded to any topic. 

In the Class room: 

⸙I believe that you taught the material that was needed. For example, the usage of 

grammar is very important in order to pass the final and I think you have focused on that 

well enough. You also give the student handouts in person and on Blackboard and those 

are very helpful too. The essays were a great way to see if I new how to use my grammar 

properly. □I was not great in the beginning but your critiquing helped me become a 

decent writer 

☼I was actually really nervous about having to do this every week. I am a 

very shy person in general and especially when it comes to my brainstorming or 

school work. I am always fearful that I am wrong or that someone will not agree 

because I HATE confrontation.It wasnt as bad as I thought. ♫People were very nice 

and gave really great insight. ♠I think the hardest part was remembering to do them 

or coming up with a response that isnt a repeat of what someone else responded.  
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Overall it wasnt bad and i wont be as nevous next time. 

As for you: youre great. ⸙Youre super easy to talk to and made the class fun even if it felt 

like we never stopped writing essays. I actually thought that this class was gping to be 

hell when you gave us the syllabus because of the essays and the qizzes but it was 

surprisingly painless. You made me feel comfortable and I think it may have to do with 

the fact that youre still in college yourself so it makes it eaiser to connect in way. I dont 

know, youre just great. 

♠At first I was a little annoyed  with having to do discussion board posts EVERY 

week lol but ♫I came to realized that it helped when we had assignments and were able 

to get feed back from peers. □Discussion board assignments really helped with my 

writing and made me a better writer. ♯Overall it wasn't so bad. Ms. Conner you are a 

awesome teacher ⸙I literally came to your office for help with every single paper and my 

grade improved every time, I just want to thank you :) Well I don't know what else to say 

lol so guess I'll go to bed now! :))))) 
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VITA 

EDUCATION 

Master of Arts, English (projected May 2017) 

Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, TX 77340 

Bachelor of Arts, Double Major in English and Spanish (August 2012) 

Sam Houston State University, Huntsville, TX 77340 

 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE SUMMARY 

Instructor, Sam Houston State University 

January 2015-present 

Instructor for English 1301, a freshman-level composition course, one of a two-
course series, part of the university’s core curriculum. The focus of the course is 
to help students not only to write essays of various forms, but also to analyze the 
rhetorical situations surrounding all writing so that students may gain transferable 
composition skills. 
 
Fall 2015 
Instructor for Integrated Reading and Writing 0301, a developmental course under 
the direction of the university’s Academic Success Center, intended to prepare 
students for English 1301 and for general college reading and writing. The 
purpose of the course is to strengthen reading and writing practices through using 
reading to strengthen writing and writing to strengthen reading. 
Spring 2015, Fall 2016 

 

Teaching Assistant, Sam Houston State University 

August 2014-present 

Assistant to Dr. Lee Courtney for English 2332, World Literature I: Before the 
17th Century. For two class sections each semester, my responsibilities included 
the following: managing student attendance; holding office hours to assist 
students with writing assignments; monitoring exams; and communicating both 
supplementary materials and grades through Blackboard. Beginning in Spring 
2015, I was to deliver each semester a lecture on composing literary analyses. 
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Beginning in Fall 2015, I was also responsible for lecturing students on using 
rhetorical tools in reading literature. 
August 2014-May 2016 

 

Assistant to Dr. Jason Payton for English 2332, World Literature I: Before the 
17th Century. My responsibilities included the following: annotating both primary 
and supplementary materials; developing discussion topics and questions; 
constructing assessment tools; communicating with students about the texts; 
creating a lesson surrounding The Thousand and One Nights—to be delivered in 
person to one class and electronically to another; contemplating and devising 
methods of translating classroom participation to online participation; building 
resource repositories for student to consult in their research; and finally, analyzing 
and articulating the success of the execution of the class. The following summer, I 
retained those responsibilities and gained others. In addition to working with two 
classes instead of one, I was designated the course writing specialist, entrusted 
with the task of bridging the gap between Composition Studies and Literature 
Studies. Towards that goal, I developed a new writing component for the course, 
creating regular assignments—each with an accompanying video, write-up, and 
example submission—designed to facilitate the generative power of writing. 
June-August 2015 

 

Writing Tutor, Sam Houston State University 

Fall 2014 

Through the university’s Academic Success Center, my responsibilities included 
the following: assisting students in every stage of the writing process—
developing, organizing, and editing; instructing them on how to approach the 
process independently; guiding students in strategic approaches to reading 
academic texts; and concisely analyzing each appointment for Academic Success 
Center consultation. 

 

Conference Activitys 

“Millay’s Roses: Feminist Subversions of Modernism.” American Studies 
Association of Texas Conference. (Huntsville, TX, November 2015). 


