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Abstract 

Everyone's a Kool-Aid Man Today: Pedagogical Implications of Teaching First-

Year Composition In Second Life 

Second Life (SL), a massively multi-user virtual environment (MMUVE), is 

called the metaverse, a parallel universe, and a world not unlike our own. This makes SL 

an ideal environment for first-year composition students to pursue a second life. This is a 

world that can offer students "analogies and metaphors for real-world issues [and] can 

provide a way for students to discuss issues in a safe environment, where there are no 

real-world consequences" (Williams, Hendricks, and Winkler 11). In SL, students can 

experience issues that we often ask them to write about, such as identity or otherness, but 

of which they have little knowledge. 

This research investigates the world of SL and its uses in the real life (RL) first-

year composition classroom. It seeks to answer the questions: 

• Will using a virtual world like SL change student writing? 

• Will my students come to understand SL as a culture uniquely different from 

their own? 

• Will they embrace this new medium? 

• Will they form an online identity? 

• How will they react to such learning? 

In general, I investigated whether or not their experiences in SL would in any way change 

their writing. I found that SL can be an exciting and volatile experience for educators 

who choose to use it. Students became engaged with their writing and began to make 

connections between their own lives and the topics we pursued. The overall theme for the 

vi 



class was otherness, which also included issues of identity in both RL and SL. The 

connections were made because of the students' abilities to investigate life in SL in a way 

that was not possible in RL, such as becoming an oversized Kool-Aid man and then 

having to socialize with complete strangers as this other. Many commented that SL gave 

them interesting ideas about which to write. The students' responses, both positive and 

negative, to SL were evident in their writings, which consisted of blogs, journals, quick 

writes, and essays. SL gives instructors a tool for teaching that up until now has been 

missing: experience. 
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Chapter 1 

What is a Second Life? I Barely Have Time for My First!: 

How It All Began and What It Is 

It all began one Friday in January, 2007, that started like any other day.... / 

dragged myself out of bed, took a quick shower, and was out the door by 6:20 a.m., 

guzzling diet Mt. Dew as I drove the hour to campus in hopes that the caffeine would jolt 

me into some semblance of wakefulness. It was going to be a good day, though, because 

Bronwyn T. Williams was doing a workshop for the Virginia Peck Composition Speaker 

Series at Middle Tennessee State University entitled "Literacy in Popular Culture;" it 

was a workshop that I had looked forward to for months. The workshop was everything I 

possibly could have hoped for, but little did I know that something mentioned in passing 

toward the end of the day would change my entire outlook on teaching first-year 

composition (FYC). 

As fate would have it, Williams had difficulty logging onto the campus network, so 

instead of being able to show us some virtual spaces that he found interesting when 

considering literacy in popular culture, he had to settle for telling the attendees a little 

about these places. One of these virtual spaces was a place called Second Life (SL). 

He explained that this virtual world was becoming so popular that Linden Labs, the 

creator, was offering educators free virtual space to teach classes. 

1 Some authors italicize Second Life (World of WarCraft, Everquest, and others) because 
they are referring to the software. I do not italicize them, like many authors, because I 
am referring to them as places. 
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All of this sounded intriguing, but SL really did not cross my mind again until I 

was sitting in the writing center discussing the workshop with some colleagues a couple 

of weeks later; we joked about not understanding how people had time for second lives 

when we could barely manage our first ones. I dropped the subject for another few 

weeks until I mentioned this absurd world to some friends over supper one night. Much 

to my surprise, however, I later found out that one of my friends did not find the concept 

absurd at all and had joined the ranks of those living a second life. This shocked me, and 

I decided it was time to make my own evaluations and figure out the allure of this virtual 

reality. 

After joining the community by downloading the Second Life software, creating 

an avatar, and taking on the alias ofZoeB McMillan, the fascination of living a second 

life still eluded me, so I decided to delve deeper into this massively multi-user virtual 

environment (MMUVE)2, visiting the most popular places inworld such as the home of 

thefurries, Luskwood, and a blues club known as Phatland. Although many locations in 

SL are preoccupied with partying and sex, I began to see the potential of SL to cross 

boundaries that we, as a society, do not usually see in our day-to-day lives. 

The Computer in Composition Classrooms: Introduction 

Authors of any text on computers and writing will point out that those who pursue 

the uses of not only computers but additional computer technologies, such as virtual 

2 

A term I will use to distinguish Second Life from other online environments like World 
of Warcraft, which is a MMORPG or massively multi-user online role-playing game. 
Second Life is not a game. 
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worlds, blogs, or wikis, in their composition classrooms are often frowned upon by their 

colleagues in English and composition; the very people who should support their 

endeavors are often the ones whose eyes glaze over and who begin checking their 

watches if we begin talking about technology (Selfe, "Technology and Literacy" 94). 

Even though many humanist scholars have come to accept the need for computers in the 

English classroom, many still see the computer as a glorified typewriter or something that 

simply makes writing a little more convenient than a pen and paper, as described by 

Cynthia Selfe in "Technology and Literacy," and they will likely deny the need of any 

other type of technology such as MUDs (multi-user dimensions or domains), MOOs 

(MUD object oriented), Or even the web. For many in the English department, where 

FYC is often housed, writing is something we simply do and the need for any technology 

in the classroom is without merit. 

For those of us who continue to forge ahead in the computers and writing 

community, however, there is always something to peak our interest in how we, as 

teachers of composition, can use computers to not only enhance our students' writing 

experiences, but to also improve student writing and encourage them to write more 

meaningful texts. It is to this end that this research strives. 
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Really, What is a Second Life?: How It AH Began 

How is one born into a second life? First off, one starts by creating an avatar for 

her/himself,3 and avatars are not limited to being either male or female; in fact, humanity 

is not even a requirement as there is a entire community of avies4 who call themselves 

Furries and walk around in SL as animal-type avatars (see footnote 4). Even if an avatar 

one sees is one sex/gender or the other, the real person behind that av (see footnote 4) 

may not be the same sex/gender, and SL contains a wide array of gender bending avies. 

These issues of diversity abound in this environment, and it occurred to me that these are 

the very issues I am constantly attempting to get my students to understand and to 

explore in their writing when I utilize popular culture. Not only is diversity prevalent, 

but the possibilities to disrupt traditional norms and roles allow for the collapsing of 

normal hegemonic power structures that exist in most environments—both real life and 

online. I began to wonder how I could use SL to teach FYC. 

Many of my questions were answered when I attended CCCCs in 2007, but many 

more questions were generated. I met compositionists who were already using this world 

to teach their FYC classes, and a PhD candidate from Ball State University, Sarah 

Robbins, invited me to visit the class she was conducting in SL every Thursday night. 

Even though only six weeks of class time remained, I made a point to witness the class in 

3 In order to comply with NCTE's guidelines for non-sexist language usage, to avoid 
privileging one sex/gender over the other, and to call attention to the fluidity that is 
possible in SL, I will continually switch these references. If I use him/her one time, I will 
use her/him the next. 
4 Avie (av) is short for avatar, which is the cartoon persona one creates for oneself when 
entering into a virtual environment. These are often customizable once inworld, or can 
be changed completely. 
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action every chance I had. These classes, along with the encouragement of mentors, 

colleagues, and friends, helped me decide that the exploration and challenges of teaching 

composition in this environment would be worth researching. 

Even though the decision was clear, the process and methods still remained a bit 

murky. My main research question was whether or not utilizing SL as a learning 

environment would improve or in any way facilitate students' writing. Specific questions 

include: 

• Will using a virtual world like SL change student writing? 

• Will my students come to understand SL as a culture uniquely different from 

their own? 

• Will they embrace this new medium? 

• Will they form an online identity? 

• How will they react to such learning? 

I determined that the only way to investigate questions of this magnitude was to narrow 

the focus and only look at certain aspects of SL life in order to tackle the questions. The 

primary focus of this research is diversity in the classroom/diversity in students' 

experiences, and whether or not confronting issues of diversity would somehow affect 

student writing. I hypothesized that using a virtual world such as SL would enable my 

students to gain experiences that they might not otherwise have, giving them meaningful 

material about which to write and consequently improving student writing on both low 

and high-risk assignments. 
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One of the most prominent aspects of SL is the ability of a resident to play with 

his/her identity. But even this needs to be broken down further to include such things as 

gender bending, cross-dressing, transsexuals, sex role reversals, and even race changes. 

Here, students are allowed to enter an environment and become someone completely 

different from whom or what they are in everyday life. They have the opportunity to 

experience life, albeit a virtual one, in someone else's shoes, allowing them to move 

outside of the comfort zone where they normally reside and pushing them into a contact 

zone as promoted by Mary Louise Pratt. 

With this ability to be someone different comes the very real possibility that 

boundaries will be crossed or shattered. The hegemonic power structure that keeps men 

dominant over women, whites dominant over minorities, and the rich dominant over the 

poor can be reversed, changed, or become non-existent. Here students find the freedom 

to explore power structures and find themselves empowered to do things that they would 

never venture in real life, making SL an ideal place to question power structures without 

the fear of repercussions. Kathleen Fortney notes that "virtual worlds can enable learners 

to put on a new persona in a manner that goes far beyond traditional role playing. 

Consider, for example, the possibilities for delivering diversity awareness education 

where learners enter as a particular type of avatar to experience first hand the feeling of 

being 'Different'" (85), and Jessica Bennett and Malcolm Beith argue that SL is "a potent 

medium for socializing—it provides people with a way to express, explore, and 

experiment with identity, vent their frustrations, reveal alter egos" ("Alternate 

Universe"). Before any discussion concerning the pedagogical implications of using SL 
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for FYC can occur, though, it is imperative that the reader first understands SL as most 

inworld residents do. 

The Big Bang Theory: The Creation of Second Life 

SL began as a computer program, originally known as Linden World, created in 

1991 by Philip Rosedale. Rosedale founded the company Linden Labs in 1999, and the 

beta version of Second Life was released in November of 2002. It did not go live to the 

public, however, until June 23, 2003 (Rymaszewski et al. 1). SL began by using a tax 

structure that charged users based on certain criteria; however, a crack-down on tax 

evaders that created havoc inworld began what Michael Rymaszewski et al. refer to as "a 

grass-roots social movement.. . . Within a few weeks, a revolution was underway. In 

December 2003, the revolutionaries won: an entirely new tax system based on land 

ownership . . . was introduced . . . " (1). This has since morphed into the current free 

basic membership, which restricts residents from buying property from Linden Labs, and 

paid premium membership, which allows residents to own land for which they then have 

to pay a monthly maintenance fee. 

Hence the birth of the metaverse (a term originating from Neal Stephenson's 

1992 sci-fi novel Snow Crash that describes a world with humans as avatars, interacting 

with one another via software) that is SL. This metaverse, according to all accounts, was 

not Rosedale's intention. According to Wagner James Au, "building the metaverse 

wasn't even the company's main goal when it began in 1999 . . . " (407-11). Perhaps it 



8 
was not Rosedale's main goal, but most texts on SL refer to it as the metaverse, a world 

created in words by Stephenson and brought to life virtually by Linden Labs. 

Second Life Is Just a Game, Right?: Actually, It's More Like a World 

I experienced culture shock when I first entered SL at Orientation Island, which felt 

strangely familiar from the computer games I had played throughout life where one 

learns how to maneuver inside the game. Beyond Orientation Island, however, SL is 

nothing like a game. I have lived and worked in several different countries, and I equate 

the culture shock I felt in SL as similar to what I experienced in the third world country 

of Angola, Africa. Anytime we travel to a new country there is much to learn about the 

geography, economy, traditions, religions, people, and so much more. Peter Ludlow and 

Mark Wallace claim that SL "is less a game than a parallel world unto itself (75). SL 

consists of Orientation Island, Help Island, Private Regions, Open Spaces, and the 

Mainland Regions; these are the countries that make up the world of SL. Figure 1 gives a 

map of just a fraction of this world. In fact, according to Brian A. White as of January 

2007, "SL contained virtual land that is the equivalent of over six times the size of New 

York's Manhattan Island" (5). A blog entry by Zee Linden on secondlife.com, further 

states that the "continued brisk sales have left us with roughly a two-week backlog for 

new Island order delivery" ("State of the Virtual World"). SL's status as a world is 

legitimate as the following will bear out. 

It is important to understand that SL, like any country in the real world that has its 

own method of trade—whether it is some form of currency or a barter system also has an 

http://secondlife.com
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economy. The United States has the US dollar, Britain—the pound, Angola—the 

Angolan Kwanza, and Australia—the Australian dollar. Unlike the various currencies 

the real world has, however, SL began its world with just one currency, the Linden dollar. 

Anytime I begin a discussion concerning the economy of SL, the conversation 

usually ends with the other person replying, "But it's all just play money, right? Like 

Monopoly money except you have to buy it using real money!" To this, I normally reply, 

"Can you take your Monopoly money and exchange it for US dollars?" As White notes, 

"SL has an economy and a currency, the Linden dollar, or L$. There is an established 

K , . ,. .._ . . . . . . 

Fig. 1. Snapshot taken of a virtual map in SL. 

exchange rate, which allows you to convert real-life money (US$) to SL money (L$) and 

vice versa" (254). In fact, the website www.slexchange.com, is dedicated to the buying 

and selling of not only SL goods, but of Linden dollars. Figure 2 shows a screen capture 

of the exchange rate for September 15, 2008. Investing in Linden dollars is no different 

http://www.slexchange.com
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than investing in British pounds or any other currency: buying low and selling high is 

what people attempt to do. Other statistics on the economy of SL can be found at 

"Market Summary." People both make, spend, and lose money in virtual worlds. 

Residents in worlds such as Everquest, World of Warcraft, or The Sims Online 

create and sell items that allow other residents or players to level up or advance in the 

game. Even The Sims Online is focused on increasing the player's standing in the 

community and buying a bigger house or car will help a player to achieve these goals. 

Money is indeed made in these massively multi-user online worlds (MMOs), but 

j Wg«t tteJft 
I O K * M M fm mgMAMffie? p««*«B«i imevKBons. 
j tBcte tee fb" itep«|f-step «•»§ n&ewgimw, 
1 fltt | g | an »ny pa§« fer mm® Mp . 
I d & taw t ywaic «N»«ffl*eWMe tw«R§ «t am open swtat. 

MyAccawn; 

«w,sl»H«h«f»s.w« » f i t i - i S - I S itimtm USD Salanc« $0.©§ | ' 
SlkBaSafic* . 20 J' 
My Spread 30 pips j 3.62 

• H / A i k 2» .2 /2 tS4 j ' | K 

» « % M^«t 2*5.7; 
IteByEowr' 275.6 : 3.4? ^a.,»,.x,,fcj,,.^,j,,^^,j.,u,.,>,,»>,x.1.,a,^^A.,.«-

©&:S9 03:89 10:® 
©8fly¥et«lHS 8,2! 1,124'-

Ifegste fcte Fwmai 

Fig. 2. Screen capture of Market Summary. "Market Summary." SL Exchange 15 Sep. 

2008. 15 Sep 2008 <http://www.slexchange.com/modules.php?name=Currency>. 

http://www.slexchange.com/modules.php?name=Currency
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it is made behind the backs of the companies that control these worlds. The Terms of 

Service for these worlds clearly state that anything created in the game is the sole 

property of the companies, not the individual creators. 

SL does not operate this way. Ludlow and Wallace argue that "perhaps the most 

important difference between Second Life and most other virtual worlds is that SL's 

Terms of Service specifically grants residents ownership of the intellectual property right 

in their creations" (76). This means that residents of SL can build and create anything 

inworld, retain the rights to the object, and sell it inworld or on a website such as 

SLexchange. But SL, as mentioned earlier, is not a game like all of the other popular 

virtual worlds such as Everquest or World of WarCraft. Residents do not level up in SL. 

They do not kill monsters, find treasures, nor attempt to impress the neighbors. There are 

also no goals to attain. So the questions of what do people buy and why are valid ones to 

ask. 

For many, including myself at first, the answers to the questions above seem 

fantastical and unrealistic. If SL is not a game and there are no levels to show progress in 

the world, why would anyone want to spend real money and how could people make real 

money in this environment? Julian Dibbell begins to shed some light on these inquiries 

when he writes that SL, 

with its wide-openness to user-created architecture, objects, and other in

world content, and its whole-hearted embrace of the real-money trade in 

virtual properties . . . , is striving mightily to leave the games market 

behind and become, instead, the next-and perhaps final-generation 
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desktop—a globe-spanning virtual realm in which everything from 

social lives to business plans to artistic movements unfold. (107) 

Linden Labs understands the concept that "players do not just consume, or act as passive 

audience members of, the game but instead are active cocreators in producing it as a 

meaningful experience and artifact" (Taylor 133). This world, unlike the others, not only 

encourages residents to use their creativity to build in this environment, but to actually 

live a second life by participating in a culture that is not so different from our own, 

regardless of where we reside in real life (RL). 

One of the first commodities that was and is still sold in SL is virtual property, as 

Dibbell mentions. A real estate agent in RL can make hundreds of thousands of US 

dollars a year selling property on commission. Similarly, Ailin Graef—avatar Anshe 

Chung—began buying and developing land in SL in 2004, and by 2006 she had made her 

first million in US dollars. Bennett and Beith report that "her business, Anshe Chung 

Studios, with a staff of 60, buys virtual property and builds homes or other structures that 

it rents or sells to other denizens of Second Life" ("Alternate Universe"). Rymaszewski 

et al., in the Second Life: Official Guide, describe the real estate business in SL as "a 

secure investment that pays off much more quickly. [It] offers such attractive 

opportunities that almost everyone dabbles in it, and many SL people make it a 

permanent side occupation that delivers a steady stream of profits" (240). Rymaszewski 

et al.'s book was published in 2007, but White, in his 2008 text entitled Second Life: A 

Guide to Your Virtual World, proposes that "at some point the bug [to own land] will 

catch you and you'll decide to set down roots," and he further suggests that "owning a 
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piece of virtual land is one of the biggest pleasures in SL" (253). Land dealing in SL is 

an investment just as it is in RL, and many people dabble in this lucrative market. One 

stipulation, though, is that in order to own land in SL the resident must have a premium 

account. A basic account, which allows anyone to participate in SL and rent land, is free, 

but the premium account is $9.95 a month and allows residents to buy and sale land.5 

Land purchased in SL is an investment, but people do not generally stop with just 

the purchase. If they expect to make a profit on the land, or if they intend for their avie to 

live there, then the next step is to develop the land and either build or have someone 

design and build a house for them. With a residence comes the need to furnish it, and so 

the cycle of living a second life begins. With a premium account comes a weekly stipend 

of 300L$. Most residents soon find, however, that 300L$ is not nearly enough to furnish 

a house and live the life style they dream of in SL. Not all residents can be real estate 

moguls, so this necessitates finding other ways to make money in SL if the thought of 

spending real money to purchase L$ is not appealing. Rymaszewski et al. suggest the 

occupations seen in figure 3 to support a second life. This list is not all-inclusive, but 

these are a few of the professions anyone in SL can pursue. Another option, though, if 

residents do not wish to work for someone else, is to become a business owner. Some of 

the most popular businesses to own in SL include clubs and various retail establishments 

such as clothing stores, wig shops, and skin stores.6 To illustrate, figure 4 shows the 

results of a search conducted for the term "skin" under "places." This list can 

See Appendix A for a complete price break down of SL charges. 
a 

This is the practice of simply "hanging out" in a particular location and getting paid for 
it. This helps populate the business owner's location and attracts other, possibly paying, 
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Journalism 

Security 

Dancer/Stripper 

Texturer 

Builder/Landscaper 

Campinga 

| Shop Attendant/Sale Rep 

I Model/Photomodel 

| Clothing Designer 

I Animator 

Greeter 

Event Host/DJ 

Escort 

Scripterc 

Fig. 3. Suggested jobs in SL. Rymaszewski, Michael, et al. Second Life: The Official 

Guide. Indianapolis: Wiley, 2007. 217-39. 

be sorted by name or traffic, but defaults to traffic so that residents know what the most 

popular places are. The list in figure 3 and the search in figure 4 both indicate what 

people in SL buy. The economy of SL, just like RL, is driven by the marketing concept 

of supply and demand. If no one were interested in purchasing couture fashion or escort 

services, or paying to see an avie stripper, these services would soon disappear, as do bad 

clothing stores and shops that do not supply new stock. 

As hinted at by Dibbell, Second Life is more than just making and spending 

money. It is also a creative outlet for many artists, musicians, poets, and others. 

Nashville, Tennessee's famous Bluebird Cafe streams live video and audio into their SL 

cafe every night. A search for live music on September 17, 2008, retrieved twenty-one 

customers. 
This is the practice of creating textures using a program like Photoshop to apply to 

prims (see Appendix B: Glossary) to make things real looking. 
C 

This is the practice of using a programming language to make objects interactive in SL. 
A place to buy avatar skins to completely change one's physical appearance, including 

animal or furry skins. 



live performances. Several locations, such as Poetry Recitals at Avgi, The Isle of 

Awakening, and the official group representing the Poetry Society of the United 

Kingdom, offer live poetry readings frequently, and artists display their work in 
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Fig. 4. Snapshot of search for the term skin. 
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organized events such as Art Work at the A&C. White reports that Circe Broom, a well-

known music promoter, states that she is in SL "for the music and to help musicians get a 

break. I was there once and I love music. They need and deserve some help and it makes 

me feel good!" (qtd. in White 336). SL is a place where unknown artists, whether it be 

musicians, poets, or someone else with creative flair, can get their work into the 

mainstream of SL and even into RL. 
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Who Lives a Second Life?: The Residents of the Metaverse 

My first reaction to the residents of SL was that the RL people behind the avies 

had to be die-hard role-playing gamers (RPGers). Even the friend I mentioned earlier 

who traversed into this world before me is known for her marathon weekends defeating 

the latest in E-, or the occasional T-, rated video games. It did not take long, though, for 

me to realize that my assumptions and attempt to stereotype the residents of SL was 

inaccurate. Rymaszewski et al. devote an entire chapter to twelve SL residents and allow 

them to tell their stories in their own words (196-210). The one characteristic that is 

strangely missing from these autobiographies is the word "gamer." In fact, the one avie 

who mentions games, Frank Freelunch, discusses his love of the classic game Space 

Invaders and the fact that he spends time in SL's game emporiums playing these types of 

games, hardly your typical RPGer. Most of these twelve residents mention every day 

dreams and desires that they pursue in SL. One loves cars and so creates them virtually 

because she cannot afford them in RL; another created a nineteenth-century island where 

SL residents flocked to live; still another discusses her desire "to set a standard for taste, 

manners, and a life well-lived while building a personal community that I can be proud 

o f (Rymaszewski et al. 203). None of these residents refer to SL as a game: no true 

resident would. 

What the residents of SL have created for themselves is a community, a culture 

uniquely their own that matches Bonnie Stone Sunstein and Elizabeth Chiseri-Strater's 

definition of "culture as an invisible web of behaviors, patterns, rules, and rituals of a 

group of people who have contact with one another and share common languages" (3). 
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Subcultures also exist in SL, ranging from vampires to furries, but it quickly became 

apparent to me that the overall culture of SL is one that Henry Jenkins calls a 

participatory culture, or one where experiences are turned into "a rich and complex" 

culture (486-93). Jenkins et al. define this culture as one 

1. With relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic 

engagement 

2. With strong support for creating and sharing one's creations with 

others 

3. With some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the 

most experienced is passed along to novices 

4. Where members believe that their contributions matter 

5. Where members feel some degree of social connection with one 

another (at the least they care what other people think about what they 

have created). 

Not every member must contribute, but all must believe they are free to 

contribute when ready and that what they contribute will be appropriately 

valued. (7) 

The final comment by Jenkins et al. is very important because not all residents in SL do 

contribute, but everyone is welcome and encouraged to do so. 

According to Jenkins et al., nearly non-existent barriers are needed so residents 

can express themselves or become involved civically in the culture. This is certainly true 

of SL as one can see from the Terms of Service found in Appendix C. Item 3.2 of the 
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Terms states that "you retain copyright and other intellectual property rights with 

respect to Content you create in Second Life, to the extent that you have such rights 

under applicable law" ("Terms of Service"). This grants all artistic license to the creator 

of any materials in SL as allowed by law. Even though legal barriers do not prevent 

residents from completely engaging in the world of SL, this does not mean that there are 

none. Just as in RL, anyone owning property has a right to prevent others from building 

on it or from even entering into it. The best way to enjoy artistic freedom and the right to 

build is to either buy property, which can be expensive, or to rent land, which is much 

more reasonable and can be done without paying for a premium account. However, 

residents who do not want to spend any money in SL can always build in a sandbox—an 

area designed after a child's sandbox, but whatever residents build there must be taken 

with them before they leave. Civic engagement in SL is also encouraged, and SL offers 

the Civic Forum, a location to help residents understand more about their civic rights and 

responsibilities. Figure 5 shows a billboard for Global Kids HQ. This location 

encourages adults to get the youth of the world involved in a global society and offers 

grants to help start up such organizations. SL also offers a "Community: Events" 

webpage on their site to promote community events taking place in SL. 

The second point that Jenkins et al. make is that strong support is necessary for 

not only creating, but for sharing these creations. The key to finding this type of 

patronage is to investigate the world and locate the groups in which you might be 

interested and to use social networking to your advantage. As White notes, there "are 

groups for newbies on almost any topic; there are groups for activities such as live music, 
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skydiving, and sailing; and there are groups formed around business partnerships and 

land ownership" (56). If residents cannot find a group to meet their needs and find the 
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Fig. 5. Snapshot of billboard in SL advertising Global Kids. 

camaraderie they seek, they can always create their own group and invite others to join. 

Support for one's creativity is never further than a mouse click away in SL. 

Prior to this type of support, however, the third point the authors make is that 

novices or newbs/noobs also need assistance.7 Orientation Island is the area to which 

new avatars are teleported when they enter the world of SL for the first time. Here, new 

residents (noobs) are guided through a series of events designed to help them become 

familiar with living a second life and the commands necessary to survive. Once noobs 

7 Noob, newb, noobie, newbie are all words used to refer to a new resident in SL. 



successfully negotiate this island, they have the choice of moving into the Mainland or 

teleporting to Help Island. Au notes that resident volunteers "devoted their own time and 

resources to helping out new users themselves, often without Linden Lab's involvement, 

at Resident-owned locales like New Citizens Incorporated . . . " (2092-96). Volunteers 

offer valuable assistance and enjoy introducing noobies to the finer points of living in the 

metaverse. 

The fourth and fifth points of Jenkins et al. are that members need to believe that 

what they contribute matters and that they need to feel a sense of social connection. 

Without the contributions of the residents in SL there would literally be no SL. It is a 

world, according to founder and CEO Rosedale, "where you can turn the pictures in your 

head into a kind of pixelated reality. It's a venue for self-expression that's among the 

richest and most satisfying out there" (iv). By creating content in SL, residents also find 

social acceptance, regardless of what those creations may be. Things that may seem 

deviant in RL are ways of acting out fantasies in SL. Rymaszewski et al. comment on 

residents such as Prokofy Neva and argue that "every society needs its dissidents, and 

every free society attracts those who would aspire to that role . . . . He's an activist 

dismissed as an irrelevant extremist by the mainstream, but whose thoughts still manage 

to define the terms of the debate" (264). Regardless of dissident or aberrant behavior, 

rarely is someone ostracized in SL for behavior that could be seriously damaging in RL. 

The participatory nature of the culture in SL gives everyone a sense of belonging, 

regardless of the subcultures to which they might belong. In Textual Poachers, Jenkins 

discusses fan culture, in particular the subculture of television fans, and he asserts that 
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this culture "cuts across traditional geographic and generational boundaries and is 

defined through its particular styles of consumption and forms of cultural preference" 

(113-17). The same can be said for the residents of SL. Its culture transcends the 

hegemonic boundaries of RL and offers all who reside there a sense of belonging, 

regardless of any RL attachments. 

What Can I Learn Living a Second Life?: Education and Learning 

SL is a parallel universe or metaverse, and it has possibilities for impacting RL 

education. For Beth Ritter-Guth, who teaches at DeSales University and Lehigh Carbon 

Community College, it means that she can "build environments where students can really 

explore the literature," and for Jean-Claude Bradley, chemistry professor at Drexel 

University, it means he can "show [students] molecules in three dimensions.... [They] 

can walk around the molecule and discuss it" (qtd. in Sussman). Education is a large 

part of SL, so large in fact that Linden Labs has dedicated staff members whose focus is 

on how SL can be used for RL education. In order to promote that side of SL, Linden 

Labs also offers a fifty percent discount to RL educators who want to purchase an island 

for educational purposes inworld. 

Many skeptics could view this discount as another marketing gimmick by Linden 

Labs to get as many people involved and inworld as possible; however, the use of virtual 

realities and digital game-based learning (DGBL) has gained respect as a valid teaching 

tool over the past decade. Scholars such as James Paul Gee, Marc Prensky, and Steven 

Johnson argue that digital learning has merit. Richard Van Eck cites three reasons why 
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he believes the public is beginning to pay attention to games as a mode of learning. 

First is the ongoing research mentioned above, second is the fact that today's generation 

of internet users "have become disengaged with traditional instruction," and third is the 

popularity of games in today's society (17). Today's convergence culture of combining 

old media with new media has students learning in more non-traditional ways than even 

ten years ago. 

However, SL is not a game, which puts it in a category all its own. Because it is 

not a game, RL educators have found a way to tap into its uniqueness and use it in their 

classrooms. Some schools and universities have built islands in SL to support the 

missions of their schools. For example, figure 6 shows an SL search with the term 

university, which turned up 255 hits. Even though all of them are not true RL colleges, 

many do represent schools that have decided to use SL to accommodate their students' 

needs or to experiment with learning in digital environments. J. Patrick Williams, Sean 

Q. Hendricks, and W. Keith Winkler remark that simulations like SL, "which offer 

analogies and metaphors for real-world issues, can provide a way for students to discuss 

issues in a safe environment, where there are no real-world consequences to their actions" 

(11). This is true to a degree, but even in a virtual world there can be real-world 

consequences as seen by the lawsuit inworld resident Serpentine filed against inworld 

resident Catteneo in an RL court for stealing intellectual property (Davis "Virtual Sex 

Machine"). Even though consequences for sexual harassment or other illegal activities 

exist, often those are little more than Linden Lab suspending the user's account, or at 

worst kicking the user out of the virtual world where the crime was perpetrated. 
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Fig. 6. Snapshot of a search on the term university. 

Generally speaking, because SL is a metaverse it makes the perfect environment for 

virtual education. 

SL Is All about the Writing: Composition Studies in SL 

The implications for educational possibilities in SL are clear when one considers 

such examples as Ritter-Guth's use of the virtual to make literature come to life or 

Bradley's ability to make chemistry more accessible to his students by creating 3D 

models of molecules. However, what might not be as clear is how SL can be used to 

teach FYC in the academy. Understanding this correlation will require a brief discussion 



of how students use multiple technologies in their literacy practices and how SL, as 

one of these technologies, becomes a medium students can use for writing. 

The literacy that I grew up with is not the same as it is today; I primarily grew up 

with traditional print literacy. Even though I also had the visual literacy of television, it 

was limited to two channels that came in clear and one that was more snow than show, so 

my sense of literacy was mainly in the books I read for both pleasure and school. This 

literacy fit well with what was expected in my education. Today, however, things are 

much different. Williams notes that, according to Michael Hoechsmann, "the academic 

world at large continues to behave as if it exists in a world where print is the dominant 

medium of discourse" {Tuned In 3). The reality, however, is that it is questionable 

whether or not print is still at the forefront of communication, making print, therefore, no 

longer the only means of literacy. 

With multiple literacies, such as print, television, social networking, and video 

games/virtual worlds—to name a few—come multiple ways of learning. It is my 

responsibility, as an instructor, to tap into these different modes of literacy and learn to 

meet the students where they are comfortable in order to challenge them to go beyond 

their comfort zone. Many of my students were familiar with the literacies mentioned 

above, but I found that using the virtual world of SL in the composition classroom took 

them out of their comfort zone from the first night. The writing that often evolves from 

students' experiences in this mass-media culture, as Williams contends, are 

contact-zone texts that befuddle both us and them. Their attempts at 

mimicry can result at least in hybrid writing that resists our readings or, in 



25 
a more overt resistance, mock the discourse we are promoting. This in 

turn challenges our most cherished metanarrative of literacy as 

empowerment, of literacy as the fundamental requirement for critical 

consciousness in a civil society. Students resist and undermine what we 

see as the fundamental strength of the written discourse we teach. {Tuned 

In 17-18) 

For myself, it was time to take the binary of the academic written discourse versus the 

literacies produced in our mass-media culture and remove the black and white, or right 

and wrong filter that we, as academics, so often look at them through and instead realize 

that the two can work together to produce a more powerful discourse. As Diana George 

points out, "For students who have grown up in a technology-saturated and an image-rich 

culture, questions of communication and composition absolutely will include the visual, 

not as attendant to the verbal but as complex communication intricately related to the 

world around them" ("From Analysis" 32). It was this intricate combination of both the 

visual and the verbal/written word that SL would provide the students. 

Video games and virtual worlds like SL and World of Warcraft offer this 

combination of the visual and the verbal/written communication to which George refers. 

In the world of static video games, or those not played with other participants, the player 

is required only to read the visuals of the game and interpret what these visuals are telling 

him/her about the gaming situation without having to consider other participants' actions. 

These games can also include verbal—audible—or written text clues that the player must 

interpret correctly in order to advance in the game. These visual, verbal, and written 



26 
aspects in gaming help to enhance critical thinking skills. Video games then promote 

and further enhance the gamers' critical thinking skills. As Gee points out when he 

discusses his first experience with gaming, games require "the player to learn and think in 

ways at which I was not then adept. Suddenly all my baby-boomer ways of learning and 

thinking, for which I had heretofore received ample rewards, did not work" (What Video 

Games 2). Video gaming and virtual worlds expand the ways in which we think and 

consider things, giving us an advantage when it comes to thinking and then writing about 

topics concerning these games, worlds, and experiences. 

When it comes to writing in FYC courses, instructors continue to experiment with 

ways to get students more involved and actually interested in what they write. Nearly all 

FYC instructors have read the "My First Kiss," "My First Prom," "Winning the State 

Championship," and other similar essays. Some are well written and even interesting, but 

generally speaking, they seem to lack the level of engagement that we wish the students 

would have with their writing. Jennifer Howard argues that "often students . . . simply 

have no interest in what they are writing" and this "lack of engagement leads to flat 

writing" (7). One suggestion to avoid flat writing, as put forth by Howard, is to "ask the 

writer to connect the topic to something in pop culture or how it could affect everyday 

life" (7). The use of SL takes this connection of the topic to pop culture one step further 

by immersing students into their topic and allowing them to actually experience it in one 

form of everyday life: their virtual lives. Writing that comes from personal experience 

can be fun for students. Williams explains that what we need to do as instructors is to 

"offer students assignments and opportunities to recognize that what brings them pleasure 
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is connected to experience, competence, and challenge . . . " ("Are We Having Fun 

Yet?" 341). SL is a medium that challenges students and gives them experiences, and 

ultimately confidence, helping to make their writing more engaging to read and more 

enjoyable for them to write. 

What Is This Language You Speak?: Glossary of SL Terms 

As Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater point out, every culture has its own language, and 

the metaverse of SL is no different. I provided my students with a glossary of SL terms 

and phrases and encouraged them to incorporate them into their texts. As Williams 

suggests, providing students with the critical vocabulary of a particular subject can help 

their essays attain "a sophistication" that eludes others who are not familiar with the same 

vocabulary {Tuned In 5). I have supplied in Appendix B an extensive list of SL terms 

and phrases that will help anyone who is unfamiliar with SL, which includes many of the 

terms I gave my students. This glossary serves two purposes: 1) it includes terms that are 

used throughout this work and will serve as a dictionary of sorts; 2) it includes terms that 

are used often in the world of SL and will serve as a quick reference should you decide to 

venture into the metaverse. After reviewing several sources that include their own 

glossary of terms, I decided to use the one included in Rymaszewski et al.'s Second Life: 

The Official Guide because it is the most comprehensive for beginning SL residents. 

Other texts such as White's Second Life: A Guide to Your Virtual World, Rebecca 

Tapley's Designing Your Second Life, and Aimee Weber, Kimberly Rufer-Back, and 

Richard Platel's Creating Your World: The Official Guide to Advanced Content Creation 



for Second Life include extensive explanations of terms within their texts and are good 

sources for people who become serious about their second lives. 

What Can I Expect from a Second Life?: Overview of the Following Chapters 

This introduction has given an overview of what SL is all about. By now, it 

should be obvious that SL, for many, is a parallel universe almost identical in what a 

resident can do in this universe. The residents that make up the SL world are the same 

ones that inhabit this one in RL. The major difference is that in SL they can live out 

fantasies only dreamed of in RL. Sometimes those fantasies are as small as having 

unusual sex or as large and extravagant as owning a business and making millions. In 

SL, anything is possible. 

Although it is important to understand that SL is viewed by most as a metaverse, 

the intent of my work is to show how it can be used in teaching FYC. In "Chapter 2: 

From the Beginning to Infinity and Beyond: Computers in the Composition Classroom," 

I delve into this by looking at how computers have been used in the classroom since the 

late '70s. The chapter is broken down into four time periods (from the late '70s to now), 

and I look at both the technological advancements during those time periods—hardware 

and software—and the pedagogical changes that were occurring simultaneously. I also 

briefly look at the future of computers and composition. 

I discuss the methods that were used in this investigation in "Chapter 3: 

Orientation Island—How Do We Begin?" and explain the decision to use the 

ethnographic teacher-researcher method, which was best suited to the research questions 



being asked. Further, I explicate the logic behind the other protocols chosen and 

explain in detail the procedures and steps taken to set up the research itself. 

Next, in "Chapter 4: Living a Second Life: It's Not That Easy," I analyze the data 

collected in the research and consider the research questions that I asked: 

• Will using a virtual world like SL change student writing? 

• Will my students come to understand SL as a culture uniquely different from 

their own? 

• Will they embrace this new medium? 

• Will they form an online identity? 

• How will they react to such learning? 

In order to answer these questions, I examine the writing students did 1) in class, quick 

writes and text chats, 2) outside of class, journals and blogging, and 3) in one formal 

essay assignment. I also include several examples of events that occurred during class 

that support the answers to the questions asked and give examples of how the students 

responded to learning and writing in the world of SL. I then look at the results of surveys 

conducted at the end of the semester to gauge the students' overall reactions to their 

experiences in SL, giving statistics on how they gauged their writing ability at the 

beginning and then at the end of the semester. 

Finally, I conclude the research in "Chapter 5: Benefits of a Second Life: It's All 

about the Experiences" by looking at the future of using SL in FYC classrooms. Issues 

of access, training, and both instructor and student resistance will have to be overcome 

before such technology can be widely adopted. I reflect on the research, answering the 
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questions of what worked, what could be handled better or differently, and what needs 

to be changed to make the next foray into SL in FYC even more successful. 
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Chapter 2 

From the Beginning to Infinity and Beyond: 

Computers in the Composition Classroom 

History of Real Life (RL): Introduction 

From MOOs to MUDs or CMCs to MMORPGs, someone eavesdropping on a 

conversation with acronyms such as these being tossed around would swear that it was a 

recipe for a top-secret military maneuver. However, anyone involved for very long in the 

conversation concerning the usefulness of computers in the composition classroom, both 

in the past and in the present, would immediately join the dialogue and begin tossing 

around these favorite acronyms and other techno jargon. My goal in this chapter is to 

review the history of computers and composition for the past twenty-five years: basically, 

looking at where we have been, how we got to where we are today, and where we might 

be headed in the future. Even though some elements of the technology may seem 

redundant, each new mention deals with an advancement in that area or an issue that has 

remained a concern and continues to be of importance. In this chapter, I will also look at 

the theories that have supported the use of high-tech computer equipment where a pen 

and paper once sufficed and also lay the groundwork for a discussion about where the 

current theories and practices stand today. 

One source that will be utilized frequently in this section is Computers and the 

Teaching of Writing in American Higher Education, 1979-1994: A History by Gail E. 

Hawisher, Paul LeBlanc, Charles Moran, and Cynthia L. Selfe. The source is a wealth of 



information on what transpired in the field of computers and writing between the years 

of 1979 to 1994, and the chronological division utilized coincides with much of the 

research in this field. Therefore, I will not attempt to "reorganize" this history, but will 

add to it in relevant areas, and of course, I will extend it to where we are currently in the 

field of computers and writing, ending with the advent of Web 2.0 in the '00s and all it 

allows the user to do. 

For ease of reading, each major time period will be broken down into two sub

categories: 1) The Technology: The Hardware and Software (software not written by 

compositionists or not geared toward the composition classroom) and 2) The Pedagogy: 

The Theories and the Praxis. This organization will ensure that the reader understands 

the advancements in technology during that time period so that the discussion of the 

theories and practices can be placed next to those advancements. 

The Beginning: Early and Mid '80s 

Hawisher et al. argue that the beginning of computer technologies in composition 

studies should be set in 1979 to coincide with "the advent of the microcomputer, because 

this was the technological development that put computing in the hands of individual 

teachers" (14-15). Even though James A. Inman acknowledges Hawisher et al.'s 

reasoning, he counters by emphasizing that the era between 1960 to 1970 saw "large-

scale social and cultural transformations . . . [that] make it especially compelling to be 

included in any computers and writing history, given prominent contemporary attention 

to access and diversity issues" (60). There is no doubt that the Vietnam War itself 
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changed the access and diversity of the university and plays an important role, as 

Inman suggests, in the cultural transformations the university itself experienced. 

However, when looking at how the computer and other advances in this technology made 

their way into the classroom, I would argue that the 1979 date put forth by Hawisher et 

al. is a valid one. Once the microcomputer made it possible for middle-class citizens to 

own a computer, it was not long before teachers began to experiment with this new 

technology. They soon began to develop theories and praxis to underpin the use of the 

computer in their classrooms. 

The Technology: Hardware and Software 

The history of the computer begins as early as 1936 with Konrad Zuse's 

mechanical Zl binary computer (Bellis), but names that are more familiar are David 

Packard and Bill Hewlett who invented the HP 200A Audio Oscillator in 1939 

("Timeline of Computer History: Computers"). Machines like these paved the way for 

the computers that were in use from'79 to the mid '80s. Computers such as the 

Commodore PET (1977), Apple II (1977), Tandy Radio Shack's TRS-80 (1977), Atari's 

Model 400 and 800 (1979), IBM PC—MS-DOS—(1981), and the Commodore 64 (1982) 

are machines that many recall with both fondness and frustration. Of all the computers 

that were available during this time, the one probably best remembered is Apple's 

Macintosh. Apple began with the introduction of Lisa in 1983. It was the first home 

computer that offered a graphical user interface (GUI), but the price tag was $9,995, 

more than most home users could ever afford. In 1984, however, Apple released the 
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more affordable Macintosh ($2,495) with the same user friendly GUI, which made it 

more user friendly than Microsoft's text only DOS system (Bellis). Apple put a lot of 

faith in the success of this machine and promoted the Macintosh with a one time $1.5 

million commercial during the 1984 Superbowl—a commercial that can still be seen on 

web sites such as Google Video and YouTube (where it has been viewed 2,304,977 times 

as of September, 2008) ("1984's Apple's Macintosh Commercial"). These early personal 

computers, both Macintosh and the personal computer, some with their black screens and 

green text, began the love/hate relationship for many compositionists with computers and 

writing. 

The early uses of computers by compositionists, however, were very limited 

because they found themselves with the problem of finding resources with which they 

could experiment. Campus computer labs were often limited to use by faculty and 

students in the sciences and were only open to others during the hours least used by these 

primary users. According to Hawisher et al., the institution viewed writing "as a trivial 

activity—relative to number crunching and data processing" (49). Thus, the struggle to 

gain access to this technology that many believed could be beneficial to writing was 

intense, and it continued throughout the early and mid eighties. Doug Anderson relates 

the difficulties he encountered in securing computer access in 1982 at Texas A&I (now 

A&M, Kingsville) in his 1994 Computers and Writing (C&W) conference presentation: 

"I wasn't allowed to use the computer lat>—it was for computer faculty only. I had to 

explain to deans and vice presidents what in the world a writing teacher wanted to do 

with a computer terminal. When I explained that I also thought my writing students 
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should have access, they knew I was a serious troublemaker!" (qtd. in Hawisher et al. 

49). Lisa Gerard gives us another example when she discusses writing her first academic 

article. She relates that she typed it on a dedicated word processor in her English 

department that "faculty were permitted to use . . . after 5:00 p.m. and on weekends" 

(212). Unfortunately, Anderson and Gerard's experiences were the norm and not the 

exception, and compositionists' struggle to integrate computers with writing did not end 

with access issues. 

The history of networking reaches back to 1960 with AT&T's Dataphone, but 

"the first commercial modem, specifically for converting digital computer data to analog 

signals for transmission across its long distance network," and the use of networks in 

colleges and universities came much later ("Timeline of Computer History: 

Networking"). In fact, Michael Spitzer, in his article "Local and Global Networking: 

Implications for the Future" remarks that in "1984 . . . few of the networking projects 

described in this article existed" (69). The projects that Spitzer refers to are local area 

networks and mainframes, rather simple networking technologies compared to today's 

standards. With new technologies, however, came new theories and pedagogies 

surrounding how best to use these technologies. 

The Pedagogy: Theories and Praxis 

During this time, James A. Berlin notes that there were "three major paradigms or 

problematics competing for attention in college rhetoric and composition programs" 

(218). These include cognitive rhetoric, expressionists, and social constructionist or 
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social epistemic. At the same time there was a movement from product oriented 

writing to process. Lad Tobin relates that "in the late 1970s and early 1980s you were 

either one of the process-oriented teachers arguing for student choice of topics and forms; 

the necessity of authentic voice . . . or you were a teacher who believed that we needed to 

resist process' attack on rules, conventions, standards, quality, and rigor" (4). By the mid 

'80s, process pedagogy was prevalent. 

Teachers of writing felt that computers would facilitate the move away from the 

product of writing to the process of writing, but the first initial uses of microcomputers 

did not always support this idea of process writing. As Roxanne Kent-Drury notes, 

"instructors worried about how to adapt the new tools to existing pedagogies" (390). The 

computer could be seen as a tutor, tool, or tutee when it was first introduced into 

composition studies in the early '80s (Hawisher et al. 50). Michelle Sidler, Richard 

Morris, and Elizabeth Overman Smith remark in their introduction to Computers in the 

Composition Classroom: A Critical Sourcebook that composition classrooms that once 

held small writing desks "were suddenly equipped with standalone computers, which in 

the earliest days acted as little more than word processors and, often, electronic 

babysitters, performing style checks on students' written works or prompting students to 

complete drill-and-grill grammar exercises" (3). Of these three, the most popular in the 

early stages and one that is still in use today would be that of tutor or computer-assisted 

instruction (CAI). In this capacity, the computer tutored the student in a drill and answer 

format, mainly over issues concerning grammar—a very prescriptive mode of 

instruction—with no thought for the context of student writing or the process used to 
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create. Spitzer explains that when "the computer was introduced into the classroom, it 

was viewed as the panacea that, through drill-and-practice software, would transform 

education" (58). Richard Ohmann observes in 1985 that computers were "being used as 

little more than electronic workbooks and data banks" (29). These types of CAI can still 

be found online and in some universities today although they are often used only as a 

starting point for instruction. 

In the computer's capacity as a word processing tool, the early '80s allowed 

students and teachers to compose their papers without first having to handwrite them. 

This alone accomplished a great deal for writers, and according to Moran in his 2003 

article "Computers and Composition 1983-2002: What We Have Hoped For," many 

compositionists saw the computer as a means to "release us from what we deem to be the 

boring aspects of our work and enable us to do something better with the time that we 

will have saved" (345). And in many ways, the computer did just that. Gone were the 

days of typing and then cutting up the text to reorganize and then the daunting task of 

retyping it all again. Gerard notes that when she was finishing her dissertation she "typed 

it up it on a typewriter and each morning cut it up with scissors, threw the rejected pieces 

in the trash, and reorganized the remaining parts with Scotch tape" (212). When working 

on the final copy, making one mistake meant using the typewriter's backspace correction 

key—is if there was one. If not, then correction tape was the next best option, which 

required a bit of finesse to make the paper look presentable. If, however, the job required 

the use of carbon pages so that there were two or three copies, as was often necessary, 

then it was an entirely different matter. I remember that trying to correct "those" 
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documents usually ended with screams of frustration and the ripping of paper. If a 

document had to be perfect, a trashcan nearby was usually full of failed attempts. 

The computer as a word processing tool, therefore, began to move the pedagogy 

of writing away from the current-traditionalist view of product, which "emphasized 

academic writing in standard forms and 'correct' grammar" (Burnham 22), toward the 

new theories on writing as a process. However, the move was not instantaneous. The 

software was not such that you were able to cut entire paragraphs from one section of 

your paper and move them into another. As Gerard notes in an interview with Hawisher 

et al., much of the writing work going on in the early '80s with computers "was geared to 

sentence-level revision and grammatical correctness" (61). 

Yet, programs such as compositionist Hugh Burns's Topoi in 1977 allowed 

writers the ability to invent with computers as well. Raymond J. Rodrigues and Dawn 

Wilson Rodrigues point out in their article "Computer-Based Invention: Its Place and 

Potential" that Burns's program led "students through the tagmemic matrix of Young, 

Becker, and Pike; the pentad of Burke, and the enthymeme and topoi of Aristotle," 

resulting in a conversation between the student and the computer, leading students to 

realize how much they already knew about their topic and forcing them to write it all 

down (82). This type of invention was something that many teachers instructed their 

students on, but the invention programs made the process easier for students and showed 

them how to generate ideas. 

Topoi was among the first to be written by a writing teacher for the sole purpose 

of writing, illustrating that the computer could be a tutee as well as a tutor or tool. Even 
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though Burns was one of the first to find himself writing computer code, many 

instructors in the field of composition in the early '80s found themselves doing this kind 

of writing rather than what their English degrees had prepared them for. Others, like 

Gerard, Ruth Von Blum, and Michael Cohen, soon followed Burns with their own variety 

of pre-writing software known as WAND AH, and William Wresch produced Writer's 

Helper and Helen Schwartz created Seen. Writing teachers were teaching, or 

programming, the computer to do what they needed it to do in a world that up until that 

point believed that the machines were primarily for the sciences (Hawisher et al. 48-9). 

The computer as a tutee, however, did not stop with instructors writing software 

to help students pre-write, write, and revise. Instructors hoped that computers would help 

diminish the menial work associated with writing, freeing them up to deal with the more 

global issues. During the early and mid '80s, many teachers felt the computer could be 

used to help correct mechanical errors, spelling errors, and grammar issues. Robert 

Lucking made note of how time-consuming it was to write "sufficient length" comments 

on students' papers (6). In his article "Marking Papers and Record Keeping for Apple 

Users," he advocates for storing a set of standard or canned comments in one file or 

glossary and then inserting these comments directly into students' papers to cut down on 

the time-consuming act of responding to student writing. This trend began early in the 

use of computers for writing, and it did not go away or decrease with the next decade. 

The '80s were a time of change for those involved in the field of composition. If 

the birth of composition studies with a capital C can be linked to the year 1963 as 

suggested by Stephen M. North (15), the year 1979 was when compositionists catapulted 



themselves into the next decade and refused to be left with the technology of pen and 

paper or typewriters as noted by Hawisher et al. Those just entering the field in the late 

'70s believed, like Gerard, that they would have to leave academia to find work. Things 

rapidly changed for many compositionists, however, and by the early '80s some found 

themselves writing computer programs that would assist in the writing process while 

others were looking for ways to make their job simpler and more stream-lined when it 

came to responding to writing. The early success of the computer in writing was praised 

by many; however, the '90s witnessed a pulling back from all of the optimistic thinking. 

The Middle: Mid '80s to Late '90s 

During the mid to late '80s, the use of computers to teach composition was in a 

state of flux. Various articles supported instructors' fears and anxieties, with titles such 

as "Computers and the Obsolete English Teacher," or "Computers in the Classroom: The 

Instruction, the Mess, the Noise, the Writing," and even though these articles and others 

were not necessarily negative, the writers strove to point out issues that were not always 

positive. Selfe, in her article "Computers in English Departments: The Rhetoric of 

Techno/Power," comments on the difficulties of deciding who in the department should 

have computers and how time should be allocated for others to use them. She observes 

that "if we have learned anything about computers, it is that they can have a dramatic 

(some, here would argue 'drastic') effect on the social systems we call English 

departments" (95). Likewise, Hawisher et al. assert: 
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Computers and composition specialists noted that departments of 

English in colleges and high schools frequently introduced computers into 

their programs without the careful research and planning demanded for the 

use of new technology, and without thinking carefully about the design 

and implementation of instruction in computer-supported writing facilities. 

(202) 

With the end of the twentieth-century drawing to a close, the '90s witnessed scholars 

continuing to struggle with every aspect of using computers, from hardware and software 

constraints to the pedagogical theories that supported them. 

The Technology: Hardware and Software 

The rate at which computer technology itself has advanced over the last 30 years 

is astounding. Many of us believed that computers had hit their apex in the late '80s and 

early '90s, and that we, as home/work users, would never have need of anything more 

powerful than that 16 bit processor that was clocked at 7.83 MHz per second and allowed 

us to store our files on a 3.5 inch 400kB floppy. 

During the early years, every new advancement in speed, storage, and processing 

power was heralded as the end all/be all of home personal computers, and many of us 

wanted that computer because, once again, we would never need anything better than 

that, surely. I clearly remember when I purchased a personal computer in 1992 that had 

the "new" Windows 3.1 operating system, 4M of ram, and a bigger-than-I-would-ever-

need 40M hard drive. I also remember that I sold it to my brother a year later as all he 



and his family would ever need in a computer; while I, on the other hand, went out and 

bought the latest and greatest in a Hewlett-Packard. At this point and time in my life, I 

have lost track of the number of computers I have bought or built and how many I have 

helped others buy. 

Today, we barely notice when an announcement is made concerning a new 

advancement in the speed, storage, or processing barrier. There seems to be no end to 

how many gigabytes (terabytes are now out) worth of information can really be saved on 

a hard drive, and processor nomenclatures seem to have no meaning anymore. The only 

thing likely to slow systems down is the software that is installed on them. As James 

Kalmbach observes, "as soon as we become comfortable with anew architecture or a 

new word-processing program, something newer, more exciting, and potentially even 

more useful appears" (57). Software developments are clearly what drive advancements 

in technology. 

Another misconception that many of us had in the beginning concerned the word 

processing software that often came pre-installed on our home computers. As long as we 

could type our papers and correspond with it, revise and edit repeatedly (even if it was 

more at the sentence level than the paragraph), and then print our work, we believed we 

had all we would ever need, but we were mistaken. By 1983, Microsoft released its first 

version of Word, originally known as Multi-Tool Word, and according to one article, 

"Word strove for acceptance in a word-processing market that boasted more than 300 

different titles on multiple platforms" ("Microsoft Word"). Microsoft struggled in the 

beginning to find their niche in the market, but in 1989 they released the first version of 
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Word for the Windows operating system, and with each new version came 

requirements for more memory and faster processors to handle the features offered in the 

package. According to a 2007 Microsoft interview with Peter Pathe, vice president of 

Microsoft, "Word has become the standard word processor, with more than 450 million 

users of Microsoft Office worldwide" ("Microsoft Word"). With each new feature, Word 

secured its place as the powerhouse of word processing programs and can be found in 

nearly any business across the nation. 

However, growth in computer hardware and software paled when compared with 

advances in networking technology. Even though these advancements were not 

immediately implemented in universities, it is important to have a basic understanding of 

this information to know how one technology builds on another (see Fig. 7). Businesses 

had used networking technologies from their inception, as evidenced by AT&T's 

Dataphone. However, it was not until the year 1993, the birth of the internet as we know 

it today with Bina and Andreessen's creation of Mosaic, that these networking 

technologies began to infiltrate the lives of the home personal computer user. Unlike the 

earlier period, when university administrators in general and composition instructors 

specifically rushed headlong to bring computers into the classrooms before considering 

the pedagogical implications of their actions, this time-frame saw a more hesitant 

approach in implementing these improved and new technologies. Deborah H. Holdstein 

and Selfe, in their collection of essays Computers and Writing: Theory, Research, 

Practice, believe the collection will "serve as an intellectual counterbalance to the 

bandwagon approach that characterized our early adoption of computers in college 
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English classrooms during the first six years of the 1980s" (1). Compositionists now 

strove to have solid pedagogical reasons for their use of computers. 

1970 
ARPANET 

(military network) 

Computer to 
computer 
communication 

1971 

First email sent 
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1973 
Robert Metcalfe 
invented the 
ethemet method 
of networking 
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by Larry Roberts 
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graphical user 
interface 
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Fig. 7. History of Networking. Information obtained from "Timeline of Computer 

History: Networking." Computer History Museum website 

The Pedagogy: Theories and Praxis 

Process pedagogy was established by this time and instructors were using other 

pedagogies/theories in conjunction with it. For a good overview of what was prominent 
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at the time, Gary Tate, Amy Rupiper and Kurt Schick's book A Guide to Composition 

Pedagogies is an excellent source. This work includes such titles as "Cultural Studies 

and Composition," "Critical Pedagogy: Dreaming of Democracy," and "Feminist 

Pedagogy" to just name a few. Key to this time period when considering the use of 

computers in the classroom, however, is the social constructionist or social epistemic 

theory of composition. 

Some, however, continued to view the technology as simply a word processor or a 

way to streamline their work. Gordon Thomas and Dene Kay Thomas, writing in 1991, 

suggest a program that would automate many teacher comments, allowing teachers to 

spend more time "on more important aspects of the writing" (29). Emil Roy argues that 

the teacher as reader and grader only introduces a margin of error into assessment; 

therefore, it would be best to leave assessment to computers (72). Roy used a style 

checker known as Rightwriter (RW) to design a Structured Decision System (SDS) that 

could be used to "replace impressionistic human evaluations of placement tests with 

automatic, reliable, and inexpensive ratings" (72). He asserts that his "SDS could place 

students in appropriate writing courses more accurately and efficiently than trained 

readers could" (72). This desire for computers to evaluate student writing is still 

prevalent and will be touched on in the final section as well. Consistently, proponents for 

computer evaluation of writing all suggest that it will allow the teacher more time to 

focus on the global issues beyond simple grammar and style errors. 

Not everyone, however, continued to show enthusiasm for the computer's ability 

to assess student writing or facilitate the writing process. The more instructors attempted 
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to use computers for these purposes, the more obvious the limitations became. 

Focusing on Roy, Brian Huot reviews much of the research on using computers for 

assessment and responds to remarks about the computer relieving the "drudgery" of 

reading by stating that this attitude "locates the teacher as a rule giver and corrector of 

student writing and the teaching of writing as the production of grammatically correct 

texts" (236). He further points out that "these uses of computer-mediated assessment are 

a step backward" (238); he advocates that we use computers as a means to comment on 

students work, "a way to deliver, organize, or facilitate feedback . . . " (239). Programs 

that were specifically designed to comment on students' work were not successful, and 

instructors questioned their capacity to be used in this fashion. David N. Dobrin graded 

such programs that claimed to analyze style, process ideas, and aid invention. He gave 

the style analyzers and aid invention programs a "poor" for accuracy (he did not score the 

idea processors), and when considering them as a utility, he ranked their usefulness as 

"little" (41). Programs meant to assess writing could be tricked into scoring the papers 

high based on things like the difficulty of the vocabulary used, the number of syllables in 

words, or even the length of the paper. The content of such papers could be gobbledy-

goop, but the computer would still score them high based on the programmed criteria. 

Allowing computers to assess student writing completely took the meaning out of what it 

is to write in the first place. If no one (no human) is going to read the writing, even if it is 

just the teacher, then why bother writing at all? 

The computer was utilized as more than just an assessment tool though, and the 

mid to late '80s saw a shift in the use of computers in composition classrooms. As 
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mentioned in the previous section, many teachers shifted their focus from the product 

model of writing to the process model, focusing on how writing was generated. 

Computers helped with this process model by allowing writers to invent or pre-write, 

write, and then revise more easily. The stand alone computer supported the 

individualized mode of writing, however, that had prevailed throughout history. This 

concept of writing alone was challenged by compositionists such as Lester Faigley, 

James Berlin, Kenneth Bruffee, and Patricia Bizzell, to name a few. This shift is known 

as the social constructionist or social epistemic theory of writing, and it moves "away 

from the view of the writer as a solitary, autonomous individual and toward an 

understanding of the situatedness of writers and writing" (Dias 288). This new theory not 

only challenged the way many thought writing should occur, alone and solitary, but it 

also challenged the way many teachers viewed their roles in the classroom. During this 

time period, authors such as Thomas T. Barker ("Computers and the Instructional 

Context"), Carolyn Handa ("Politics, Ideology, and the Strange, Slow Death of the 

Isolated Composer or Why We Need Community in the Writing Classroom"), and Kent-

Drury ("Finding a Place to Stand: Negotiating the Spatial Configuration of the 

Networked Computer Classroom") discuss the concerns writing teachers had about their 

new roles in the composition classroom. For example, instructors no longer stood at a 

podium in front of the room and delivered lectures. Now, they had to find a way to 

interact with their students. 

Those teachers who adhered to the process paradigm attempted to move away 

from the more traditional mode of teaching, as did the new social constructionist theories 
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of writing in conjunction with the new computerized, networked classrooms. The new 

spatial arrangements of computers in classrooms replaced the idea of the teacher as the 

center of attention, standing at the front of the class with a chalkboard or white board and 

the students arranged in rows facing him/her. Kent-Drury discusses the idea that in 

computer classrooms with computers in pods or arranged around the room "the instructor 

can experience the sensation of having no place to stand, no central position from which 

to direct and focus the class," causing the teacher a sense of disorientation in this type of 

classroom (387). 

Thomas T. Barker and Fred O. Kemp expound on the changes that network theory 

or postmodern pedagogy has had on the writing classroom by explaining that "networked 

microcomputers dissolve the proscenium classroom" (16). However, even though LAN 

technology became available for use in the writing classroom in the early '80s, it was not 

feasible for many due to the cost (Hawisher et al. 76). By the late '80s and into the '90s, 

though, many had begun to experiment with what networks could provide them in their 

writing classrooms, and the technology meshed well with new pedagogical theories that 

suggested knowledge and writing were social, not solitary, activities. No longer were 

classrooms arranged in the classic manner described by Kent-Drury, so instructors had a 

difficult time maintaining the top-down traditional style of teaching that "has been shown 

to be highly ineffectual with many (if not most) student groups" (Barker and Kemp 7). 

Barker and Kemp suggest the ways that network theory helps make the traditionalist 

mode of teaching and the top-down model obsolete. Networks often configure the space 

differently in the room with the computers surrounding the outside walls, forcing the 
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students to face these walls. This takes the students' attention off the teacher at the 

head of the class and focuses it on the screen where they can read others' works and 

respond or comment on these writings. This networked environment also supports more 

group work because students can give and receive instant feedback on their work. Barker 

and Kemp believe that "a postmodern pedagogy constitutes a reaction to the traditional 

practices of the writing classroom" (25), and they comment that "nothing has proven 

more dismal than the lack of instructional success microcomputers have demonstrated in 

their brief careers as drill-and-practice machines, pseudo-human tutors, and automated 

graders" (26). It was time to move computers into their rightful position in the 

composition classroom: one of helping students become better writers through 

collaboration and interaction with other writers. 

The advances in computers and computer technologies, such as networking with 

local-area networks (LANs), supported this theory of writing. Now, rather than a student 

sitting alone in front of a computer screen composing, as in the more traditionalist mode, 

students could be networked with other writers and discuss their texts in a synchronous 

chat environment such as a MOO (MUD object oriented). This allows multiple users to 

be connected at the same time, encouraging collaboration and a social way of writing. As 

Jim Porter argues, it was not the computer that was revolutionary: "Rather the revolution 

is the networked computer and the social/rhetorical contexts it creates and the way its use 

impacts publishing practices" (384-85). One of the first of these networked environments 

was the Electronic Networks for Interaction (ENFI) project. M. Diane Langston and 

Trent W. Batson emphasize that ENFI "offers a new channel for communication and 



collaboration in the writing classroom that consists of a local-area network bolstered 

by communication software that allows a group to 'converse' in writing" (140). 

Networking, software, and more powerful computers are all key factors in the success of 

the new technology in writing classrooms and to these new pedagogies. 

As writing moved forward as a social practice, another advancement, the internet, 

had one of the greatest impacts on the pedagogies associated with this new paradigm. 

Two proponents of using the internet in the writing classroom are Leslie D. Harris and 

Cynthia A. Wambeam. They support the idea of thinking as a dialogic process as 

advocated by L. S. Vygotsky and note that this concept requires "acceptance of and 

reaching toward another communicator. Being able to understand others' perspectives is 

central to developing thinking and writing strategies" (354). If we accept these premises, 

then it would make sense that writing as a social construct, or a dialogic, and the internet 

would fit perfectly together. Harris and Wambeam assert that the "concepts of social 

constructionism are central to the 'technorhetoric' field as it becomes more committed to 

writing and communication via computer networks. These communication networks 

seem well suited as environments for encouraging dialogic learning strategies" (354). 

Hence, the insertion of the internet into the writing classroom allowed students to 

converse via writing with individuals not only in their own classroom, but from different 

parts of the country and even from different countries. This broadening of their audience 

allowed them to enhance their thinking skills, helping them to understand that writing 

was not a solitary event. 
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From the advent of pen and paper, and later word processing, many students sat 

alone or in front of terminals or personal computers and composed their papers, 

supporting the "humanist conceptions of the author as a unitary genius writing alone in 

his garret" (Webb 74). As mentioned earlier, these word processors supported the 

process paradigm of writing; they did not, however, encourage a social constructionist 

pedagogy that many compositionists supported in the '90s. Handa recognizes the need 

for pedagogies "to draw students away from the ideologically specific, isolated approach 

to writing that word processors too often reinforce" (160). Kathleen Skubikowski and 

John Elder discuss their decision "to combine word processing and networking within a 

system that encouraged . . . students to work together in developing their ideas and 

shaping their language" (90-91). Skubikowski and Elder hoped to "emphasize the 

fluidity and the ephemeral qualities of writing done on a computer, to draw on the 

technology for both its speed and its potential for playfulness" (91). The move to 

networking, and later the internet, in the writing classroom encouraged a new type of 

writing environment that many found refreshing and stimulating. It relieved writers from 

the "process approach [which could] isolate novice writers, each intent upon his or her 

own sequence of drafts" (Skubikowski 89), and it gave them the ability to communicate 

with peers during the writing process and get instant feedback on their texts. For many 

teachers, it, in effect, ended the current traditionalist pedagogy of teaching writing. 
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The Now: 'OOs 

To recap, the use of pen and paper technologies in composition classrooms was 

very much alive reaching into the early '90s even though the new technologies of 

computers and networking had burst onto the scene by the early '80s. Access to such 

technologies became a major issue and concern for many who felt that limited funding 

would once again find those who had means benefiting while those without suffered and 

found themselves left behind. As early as 1983, Jane Ann Zaharias, in her article 

"Microcomputers in the Language Arts Classroom: Promises and Pitfalls," charges that 

the cost of using computer resources for word processing results in few schools having 

"the resources to make word processing an option to all who might want to use it" (993). 

Ohmann saw even greater discrepancies in the use of computers in a capitalistic society. 

He argues that "the computer revolution, like other revolutions from the top down, will 

indeed expand the minds and the freedom of the elite, meanwhile facilitating the 

degradation of labor and the stratification of the workforce that have been hallmarks of 

monopoly capitalism from its onset" (683). Finally, Faigley contends that "as personal 

computers became enormously more powerful in memory and speed, they began to 

challenge the unproblematic relationship between familiar pedagogy and new 

technology" (35). 

Despite the negative possibilities surrounding computer use, many were eager and 

excited to integrate them into their classrooms; however, they often failed to consider the 

pedagogies needed to support their use. Hawisher and Selfe advise that "all too often, 

those who use computers for composition instruction speak and write of 'the effects of 
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technology' in over positive terms as if computers were good in and of themselves" 

(emphasis added 56). It was not long before eompositionists learned from these errors 

and began building pedagogies that were sound in theory and to which computers would 

be an added benefit. 

Today we are no longer satisfied with simple, or even complex, word processors 

and the essays they produce. Gerard notes that "we've also embraced other creations as 

writing: PowerPoint presentations, blogs, iMovies, zines, and MOO rooms, among other 

documents" (213). Some of those other documents include web pages, wikis, FaceBook, 

MySpace, LiveJournal, and fan fiction. The use of computers for writing teachers has 

finally found its niche in academia and continues to grow. 

The Technology: Hardware and Software 

As mentioned in the previous section, computers, software, and networking 

technologies were advancing at astronomical rates by the mid to late '90s, but most 

people became oblivious to the latest advancements. Kalmbach notes that "computers 

keep doubling (and even tripling) in power every year, and publishers keep producing 

new and purportedly better versions of software" (57). We have all grown accustomed to 

these advancements, but there are still a couple of developments that have changed the 

way we utilize our own personal computers and the way we employ them in our 

classrooms. 

The introduction of the world wide web (www) in 1993 was a time of excitement 

for those interested in technology of any form. The web was a place to go to for 
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information and eventually to make purchases. Finding this information, however, 

was much more difficult than it is today because of the static nature of the web. Search 

bots were not constantly combing the web for information, and dynamic search engines 

like Google and Yahoo were non-existent. One had to know where to find the 

information; however, once it was found, the information pretty much stayed the same 

from the first time the site was visited to six months later when visited again. Businesses 

on the web thrived during the late '90s, but it was an atmosphere of spend, spend, spend, 

with little to no profit in return. In an article in the BBC News, the author reports that 

many dot-com businesses employed the business model of "enrich[ing] investors through 

rising share prices rather than profits" ("Warren Buffet: 'I Told You So'"). Investor 

Warren Buffet knew that this model was doomed to failure and refused to buy into the 

dot-com hype that eventually drove many investors into bankruptcy. After the fact, this 

static, dot-com version of the web became known as Web 1.0, and differs greatly from 

the web we have today. 

Thus enters the primary advancement in technology during the '00s: the 

introduction of Web 2.0 in 2004, which has unlocked the internet with its "open source" 

platform. Even Tim O'Reilly, one of the experts at O'Reilly Media, states that "there's 

still a huge amount of disagreement about just what Web 2.0 means" ("What is Web 

2.0"). Taking this into consideration, I replicated the meme map of Web 2.0 developed at 

an O'Reilly/ MediaLive conference for the reader to study (see Fig. 8). The map, 

according to O'Reilly, "shows the many ideas that radiate out from the Web 2.0 core" 

("What is Web 2.0"). 
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One key to Web 2.0 is that it put users more in control of their web experience. 

No longer are we forced to have a certain browser to surf to all of our favorite places on 

the web. Gone, or fading, are the days of Netscape's software paradigm. We no longer 

just go to the web to find information that is fed to us by some Oz behind a curtain, but 

instead we create our own information in the form of blogs, wikis, social networks, and 

other forms. Web 2.0 is all about the platform, not the application. Instead of using 
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packaged software that is loaded onto our computers, we use applications that are 

native to the web, such as Google Maps, Acrobat Buzzword, and many others. Web 2.0, 

and all it offers users, is the primary technological advancement of the '00s. 

What do more powerful machines, more sophisticated software, and a more 

intuitive web mean to those who choose to use computer technology in their classrooms? 

The more innovative and complex these things have become, the more innovative and 

complex our use of them has become. Some of us no longer expect our students to sit 

alone in front of a computer and compose the standard five-paragraph essay. We allow 

students to use their creativity, their computer and web knowledge, and the media 

available to them to produce texts that some compositionists consider inappropriate for 

the composition classroom, as we will see. 

The Pedagogy: Theories and Praxis 

One way that instructors have attempted to use these improvements, in software 

in particular, is to assess writing. Even in the twenty-first century arguments still exist 

for using machines, not humans, to grade student writing. An anonymous reporter for 

Wired magazine conveys that sociology professor Ed Brent made the decision to use 

SAGrader—a software that he wrote specifically for his classes—to critique his students' 

drafts before they turn them in for a final grade ("Computers Grade"). Frank Catalano, 

senior vice president for Pearson Assessments and Testing, claims that the major obstacle 

for these types of programs is that it is difficult "to tout a product that tinkers with 

something many educators believe only a human can do" (qtd. in "Computers Grade"). 
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Advocates for this type of software are still using the same arguments that they have 

since the first program was introduced to assess writing. Namely, the software removes a 

degree of subjectivity that is introduced by human graders, and as Brent argues, we can 

let "the computer do the tedious but necessary stuff ("Computers Grade"). 

The last ten years have seen many advancements in the research surrounding 

essay assessment programs. Ellis Page set the stage for automated essay graders in 1966 

with his Project Essay Grader (PEG); according to the timeline of research shown in 

figure 9, PEG was still operational as late as 2000. 
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Fig. 9 Research of Assessment Software from "The Debate on Automated Essay 

Grading" IEEE Intelligent Systems Sept/Oct 2000 pg. 23 

Another program that has been around since 1997 is The Intelligent Essay Assessor 

(IEA). Developed by Tom Landauer et al., this assessor "aims at going beneath the 

essay's surface vocabulary to quantify its deeper semantic content" (Kukich 24). A. 

James Wohlpart, Chuck Lindsey, and Craig Rademacher discuss Florida Gulf Coast 

University's adoption of IEA in a restructuring of a general education course offered 



58 
online, Understanding the Visual and Performing Arts. This course required four 

essays, two long and two short. The faculty involved in the restructuring process 

"insisted that only the two short essays . . . be scored by the IEA" ( Wohlpart et al. 206), 

partly because it "is most effective with a very narrowly prescribed prompt and with 

essays that are between 100 and 500 words in length" as the software "is learning to read 

essays through analyzing pre-scored essays" (Wohlpart et al. 207). 

Drawbacks to IEA and other similar programs are that they are only valid for 

shorter works and do not provide any sort of feedback to students concerning why they 

received the score they did. Lack of feedback is often not a major concern for students 

who score high; however, it is a problem for those who score low and want to know not 

just that their organization was poor, but what was lacking in their organization. In their 

article "What Happens When Machines Read Our Students' Writing," Anne Herrington 

and Moran note the concern of some that automated grading might threaten the jobs of 

teachers; however, a larger concern for many is that it "seems likely to change our 

students' sense of what it means to write in school and college" because they will be 

writing to a computer and not a human reader (481). Will computerized essay 

assessment ever become wide spread? According to Wohlpart et al., it "is not yet as 

widespread as [they] sense it may be in the near future" (204). This will be looked at 

more closely when considering what the future holds for computers and writing. 

The debate over computers as automated graders continues, but theory and praxis 

have made significant changes in other areas of composition studies. It might be wise to 

first look at what is happening in theories of composition before diving into the practices 
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associated with digital media and writing. Since the '70s, composition theory has 

flourished. The first big change in the way compositionists think came when they moved 

to the process mode of writing in the '80s. However, Melanie Sperling remarks that the 

cognitive process theory, which she argues "many feel revolutionized writing research 

and practice and associate with 'process instruction'" (244), was criticized by many, such 

as Nystrand, Greene, and Wiemelt who argue that "the thinking strategy of 'translation,' 

which is prominent in the three-part Hayes/Flower model, presupposes that ideas always 

exist 'somewhere' before they are turned into language" (245). Sperling also notes that 

Patricia Bizzell criticizes the model because it "emphasizes the activities inside the 

writer's head at the expense of contextual considerations" (245). Criticisms such as these 

broadened the process model to include the social and cultural aspect of composing— 

social constructionist or social epistemic—as well as the concept of critical pedagogy. 

The mid '90s saw another shift in theory from the process model to the post-

process design. The process model has and continues to serve the community well as 

pointed out by Gary A. Olson. The process movement "emphasized that writing is an 

'activity,' an act that is itself composed of a variety of activities; that the activities . . . are 

typically recursive rather than linear; that writing is first and foremost a social activity . . . 

," and the list goes on (233). However, Olson also states that the process model has 

limitations and one "is the fact that [ i t ] . . . imagines that the writing process can be 

described in some way; that is, process theorists assume that we can somehow make 

statements about the process that would apply to all or most writing situations" (233-34). 

Lee-Ann M. Kastman Breuch echoes these concerns when she remarks that "many post-
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process scholars . . . suggest that the process paradigm has reduced the writing act to a 

series of codified phases that can be taught" (97). The process theory, still practiced by 

many, has become too limiting for others in that it suggests there is a correct way or 

process to write. Olson argues that the problem with process theory is that it constructs 

"a series of generalizations about writing that supposedly hold true all or most of the 

time" (235). This process model tends to uphold the power and authority of the dominant 

hegemony by asserting that there is one correct way to write, but post-process or 

postmodern theory believes that writers "must reveal how authority is implicated in 

discourse" (Olson 238), and they must be willing to question authority. 

Since the post-process model questions authority, it also questions the assertion 

that there is a right or correct way to compose an essay. Many of my colleagues still use 

the product model and require students to write using modes such as argumentative, 

narrative/descriptive, or comparison for each essay assigned, and some still require the 

five-paragraph essay format, all arguing that students must learn to write for academia. I 

am beginning, though, to see some major changes taking place due to advancements in 

internet technologies. Byron Hawk notes that the "internet opened the way for 

completely new social and pedagogical contexts" (207). Within this post-process 

paradigm cultural theories abound: feminist, ecological, post 9/11, gender, class, and the 

list goes on, so should we be teaching our students a pedagogical practice that has taken 

on its own set of rules when they already "produce their own media texts and create their 

own online contexts and communities" (208), or should we, rather, be allowing them to 
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explore their own writing experiences and encouraging them to question the paradigms 

with which they are faced? 

One way to encourage this post-process way of writing in FYC classes is to use 

digital media. Digital media often combines the social/political aspect of writing with 

new media, including PowerPoint, Publisher, PhotoShop, Illustrator, Front Page, 

Dreamweaver, (all still stand alone prepackaged software), and Web 2.0 (an open, shared 

platform) applications such as Google Maps. Perhaps at one time instructors assumed, 

and were probably correct in their assumptions, that students came to class with only the 

writing experience they had in school. This is no longer the case though. As Hawk 

asserts, "a whole new technological apparatus means that teachers cannot assume 

students are simply walking into classes as passive consumers of dominant texts" (208). 

They write emails; they text incessantly; they participate in social communities like 

Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, and Second Life; they participate in or create their own 

wikis and blogs. Students now come to composition classes as well-versed writers, 

having used these social web spaces and others. 

The social networks that existed in the static Web 1.0 were limited in what they 

offered the user; the new Web 2.0 spaces are full of functionality. Web 1.0 applications 

such as Classmates.com basically gave users the ability to search for people and to create 

a connection using chat or email. Web 2.0 applications such as Facebook, MySpace, and 

YouTube, give users the ability to upload various types of media or stream live audio and 

video to their spaces. They can create blogs for just their friends to post on or for the 

whole world to view and comment on. The web has created a greater social environment 

http://Classmates.com


for writing than just the classroom, and it is up to instructors to take advantage of these 

changes. As Faigley notes, "If we come back to our annual convention [Conference on 

College Composition and Communication] a decade from now and find that the essay is 

no longer on center stage, it will not mean the end of our discipline" (40). Stephanie Vie, 

however, acknowledges that certain matters need to be dealt with when using new media, 

including plagiarism, access, copyright, and proper teacher training (12, 14, 18). The 

returns are worth the effort though. Vie argues that social online networking sites have 

the ability "to topple traditional classroom hierarchies of power in unpredictable ways," 

creating a democracy in the classroom rather than a top-down banking method of 

learning (19). Teachers need not fear the progress toward digital writing, but they do 

need to learn what it is about and let their students share the knowledge they bring to the 

classroom. 

To Infinity and Beyond: The Future 

Predicting what the future holds for technology in general and for computers and 

composition in particular is a difficult task. When computers first entered the classroom, 

no one could foresee where we are today, just 30 short years later. Given unlimited 

resources and unlimited time, how we choose to incorporate new technologies into the 

curriculum is only limited by the imaginations of ourselves and our students. 

But what "new" technologies can we expect in the next 10, 20, or 30 years? Ed 

Lazowska, chair of the Computer Science and Engineering department at the University 

of Washington, argues that he is "aware of only one accurate prediction in the field of 
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computing," which deals with the density of transistors doubling every eighteen 

months, allowing computers and other technologies to thus double in power ("Wired for 

Life"). Lazowska further notes that "the fact that everything about computing continues 

to double at fixed intervals, from the amount of performance you can buy for a dollar to 

the value of Microsoft stock.. . is why we can't predict the future of computing" 

("Wired for Life"). Predictions about technological advancements are often wrong and 

shortsighted, but living life in what could be called a science fiction world makes 

predicting the future difficult. 

If computer power continues to double every eighteen to twenty-four months, 

what does that mean for those of us who attempt to stay abreast of the cutting-edge and 

utilize it in our classrooms? What new pedagogical approaches will we devise that will 

allow us to use these things in a meaningful way and not just because they are exciting 

and fun? 

The Technology: Hardware and Software 

Hardware will likely continue to grow at what some consider an alarming rate, 

and with it, so will the software. From my experience as a former Navy Electronics 

Technician and later as a tech expert, it seems the marketing experts know exactly how 

often the consumer is willing to pay for new hardware and software, including operating 

system upgrades. I suspect that software packages will continue to develop using more 

and more of the web and its open platform, allowing independent developers to add to the 



functionality of the package and create mash-ups. Most software companies already 

have their manuals online and their help features as well. It is only a matter of time 

before they tap further into the web to offer greater functionality to their customers. 

The major advances will come in the platform that we use, and that platform is 

moving closer and closer to being completely open. Josh Quittner explains that 

a truly successful one [platform] can extend far beyond its immediate 

group of users and effectively create and control an enormous market. In 

the computer industry, IBM dominated the first commercial platform with 

its expensive mainframes and operating systems, aimed at corporate users. 

Seemingly overnight, IBM was supplanted by Microsoft and its Windows 

operating system as the PC revolution took hold. Windows, in turn, is 

now losing its power as the Web—owned by no one, accessible to all— 

becomes the dominant platform. ("Who Will Rule") 

Quittner continues to explain the ongoing battle between open platforms such as those 

Google advocates for and runs and more closed ones such as Facebook and other social 

networks. Into this mix, Quittner then throws Apple's iPhone, claiming that it has 

everything it needs to be the next generation platform. Prior to the phone's release, 

developers had downloaded the kit to build applications over 200,000 times ("Who Will 

Rule"). However, Google is never far behind, and they, along with the Open Handset 

Alliance, have developed a platform known as Android that is on multiple handsets, not 

8 Where one web application will take information from another, for example Google 
Maps, to create a new source of information. One example would be whereamlat.com 
which uses Google Maps, Google Search, Flickr, and Hostip.info to show you your exact 
location. 

http://whereamlat.com
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just phones similar to AT&T iPhones, and it is an open platform (McCracken). The 

competition for the next leading platform is an ongoing battle, and perhaps one that will 

have multiple winners. 

As mentioned in the last section, Web 2.0 is currently the driving force behind the 

internet, but as early as 2001 there was news of Web 3.0, and Web 4.0 is already in the 

news. An article by Tim Berners-Lee, James Hendler, and Ora Lassila, "The Semantic 

Web: A New Form of Web Content that Is Meaningful to Computers Will Unleash a 

Revolution of New Possibilities," began the buzz surrounding Web 3.0 in May of 2001. 

So what will a new version of the web offer users that the current one does not? 

According to the three, it "will bring structure to the meaningful content of Web pages, 

creating an environment where software agents roaming from page to page can readily 

carry out sophisticated tasks for users" (36), and it will accomplish this by 

"understanding" how search terms and phrases relate to one another through meaning, 

hence the term the "Semantic Web." Figure 10 is a visual representation, found in "The 

Semantic Web in Action" by Lee Feigenbaum et al., of what users might expect from a 

search, and figure 11 shows the results, which first illustrates the steps that the Semantic 

Web would go through to find results for a particular search, and second, shows the 

resulting web page of the search in figure 11. This representation signals the end of web 

searches that return superfluous results which we must wade through to determine which 

ones truly represent or match our meaning. However, Web 3.0 or the Semantic Web 

offers much more than this. Berners-Lee et al. argue that when properly designed it "can 

assist the evolution of human knowledge as a whole" (43). 
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Since that first article by Berners-Lee et al. touting a better Semantic Web, many have 

both praised and criticized the theory of such a web. Feignbaum et al. report that 

"skeptics have said the Semantic Web would be too difficult for people to understand or 

exploit" (91). This, however, does not seem to be the case as websites such as 

Pandora.com—a popular music site that creates playlists of different artists based on a 

favorite artist that you input—and Radar Networks' Twine—a site that Technology & 

Learning claims "harnesses artificial intelligence to move beyond the capabilities of 

My Space and Facebook" (Fertazzo 7)—have been received on the internet with much 

enthusiasm. Speculations concerning what the new Web 3.0 will be and how it will 

perform are too numerous to consider here, but figure 12 will provide the reader with an 

idea of the things that are being said. Some see Web 3.0 more in terms of business or 

application services offered to the user, but most agree that it will organize the web, 

making searches more in tune with what the user really wants. 

What could Web 4.0 possibly have in-store for us? Seth Godin believes that 

"Web4 is about making connections, about serendipity and about the network taking 

initiative" ("Web4"). Others, such as Metz, have noted that the more connected we 

become, the more likely our privacy will be at risk. Metz sees the new Web 3.0 as a 

pervasive web or a web that is everywhere: PC, cell phone, clothes, jewelry, throughout 

home and office, and even in the bedroom (77). If this is the case, Web 4.0 will likely be 

in our heads in the form of a chip implant. The future of hardware and software truly is 

to infinity and beyond. 

http://Pandora.com
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The Semantic Web community's grandest visions, of data-surfing 

computer servants that automatically reason their way through 

problems, have yet to be fulfilled. But the basic technologies . . . are 

joining the everyday Web. (64) 

We need an intelligent search that can recognize colors and shapes in 

images.... This kind of search begins to border on 'weak artificial 

intelligence,' in which machines mimic highly complex, human 
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John Markoff 

I CadeMetz 

problem-solving. (14) 

The Holy Grail for developers of the semantic Web is to build a 

system that can give a reasonable and complete response to a simple 

question like: 'I'm looking for a warm place to vacation and I have a 

budget of $3000. Oh, and I have an 11-year-old child.' . . . Under 

Web 3.0, the . . . search would ideally call up a complete vacation 

package that was planned as meticulously as if it had been assembled 

by a human travel agent. ("Entrepreneurs") 

Semantic Web is a place where machines can read Web pages much 

as we humans read them, a place where search engines and software 

agents can better troll the Net and find what we're looking for" (74). 

"A Web you can walk through. Without leaving your desk, you can 

go house hunting across town or take a tour of Europe. Or you can 

walk through a Second Life-style virtual world, surfing for data and 

interacting with others in 3D. (76) 

Brand Niemann In the next 25 years, today's popular social-networking sites will seem 

primitive, and we will be well into Web 3.0 connecting knowledge, 

and Web 4.0, connecting intelligence.... (33) 

Fig. 12 Quotations on what Web 3.0 might be in the future 
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The Pedagogy: Theories and Praxis 

How instructors of writing will use the technologies of the future is as difficult to 

predict as where the hardware and software might take us. Donald A. Daiker notes that 

although those involved in composition studies find the past difficult to read, they believe 

"the future is even more problematic" (1). However, one thing is certain; the internet of 

the future seems to be playing more and more into what writing instructors do and the 

pedagogies that are already in place. If we accept writing as a social practice, then sites 

such as MySpace, Facebook, Twitter, Second Life, Twine and other social networking 

environments will begin to play a more vital role in writing classrooms. The mere fact 

that universities across the country can be connected to one another adds to this social 

aspect. Alex Reid suggests, "the ability to compose media and contribute it to a mobile 

network that includes a constellation of participatory sites indicates a permanent shift in 

the compositional practices and rhetorical relationships that have structured higher 

education to this point" (64). The shift in these practices will include the convergence of 

media that students use on a daily basis. 

Before discussing how the convergence of media may affect the composition 

classroom of the future, it is important to return to the obsession of some to have 

computers assess student writing. This issue was not laid to rest back in the '90s; it is 

still thriving in many areas, although maybe less so in composition studies. The year 

2006 saw the publication of Machine Scoring of Student Essays: Truth and Consequences 

edited by Patricia Freitag Ericsson and Richard H. Haswell. All one needs to do is read 

some of the titles in this collection—"Why Less is Not More: What We Lose by Letting a 
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Computer Score Writing Samples," "The Meaning of Meaning: Is a Paragraph More 

than an Equation?", and "Automated Essay Grading in the Sociology Classroom: Finding 

Common Ground"— to understand that the use of computers to assess writing is still a 

contested topic. When it comes to the use of e-Writer and WritePlacer Plus assessment 

packages in Texas higher education, Ericsson and Haswell claim that "college educators 

can only throw up their hands. The decisions were made by government officials and 

industry lobbyists with no input from writing experts or administrators in higher 

education" (1). So what is the future of such automated grading? I would venture to say 

that as platforms become more intuitive and semantic in nature, the push for automated 

scoring will find vigor. It is not difficult to predict that many compositionists will shun 

such advancements; however, these types of software packages will gain ground in 

assessing college placement exams and students will learn how to beat the test, as they 

often have. 

Beyond whether or not computers will be utilized to assess writing, the bigger 

question remains of how compositionists will continue to expand their use of technology 

in the classroom. As mentioned earlier, social networking will play a more vital role, as 

we continue to integrate the process paradigm of writing with a postprocess/ 

postmodernism pedagogy. As Lisa Ede points out in Situating Composition: 

Composition Studies and the Politics of Location, moving to a postprocess, postmodern, 

or other newer pedagogy does not negate the paradigm of process but rather adds to it. 

Ede analyzes her own course descriptions over several years and notes that as late as 

1995 "engagement with the writing process is hardly absent from my most recent course 
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description.... Rather, these tests build on and extend, rather than reject, a process 

view of writing" (95-96). This will likely continue in the future as many of us who teach 

composition will focus our students' writing on issues of power, identity, gender, or a 

number of other issues that we believe to be relevant and vital in composition courses, 

while we continue to have students invent, write, and rewrite their essays. Yet how can 

we expect our students to write about such concerns as diversity or power issues when 

many of them are only 18- or 19-years-old and have never been outside of their home 

towns, much less their state or the country? 

With the new web and social networking sites, we can introduce our students to 

situations and circumstances that were beyond our ability before and which, frankly, we 

failed to see as part of our responsibility when it comes to teaching composition. As 

Olson remarks, "writing instructors and writing program directors are not well equipped 

to cope, both pedagogically and administratively, with the influx of students of 

difference" (209). However, the web can help. Take, for instance, a site such as Second 

Life. By simply having students download the software necessary to enter this world, 

they can experience life in a different way (see Video Clip "SL Startup Procedures"). 

Our students, via their avatars, can experience not only different races, genders, and 

power structures, but they can become a male instead of a female, an animal instead of a 

human, or a slave instead of a free man or woman. Students hear instructors constantly 

talk about issues of identity in English, sociology, or psychology classes without really 

understanding what they mean, but in a virtual world such as Second Life or World of 

Warcraft, students can begin to explore these identity issues for themselves. 
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How many times do we ask our students to write about things they are 

passionate about and things that they know? If Web 3.0 and beyond includes a 3D 

component as some suggest, then students will be able to have new life experiences by 

being virtually transported into these environments as if they were actually there. Au 

reports that currently the University of California, Davis has what they call the "Virtual 

Hallucinations" building in SL where avatars can experience what it is like to have 

schizophrenia by walking through a hospital environment and observing the 

hallucinations that ones avatar triggers and the voices via headphones (3059-70). With 

Web 3.0 though, what they can only experience now via an avatar they will be able to 

face firsthand. Students will be able to undergo and react to dangerous situations without 

ever being at risk physically, enabling them to write about experiences they would 

otherwise never have. 

Our postprocess pedagogies should also allow more and more uses of a variety of 

media. Danielle Nicole DeVoss, Joseph Johansen, Cynthia L. Selfe, and John C. 

Williams, Jr. discuss the relevancy of media literacy in the composition classroom and 

identify three lessons composition instructors and programs need to understand. Lesson 

one is that "literacies have life spans linked to the cultural ecology of a specific time and 

place" (168), and one of the literacies that exists in today's culture is that of online: 

emailing, chatting, gaming, social networking, blogging, wikis, and others. Even text 

messaging can be viewed as a literacy of this day and age. Lesson two that DeVoss et al. 

put forth is that we "must be willing to address an increasingly broad range of 

literacies—emerging, competing, and fading—if [we] want [our] instruction to remain 
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relevant to students' changing communication needs and experiences within the 

contemporary cultural ecology" (169). One fading literacy is based strictly on the use of 

the alphabet. Emerging literacies include those that might use the alphabet in conjunction 

with images and/or audio clips or they might be strictly visual and/or auditory in the form 

of comics without words or movies. Porter argues that "we are already in the age of new 

media, where visual and video forms of expression supersede alphabetic text" (389). 

Lesson three is that we "need to start with the literacies that students bring to the table 

and in which students are invested, but [we] can't stop there" (170). Students today come 

into the classroom with literacies we could not even imagine just ten years ago, and with 

a variety of literacies based on their cultures. If we continue to focus on just one type of 

literacy, we will certainly repress others that are just as valid and important in a 

democratic classroom. DeVoss et al. argue that the path we should take will enable us 

"to recognize, value, and make instructional use of the multiple literacies students bring 

to our classrooms, thus, expanding the bandwidth of literacy and taking advantage of its 

dynamic nature within changing cultural ecologies" (171). Virtual worlds such as 

Second Life allow, encourage, and challenge students to expand their own literacies and 

involve themselves in the literacies of others by offering multiple tools for residents to 

learn and use to create new texts unique to their needs. The future practices and 

pedagogies of composition studies are as boundless as that of technology, only hindered 

by the imaginations of those in the field. 
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History Moves Forward at BreakNeck Speed: Conclusion 

Even though the history of computers, networking, and the internet in the 

composition classroom is a rich and varied one, I have to remind myself from time to 

time that many of my colleagues still are not comfortable using computers in the 

classroom. Yes, they expect their students' papers to be typed and often emailed to them, 

but the thought of using computers, much less blogs, wikis, or virtual worlds, in the 

classroom terrifies or does not interest them. Some only own computers to do their own 

writing and still connect to the internet via dial-up primarily to download their email. 

They find my research in using Second Life to teach composition fascinating but also 

somewhat frivolous, disturbing, and even non-academic due to them either not 

understanding it or finding it improbable. 

Some arguments against the use of computers in the classroom have been touched 

on slightly and deserve further mention, and one that has persisted throughout the 

computer revolution is that of access and how it affects the power structure. The issue of 

access is greater than the simple and valid argument of poor school district versus rich 

school district or small college versus large research one university. With many of our 

students now international, global access is also a concern. The reality of just how 

limited access is can be seen in Iswari P. Pandey's " Literate Lives Across the Digital 

Divide." Pandey acknowledges that wealth and social status also play a vital role in 

access to computer literacies, but he argues that issues of politics are just as relevant 

(247). Pandey, a native of Nepal, relates that "access to computer literacy was extremely 

limited as was the opportunity to political power" (250) for fear that "increased levels of 
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literacy and easy access to communication media might breed more discontent and 

opposition than conformity" (248). I recall reading an email recently (one I am afraid I 

no longer have the information for) that stated my current university would see a higher 

number of international students enroll for the fall semester of '08. We cannot assume 

that all of these students will enter the country with the same level of computer literacy as 

we have come to expect our students to have. 

Likewise, as I mentioned earlier, many of my colleagues still do not use 

computers in their classrooms, much less allow students to create multimedia essays. I 

do not believe this is solely based, however, on their pedagogical beliefs that all writing 

must be alphabetic or that they are closeted Luddites, but rather on their lack of 

knowledge as well as their lack of time to pursue such knowledge. Sibylle Gruber argues 

that most have moved from a technophobia and techno-enthusiasm to "a more pluralistic, 

postmodern, heteroglot, and cyborgian approach to new information technologies in 

Computer and Composition (15). Although this is true for those involved in Computer 

and Composition, this does not necessarily include the majority of composition 

instructors, and I would venture to speculate that many still have phobias concerning 

technology, especially when many of their students come to class having such 

knowledge. In her 2008 article "Digital Divide 2.0: 'Generation M' and Online Social 

Networking Sites in the Composition Classroom," Vie acknowledges that students 

believe that their instructors are "hopelessly behind in terms of technological knowledge 

and prowess . . . , " which has merit because many instructors of composition "resist what 

they see as the pervasive encroachment of technology, particularly computers, into 
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pedagogy" (18). Part of that resistance is a lack of knowledge and a fear of their 

students possessing knowledge they do not. If we are to keep abreast of the cutting edge 

in technology, we have to not only be willing to learn on our own, but departments and 

universities need to provide professional development seminars and workshops to help 

instructors. 

The issues of access and staying current in our technological knowledge are two 

areas that computers in composition will continue to struggle with well into the future. 

However, we are at a place that no one envisioned just twenty years ago. This is never 

more evident than when Spitzer remarks in 1990 that at a time 

when the majority of writing teachers still do not use computers in their 

classrooms, an essay that anticipates a time when students will work in 

writing classrooms equipped with networked computers linked to large 

databases and classes in other schools, and writing teachers will 

collaborate electronically with colleagues throughout the country, may 

seem esoteric, far-fetched, and foolhardy. (69) 

However, after only eighteen short years we are already there and far beyond. Today we 

might say that his essay was somewhat shortsighted instead of foolhardy, and my 

discussion of the future of technology in the classroom might likewise seem shortsighted 

in the very near future. 

My research into the use of virtual worlds such as Second Life in the composition 

classroom, however, is relevant for the here and now. Even though some research is 

being done on how we can best utilize social networking sites such an MySpace and 
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Facebook, little is being said about the possibilities of these virtual worlds where our 

students not only use their prior knowledge of the internet and gaming to help create 

identities and explore another culture, but they can also add to that knowledge and write 

about the learning experiences they have there. 
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Chapter 3 

Orientation Island—How Do We Begin? 

How Do I Fly?: Introduction 

Based on input from peers and mentors as well as my interest in how virtual 

worlds could work in the classroom, I decided in April of 2007 to complete a study about 

how the virtual world of Second Life (SL) affected students' writing. With that choice 

came the need for additional decisions concerning the methodology for the study. 

Admittedly, this type of research excited my academic/creative mind but scared the 

academic/logical side that knew little about conducting this type of research. Even 

though a small degree of quantitative research seemed appropriate for things like class 

demographics and end-of-semester questionnaires, a qualitative approach best suited 

many of my research questions: 

• Will using a virtual world like SL change student writing? 

• Will my students come to understand SL as a culture uniquely different from 

their own? 

• Will they embrace this new medium? 

• Will they form an online identity? 

• How will they react to such learning? 

How can one quantify whether or not a person pursues an online identity and what that 

identity might be? A qualitative rather than a quantitative method of research was more 

appropriate to answer these types of questions. Ethnography, a study of human cultures, 
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logically suited the type of research I wanted to accomplish: a teacher-research field 

study. As Hawisher et al. note in their text Computers and the Teaching of Writing in 

American Higher Education, 1979—1994: A History, the advent of the social/epistemic 

theory of writing made studying writing using quantitative methods difficult, and "as a 

result.. . research in computers and composition studies began to move toward 

qualitative research, using ethnographic methodology" (136). Even though scholars like 

Charles Bazerman and North call for quantitative methods in writing research, basing 

results off of essay grades would not produce the type of data needed to understand 

students' interactions in SL and how these affected their writing. 

How Do I Find My Stuff?: The Research Methodology 

This research would be conducted in my classrooms, using my students, and I 

would be an active participant in the process; therefore, using an ethnographic method 

allowed me to immerse myself into the study "in more than some abstract 'researcher' 

way" (Moss 154). In order to answer my research questions, I planned to investigate four 

main areas or types of data: 1) the essays and other writing my students would produce 

based on their experiences and their own field studies in SL , 2) how they would 

communicate in the online world, 3) whether or not they would immerse themselves into 

the culture of this virtual environment, and 4) what issues of identity would the students 

face. Beverly Moss comments that "ethnography in composition studies is generally 

topic oriented and concerned more narrowly with communicative behavior or the 

interrelationship of language and culture" (156), a focus known as the "ethnography of 
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communication" according to Dell Hymes (qtd. in Moss 156). These ideas supporting 

an ethnographic study and researcher-immersion into the research led me to the method 

most appropriate in conducting my research. 

As both a teacher and a researcher, I would have the chance to invoke change in 

my classroom, change that might some day filter upward and outward to other teachers. 

This concept of the teacher as someone who conducts research in her own classroom in 

order to help other teachers is one I learned from attending the 2006 summer writing 

institute hosted by the Middle Tennessee Writing Project, part of the National Writing 

Project, which advocates for teachers teaching teachers: a practice employed by teacher-

researchers as well. Because I would be focused on my students as research subjects and 

immerse myself into the same culture they were in, I concluded that a teacher-researcher 

methodology, influenced and informed by critical pedagogy and social epistemic, 

feminist, and cultural theories (the same theories and practices that inform my own 

pedagogy), combined with an ethnographic study would fit my needs well. 

The teacher-researcher methodology has come under much scrutiny from the 

watchful eyes of academia, but it is a method that can have far-reaching results. Ruth 

Ray, in her article "Composition from the Teacher-Research Point of View," takes a 

close look at the assumptions made by both the positivist paradigm in education and that 

of teacher research. Focusing first on the assumptions of the practitioners of the positivist 

paradigm, Ray notes that these assumptions expect the research to be "objective, 

controlled, and decontextualized" (175), with the researcher remaining aloof and 

uninvolved. Those who practice the positivist paradigm also assume research "is always 
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theory-driven and must be generalizable in order to perpetuate theory building; and 

that knowledge and truth exist in the world and are found through research" (175). The 

total objectivity and detachment that the positivist paradigm demands would be 

impossible to attain using the classroom for my research because I intended on 

submersing myself into the research and would thus inevitably become subjective rather 

than objective by bringing my own thoughts and feelings to bear in the results. The 

positivist mode of research closely resembles the current-traditionalist pedagogical 

theory, a pedagogy that tends to decontextualize and control the learning environment by 

ignoring the cultural backgrounds and prior learning experiences of students or the 

history of the subject matter.9 Since I never practice current-traditionalist pedagogy in 

the classroom, a research methodology based on parallel assumptions could not serve my 

purposes. 

In the past, teacher research may not have been seen as a vital or effective means of 

research because of what some considered major limitations. Belinda Y. Louie, Denise J. 

Drevdhl, Jill M. Purdy, and Richard W. Stackman note that one criticism is a concern 

"about the validity of introspective research as it is subject to incomplete information 

recall" (156). However they counter this by commenting that from their "perspective, 

validation, rather than validity, is a more important standard in self-study research" (156). 

Another of these perceived limitations is that it does not publicize outside of the local 

area in which it is conducted. The positivist method of research is often written up in 

9 

For more information on the current-traditionalist pedagogy, see Gregory R. Glau, 
"Current-Traditional Rhetoric." Theorizing Composition: A Critical Sourcebook of 
Theory and Scholarship in Contemporary Composition Studies. Ed. Mary Lynch 
Kennedy (1998) 73-75. 
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scholarly peer-reviewed journals, but in the early 70s and 80s, the teacher-researcher 

method was often only disseminated at the local or regional level. Today, however, one 

can find an abundance of CFPs for national conferences mentioning teacher-researcher 

methods and articles written using this method that appear in scholarly peer-reviewed 

journals, dispelling the concern over such research only finding local dissemination. 

Examples of scholars using the teacher-researcher method can be found in journals such 

as Teaching and Teacher Education: An International Journal of Research and Studies, 

Journal of Second Language Learning, and Language Arts, each containing such an 

article in a 2008 volume of their journals. Ray asserts that the teacher-researcher 

movement not only "redress [es] the imbalances between researchers and teachers, but 

also the imbalances between quantitative and qualitative research paradigms, and 

between theory and practice in education", making teacher research an accepted and 

appreciated method (174). 

Thus, the teacher-researcher methodology, which began to take hold in the early 

1990s through works such as "Research on Teaching and Teacher Research: The Issues 

that Divide," and "Learning from Teacher Research: A Working Typology" both by 

Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan L. Lytle, appealed to the lessons I had learned in the 

Middle Tennessee Writing Project. It allowed me, as a researcher, to be a part of the 

context in which the research was taking place and to count myself as one of the group, 

permitting both students and researcher to make meaning and knowledge. Marian M. 

Mohr et al. suggest teacher research is an "inquiry that is intentional, systematic, public, 

voluntary, ethical, and contextual^ (23). My research matches this definition in all 
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aspects: it is intentional because the study has a research question; it is systematic 

because there is a plan for conducting the research; it is public because the students are 

both in the public place of SL and blogging online; it is voluntary and ethical because the 

study has received IRB approval, the students are not required to participate, and no harm 

will come to students by participating; it is contextualized because the students and the 

researcher are involved in the process and are responsible for the creation of meaning in 

the context of the research. 

Even though teacher research is systematic because there is a plan for conducting 

the research, theories that provide support and techniques for collecting and analyzing the 

data are more flexible than a positivist research approach because this method is 

contextualized. Teacher research both shapes and is shaped by its context, and Mohr et 

al. conclude that whereas researchers may begin in one direction, "their growing 

understanding of their teaching and their students' learning may lead them to change 

directions" (23). This flexibility allows researchers to change tactics or approaches when 

they find that the one they are using is no longer effective or useful. Teacher research 

also provides practitioners the opportunity to bring other theories into practice. 

Another key to teacher research is that it informs the practices of teachers in their 

everyday teaching. Teacher research is intended to have immediate effects, if only on the 

classroom where the research is being conducted. Patricia Lambert Stock comments that 

teacher-researcher methodology is a genre that enabled her "to develop effective 

instructional materials and practices not for the 'artificial' students whom I was asked to 

imagine in my teacher education classes but for students I was meeting in my classroom, 
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then and there, here and now" (104). Rather than instructors attempting to implement 

theories that never quite fit with the class we are teaching at the time, teacher research 

enables us to develop material that is geared specifically for our classrooms. 

The fact that teachers perform research on a daily basis is noted by Karen 

Kortecamp and Kathleen Anderson Steeves when they argue "that the process of asking 

questions followed by gathering and examining data in order to make informed decisions 

is a natural function of teaching" (124). Everything about teaching is a natural process of 

researching; therefore, research is a natural extension of the work teachers do on a daily 

basis. With the decision made to use teacher-researcher methodology, I developed a 

concrete plan of data collection to help answer my research questions and proceeded with 

my plan by filling out the Institutional Review Board (IRB) applications at Middle 

Tennessee State University (MTSU) during the summer of 2007.10 IRB approval would 

allow me to study my students as they traversed the metaworld of SL and wrote about 

their experiences. 

How Do I Find a Job?: Institutional Review Board Process 

All research projects, regardless of the method used, have a degree of 

administrative tasks that must be completed, and for this research, it was the IRB process. 

This process was something foreign and something that, frankly, seemed intimidating. 

The initial step was to locate and complete the training involved in all IRB research; 

however, the first attempt at locating this training material from MTSU's web page led 

IRB Protocol Number: 08-015 
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me to a website sponsored by the National Cancer Institute with a heading of "Human 

Participant Protections Education for Research Teams." Even though it is true that 

humans, first-year students, would be participating in the research, I certainly did not 

constitute a research team, and the links on the home page—"Cancer Topics," "Clinical 

Trials," and "Cancer Statistics" {National Cancer Institute)—did not seem applicable to 

the research I wished to conduct. 

The use of IRBs is a concern for many who choose to do ethnographic research. 

The need for this type of protection for the subjects of research projects is well 

documented, but these mandates stem primarily from biomedical research conducted in 

the 1960s where subjects suffered physical harm, not from subjects being observed, 

which was more in-line with my proposal to observe students in SL and analyze their 

writing. As Michael V. Angrosino points out in his article "Recontextualizing 

Observation: Ethnography, Pedagogy, and the Prospects for a Progressive Political 

Agenda," out of the hundreds of pages in the federal handbook dealing with IRBs, "only 

11 paragraphs are devoted to behavioral research" (735). Angrosino also notes that some 

universities are consequently developing forms that are more suitable to the 

ethnographer's needs, and after contacting the compliance officer, Tara Prairie, at my 

institution in July of 2007,1 found that there was an alternative training for those working 

in the humanities. The title of this training, "The Why, Who, & What of Human 

Participants Behavioral and Social Research Training" (Prairie), was more appropriate to 

the research project. 
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After the training was completed on July 21, 2007 and the required certificate 

procured on July 25, 2007, it was time to design the project and submit the forms for 

approval by the IRB. Again, I found myself at a bit of disadvantage; even though I knew 

what I intended to research, I had not determined the exact means that would be the most 

versatile and garner the results needed for analysis. This dilemma is one that other 

researchers using human subjects also experience. Angrosino notes that 

ethnographers were also concerned that the proposals sent to IRBs had to 

be fairly complete when it came to explicating the methodology . . . . 

Their research, they argued, often grew and changed as it went along and 

could not always be set out with the kind of predetermined specificity that 

the legal experts seemed to expect. (735) 

With this in mind, I decided to include as much information as possible to cover any 

possible avenues of research I thought might be advantageous. In the IRB forms, I 

included a general consent form for students' participation in the study (includes 

videotaping inworld, focus groups, interviews, and all writing done by students), 

questionnaires, and consent forms for inworld residents' participation (see Appendices D, 

E, & F). 

How Do I Build a Life?: Class Setup 

It was now time to make some decisions about how to set up the classes while I 

waited for IRB approval. Even the best-made plans, however, rarely work out exactly as 

we would like, and this was certainly the rule in this study. I talked with Sarah Robbins 
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from Ball State University at CCCC in 2007 about how she had set up SL for her first 

year composition classes, and I learned that she had hand-picked students based on their 

knowledge of computers and online gaming. This sounded reasonable since SL is viewed 

as an online society that takes a degree of gaming knowledge to negotiate, so I printed 

flyers advertising the class and asked the assistant director of MTSU's Writing Center if 

the center could distribute them at Customs, an orientation designed to get freshmen 

familiar with the campus and registered for classes during the summer of 2007. My 

initial thoughts were that I would have two classes of hand-picked students; one class 

would meet in the classroom once a week, and they would sign into SL from home the 

other night, whereas the three-hour class would remain in the classroom for their SL 

sessions. This design would provide me with further data on whether or not students in 

the classroom acted differently from those logging on from a distant location. However, 

English 1010 Expository Writing is one of those classes that freshmen are advised to sign 

up for before they leave Customs, and this did not allow them time to contact the English 

department for permission to register for one of my classes. 

With the beginning of the semester only two weeks away and no students enrolled 

in either of the SL classes, it was time to approach the Lower Division English 

administration in charge of first year writing about changing the classes to open 

enrollment, so the classes would meet the enrollment requirements, giving me the 

opportunity to conduct the field study. The director of Lower Division English doubted 

the wisdom of this decision but finally agreed as long I would email students to inform 

them of the uniqueness of the class. This new process gave me reason to re-think what I 
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had originally planned for the classes. No longer was I to have roughly 35 students 

who owned computers capable of running SL's software, used a broadband internet 

connection, and had knowledge of Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 

(MMORPGs). Now the students would be those who might or might not have 

knowledge of computers in general and online gaming in particular. After further 

consideration, however, this seemed more appropriate than my initial plan. Hand picking 

students for this type of research would have had several negative effects. First, it would 

privilege certain students based on their socioeconomic status. Students would have to be 

affluent enough to have high-end computers capable of running SL as well as be able to 

afford a broadband connection. It would also limit the students to those who had a desire 

to participate in an online virtual world learning environment, and even though we all 

wish we could have students who are interested in the way they learn, the truth is that we 

often do not. If SL proved to be as useful as seemed possible, then all students, not just 

those with prior computer knowledge and financial means, deserved to benefit. 

Another decision that had to be made prior to the beginning of the semester was 

what textbook to use to help my students negotiate SL and learn about writing. For 

several semesters I had been using Michael Petracca and Madeleine Sorapure's Common 

Culture: Reading and Writing About American Popular Culture, which the students 

responded to well. The students seemed to enjoy the readings, and it modeled the types 

of essays they were expected to write for class. However, this did not seem like a viable 

option for SL since this world presented a metaverse unknown to the culture that we 

inhabit daily, so I was faced with choosing a new text. My first consideration was Lester 



Faigley, Diana George, Anna Palchik, and Cynthia Selfe's Picturing Texts because the 

visual aspect of SL would help the students learn to analyze the different visual aspects 

that residents created in the metaverse. However, SL's visuality, one unique aspect of 

life online, was not the intended focus for the study. Any time I have discussed SL with 

friends, family, or colleagues, the response is often the same: heads shake, sighs escape, 

and their initial comment is generally "I just don't get it." They do not understand how 

people can live a virtual existence, making money, working jobs, dating other virtual 

residents, and even virtually marrying their virtual partners. People I have talked with do 

not understand this the same way many of us do not comprehend why people of any 

culture, other than our own, participate in practices to which we simply cannot relate. 

The same holds true for SL. It is a culture to which many cannot relate; therefore, they 

cannot understand it. Approaching SL as another culture was the perfect solution for my 

students. Viewing SL as a culture completely different from their own might help 

students to better understand their own culture and write in an expository manner about 

their experiences in this new world. When discussing this cultural approach with the TA 

Coordinator, we began to talk about textbook choices. Picturing Texts would be the 

perfect text to study the visual aspects of this culture, but to really get the students 

involved, my colleague recommended the third edition of Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater's 

FieldWorking: Reading and Writing Research. I had not considered the unique approach 

of having the students become fieldworkers in order to study a culture quite different 

from their own; although, I had anticipated that some of the students would experience 
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Jenkins participatory culture as discussed in the introduction. I secured permission 

from the department to use this textbook and waited to hear from the IRB. 

Where Do I Live?: Island Design and Consent 

The IRB approved the research method and practices, and it was time to decide 

how to set up the class in SL. As mentioned in chapter 1, Williams discussed the fact that 

SL offers first time educators in SL space to conduct classes called "Campus Second 

Life," but I wanted my students to experience SL as a diverse culture: not just another 

academic space. Another possibility was to conduct classes in sandboxes, an area where 

anyone in SL can practice building; however, with sandboxes, I would have no control 

over who could join the class and most sandboxes are small and over populated. Even 

though the perfect solution would be to purchase an island, this option was beyond 

financial consideration, as it is quite expensive for both the land and the monthly 

maintenance fee for the upkeep of the server on which your island resides. Up front cost 

for an island of 65,536 square meters—or about 16 acres—at the time of this writing was 

$1,675 (50% discount for verified real-world educators) with a monthly maintenance fee 

of $295 (Second Life). The other option was to rent land at a cost of $ 162 for six 

months. This would give me the ability to ban griefers—people in SL who spend their 

time wreaking havoc on other SL residents—and control the placement of objects on the 

land. It would also give my students the option to build items on the land and leave 

them: something that cannot be done in sandboxes where the items have to be picked up 

when you leave. I expected that some of my students would become more immersed in 
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this culture than others because of the immense popularity of SL as evidenced by news 

reports on television, newspapers, and even CSI: New York's use of the world for a plot 

line in the fall of '07. Being able to permanently build items would facilitate this for the 

students. After considerable searching in August of '07,1 settled on a commercial piece 

of land off the mainland to rent, named Hale Ukana, a place my students could call their 

own. 

The only preparation that was necessary to get the island ready for the research 

project was to strategically place a greeter out of sight on the island. The purpose of this 

electronic greeter was to inform any inworld residents who happened on Hale Ukana of 

the research project and to let them know that they might be recorded while there. This 

was accomplished by placing the approved IRB Informed Consent document into a note 

card that the greeter automatically gave to anyone who did not have the group tag (see 

Appendix F). Remaining on the island after having received this note card constituted 

informed consent. With outside participant consent taken care of, the next step in this 

process was to secure the students' consent for all aspects of the research (see 

Appendices D & E). 

Whether or not all of the students would be willing and voluntary participants 

needed to be ascertained the first night of class, and the first steps in this process 

consisted of making sure they were all 18 or older and then thoroughly explaining the 

project to the students and informing them of what I hoped to accomplish. Students 

responded in various ways to the idea of conducting half of their class time in a virtual 

world. Some were excited by the prospects of doing something completely different 



from what they were used to in a writing class, but others did not understand how 

spending time in a virtual environment would help them learn to write. I assured them 

that that was exactly what the research was intended to determine: would teaching first 

year composition in a virtual world like SL have any effects on their writing? After I 

answered several questions that first night of class (Aug. 30 and Sep. 01, 2007), everyone 

signed the consent forms so that we could move forward. 

As mentioned earlier, ethnographic studies often change, rearrange, and mutate, 

so making decisions about how to approach the study itself, what type of data to collect, 

and even what questions I wanted answered, changed. The most important piece of 

information gathered for the study was the students' writings since my primary concern 

was whether or not using a virtual environment like SL would in any way change their 

writing. When it came to the research question of whether or not using a virtual world 

like SL would affect student writing, I questioned if it would give them more to discuss 

than they would typically be able to come up with on their own? Would they continue to 

struggle with writing 1000 words in one essay? Would their essays take on a different 

tone and voice than a typical first-year essay? I investigated if their writing, when 

compared to my previous experiences with first-year writing, would be different. Over 

the course of the semester, the students composed four major essays, however, only the 

one focusing on otherness was analyzed because it dealt most directly with identity and 

issues in SL that the students could relate to their real lives. They also wrote blog entries 

every week concerning their experiences in SL. I refrained from posting on the blog in 

hopes that students would feel comfortable expressing themselves there. Not only did I 
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want to know how or if their writing would change, but I also wanted to know how 

they felt about what they were doing in SL for several reasons. First, I felt it was 

imperative to keep the results of their writing in the context of the environment about 

which they were writing. Thomas N. Huckin discusses the fact that people belong to 

discourse communities, and "they live and perform in some multivariegated, 

sociocultural context" (85). Without this context, the students' essays could become 

meaningless and superficial. Second, I wanted to make note of whether students' 

resistance or acceptance of this new environment was reflected in their writing, 

I also determined from the beginning that I would video the SL sessions using 

Camtasia software (see Appendix D). Taping would provide me with a way of reviewing 

these online sessions, much like a video allows the ethnographer to return again and 

again to a taped interview. As Anssi Perakyla points out in her article "Analyzing Talk 

and Text," "video and audio recordings are what provide the richest possible data for the 

study of talk and interaction today" (875). Douglas Harper concurs with Perakyla's 

attitudes on video, and in his article, "What's New Visually," he asserts that "film has 

become an important teaching tool as well as an important research tool" and that "it is a 

commonly cited example of how minimally edited ethnographic film can tell several 

layers of ethnographic stories" (751). The class was not going to use the voice over 

internet protocol (VoIP) function of SL for communicating; however, a transcript and 

video recording of our sessions in the virtual world would allow me to further analyze the 

sessions for the interactions that occurred between the students themselves and between 
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students and SL residents, giving me the opportunity to look for those extra layers to 

which Harper refers.l x 

These transcripts and taped sessions would also become an integral part of the 

overall study, allowing readers to access a DVD to view an online session so they would 

be able to see how they were conducted. Even though there is a DVD included with this 

study that will be very informative for the reader to view when referenced in the text, 

recordings of the online classes became problematic soon after the first one. As long as 

the classes were being held on Hale Ukana, the taping worked seamlessly. However, 

when sessions roamed to other parts of the virtual environment, problems arose that even 

a top-of-the-line computer with gigs of ram and a dual processor could not handle. The 

computer would lock up and the only thing that would bring it back was a hard shutdown, 

losing all of the video that had been recorded. I suspect that these problems occurred 

because many of the places my students frequented experienced lag—a phenomenon that, 

according to Tapley, occurs "when the grid is overworked and cannot render objects fast 

enough to allow for 'natural' movement" (87). This was certainly problematic in many 

of the SL sites that my students visited, but I suspect that the failures occurred due more 

to what Weber, Rufer-Bach, and Platel describe as lag: "a reduction in game performance 

caused by network problems, client machine problems, or server problems" (378). In this 

instance, a combination of network and client machine problems are the likely culprits. 

Voice communication via VoIP was not allowed for several reasons: first, the 
bandwidth required for voice would put more demands on the network than necessary; 
and second, this was a writing class, and I felt the students would benefit by 
communicating in writing because they would learn that not everyone speaks (writes) the 
same language. 
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However, approximately eight video sessions were recorded and proved invaluable to 

the study. 

As mentioned above, the VoIP function of SL was not used by my students during 

class sessions, but like most massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), there are 

intricate chat features and instant messaging (IM) that the class used to communicate 

with one another and SL residents. I ensured that I set my "Logging Options" under 

Communication in the preferences of the SL software to "Log Instant Messages," "Show 

timestamps in IM Log,"12 "Log Chat," "Show timestamps in Chat Log," "Show incoming 

IM in Chat Log," and "Include Date with Timestamp" (see Fig. 13). This would 

guarantee that I had the equivalent of the transcripts that are vital to any ethnographic 

study. These chat and IM logs would be supplementary to the actual essays produced by 

the students, but they would prove instrumental in determining the students' reactions to 

the world of SL. As such, these logs would be analyzed informally, which Perakyla 

suggests is the "best choice as a method in research focusing on written texts" where 

those texts take on a "subsidiary or complementary role" (870). These texts would 

provide information concerning how the students interacted with classmates and SL 

residents, responding to the question: were the students becoming a part of the 

community? 

These three pieces of data, students' writings, chat and IM logs, and the videos, 

were my main sources of information. But like the blog entries mentioned earlier that 

allowed students to discuss their experiences in SL after each class session, I decided that 

IM—Instant Message 
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another good source of information would be to have the students complete a 

questionnaire at the end of the semester that used a Likert Scale for them to judge their 

overall confidence with writing both before and after the class, and I also asked basic, 

open-ended questions concerning their experiences with writing and SL (see Appendix 

G).13 The students were assured that nothing they wrote on their questionnaires would 

affect their grades. Knowing from experience that students often mistrust authority 

figures whom they feel control their grades, the final grades were calculated by the time 

they answered these forms so there could be no questions in their minds concerning 
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Fig. 13. Snapshot of the communications menu in SL 

Use of a Likert Scale quantitatively supports the findings of the qualitative research 
that I performed here. 



final grades. However, I also wanted to ensure that their final grade would not 

influence how they answered the questionnaire, so they were not shown their grade until 

they turned in the forms. Their answers would again provide information about how they 

responded to the experience of combining their first semester of college writing with the 

culture of a virtual world (see Appendix G). 

The last piece of information to be gathered for the research included interviews 

with students who volunteered to answer questions after the semester had ended. These 

interviews took three forms: the students could meet with me and answer questions in a 

face-to-face interview; we could meet in SL and the interview would occur via a chat 

dialogue; or they could request the interview questions be sent to them via email and they 

could submit written responses to the questions in whichever form they chose (see 

Appendix H). Nine out of twenty-seven students agreed to the interview; however, only 

three followed through, and the interviews were conducted via email. 

How Do I Make a Life?: Analysis 

With data in hand, the analysis process began. One important piece of data 

collected was, of course, the four essays that the students wrote over the duration of the 

semester although I only looked at one essay in-depth. I looked at this essay in hopes of 

answering the following original questions: 

• Did using a virtual world like SL affect student writing? 

• Did my students come to understand SL as a culture uniquely different from 

their own? 
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• Did they embrace this new medium 

• Did they form an online identity? 

• How did they react to such learning? 

Additional questions that arose during analysis include the following: Did the students' 

writing improve from the first essay to the last? Did issues of cultural diversity appear in 

any of the writing? How did the students deal with issues surrounding identity? Were 

the students' essays of interest to the reader (in this case, the somewhat artificial audience 

of the teacher)? These were all questions that I hoped to find answers to in at least some 

of the essays. 

I also analyzed low-risk writing assignments, such as quick writes and blogging. 

I knew that the low-risk assignments might produce better writing for the purpose of 

analysis when considering issues of cultural diversity, identity, and how students 

generally felt about the class being conducted in the virtual world of SL. Toby Fulwiler 

argues that low-risk writing assignments such as journaling (now blogging) allow the 

student the freedom to make connections without fear of penalty. The blogging would 

allow them to vent, and the journaling could create space for them to express their 

responses to the things we were reading and discussing in class. Students were faced 

with what John C. Bean labels critical thinking activities. Bean argues that "good writing 

. . . grows out of good talking," and journals and blogging were often direct results of 

events that occurred during the online classes (7). These low-risk assignments offered up 

information that could not be found in the essays 
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Besides writing assignments, the other information that I analyzed was the 

end-of-term questionnaire and the interviews. Students answered the questionnaires at 

the end of term while the experience was still fresh for them, but the interviews occurred 

three months later, around the mid-term of the following semester. I analyzed whether or 

not the students' attitudes had changed between the end-of-term and three months later. 

The questions were not identical; however, they were close enough in theme to get an 

impression of whether or not opinions had changed. 

These two classes were the basis of my teacher research, and I hypothesized that 

all of the information gathered for this project would indicate that the students were more 

engaged in their writing than they would be in a class taught in the traditional manner and 

that their writing would benefit from this increased engagement. The data collected were 

analyzed not only for changes in writing, but also for issues surrounding communication, 

cultural diversity, and identity. 
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Chapter 4 

Living a Second Life: It's Not That Easy 

The Clash of RL and VL: Introduction 

Introducing my students to the culture of SL was both challenging and exciting. 

Since I changed the class, as mentioned in chapter 3, from one requiring permission to 

one with open enrollment, I expected a variety of students with different levels of 

experience when it came to computers in general and massively multi-user online role-

playing games (MMORPGs) in particular; I was not disappointed. I knew that some 

students would resist having class in a virtual world because of their inexperience, 

beliefs, and fears of the unknown, but I also knew that others would welcome a change in 

the approach to learning writing. I also hypothesized that many aspects of holding class 

in the virtual world, from the challenges that we encountered to the mode of 

communication, would all play a role in how the students not only dealt with this new 

environment and to what extent they would participate in SL, but also how they would 

interact with one another inworld, what they would choose to blog about, and ultimately 

what they would include in their essays. 

In this chapter, I take a brief look at the class setup (the textbook used, the essays 

read, and the general expectations), and then I analyze several aspects of this 

ethnographic research to determine if using SL in my two first-year writing classes had t 

any effects on students' writing by looking at their inworld chats, blogs, quick writes, and 

essays. Research shows that gaming does have a positive effect on literacy, so this was a 
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primary focus of my research. Heather L. Mello, in her 2006 essay "Invoking the 

Avatar: Gaming Skills as Cultural and Out-of-Game Capital," discusses a study she 

conducted of gamers at a science fiction, fantasy, and fantasy role-playing game (FRPG) 

conference, and some of her respondents noted that gaming provided "fodder and 

experience in the actual writing process" (188). Another example is DeVoss who notes 

that "her literacy in these electronic environments . . . Had a great deal to do with her 

increasing confidence as a reader and writer off-line, as wel l . . . (qtd. in DeVoss et al. 

185). Finally, Williams suggests that "today's online technologies have young people 

reading and writing far more than they were 20 years or even a decade ago" ('"Tomorrow 

Will Not Be Like Today'" 682). It was, therefore, my expectation that using SL would 

be a springboard for my students' own writing experiences. 

Before the analysis of the challenges, class demographics, or any student writing, 

a brief look at the syllabus and calendar found in Appendix I, including readings and 

assignments, should provide the reader with an overview of the course objectives. This 

writing class, like any other, focused on providing students with instruction on how to 

improve their writing through low and high-risk writing assignments, use of essays in the 

textbook Fieldworking: Reading and Writing Research as models, readings and 

assignments in the Harbrace textbook, in-class discussions, peer review, and other modes 

of instruction. 

After reviewing the course structure, I investigate and examine the challenges that 

arose as a result of holding class in a virtual world and the real world demographics of 

the two classes. Trials in cyberspace are inevitable; as Cynthia Haynes and Jan Rune 
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Holmevik relate, "incidents such as plagiarism..., flaming (extremely rude or mean 

responses), Internet stalking, and other forms of harassment" can occur (5). These types 

of issues can be amplified by the demographics of the classes as well as how the classes 

are conducted in a virtual environment. Because of the inexperience of many of the 

students and also hardware and broadband issues, most students chose to come to the 

brick and mortar classroom on the nights the sessions were in SL. This situation 

amplified classroom dynamics in the virtual world, as will be observed later, because the 

students were in physical as well as virtual proximity to one another. 

I also explore the communication aspect of Second Life. Even though voice over 

internet provider (VoIP) was implemented inworld immediately before my research 

began, as mentioned in chapter 3,1 chose not to utilize this feature/function. First, 

technical issues of ensuring everyone had headphones with mics was a concern, and then 

the struggle of getting them to install properly on the computers was a technical 

challenge. For me, the larger concern, however, is the fact that my enthnographic study 

took place in two writing classes, and any form of writing was a step in the right 

direction. As Sherry Turkle states, "On a MUD,14 one discovers that one can speak 

writing, something like Mliere's M. Jourdain, who discovered that he had been speaking 

prose all his life. The writing on MUDs, because it is spontaneous and alive, is often rich 

in texture and emotion" (xi). It was this texture and emotion that I was anxious to see 

come alive in my students' writing inworld, on the blog, and ultimately in their essays. 

Multi-user domains or dungeons and the predecessor to today's virtual worlds 
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The next issue I examine is that of identity, both social and personal. Identity 

is a broad topic, but here I limit it to the role it plays in the virtual world. Experts in 

virtual spaces such as Turkle believe that the role/s that identity plays in worlds like 

MOOs,15 MUDs, and other virtual spaces such as SL is complicated. Turkle states that 

the "anonymity of MUDs . . . provides ample room for individuals to express unexplored 

parts of themselves" (xii). These spaces are not necessarily places where people can 

become someone whom they are not, although some view them that way, but, more 

importantly perhaps, they are a place for true self-expression. Rymaszewski et al. argue 

that "Second Life is often held up as the perfect place to get your fantasy on—and yes, 

there's no other place like it for becoming something you aren't, or even for working out 

just what it is you want to be" (301). This ability to explore and play with one's identity 

and then to write about such experiences is probably one of the best arguments for using 

virtual realities such as SL in the composition classroom. 

Finally, I will look at how using a place like SL creates a contact zone in a 

classroom where it might otherwise be difficult to create one. The demographics in the 

following section show that the major differences both within the individual classes and 

between the two classes are age and gender; however, the majority of the students in both 

classes have a very similar background geographically, which often contributes more to 

agreement than disagreement or conflict in many areas. When students come from the 

same region, they often have similar moral values, religious affiliations, or political 

MUD object oriented site 



beliefs. Using SL might create a space where the students could experience a true 

contact zone as described by Pratt (4). Taking my students into SL would introduce 

many of them to a drastically different culture than they had ever been a part of before. 

My expectations were optimistic, but I reminded myself frequently that these 

were freshmen and that conducting classes in this type of an environment would be an 

undertaking. Some students would resist the notion of participating in a virtual world, 

but each student had the opportunity to drop the class both before class began and after 

the first night. The challenge would be helping them to see the value in engaging in a 

culture that was both foreign and scary to many of them. 

When reading this chapter, keep in mind the following issues. First, some might 

criticize the fact that I am beginning with the challenges that occurred while using SL 

rather than the positive aspects that came out of the experience. However, it is important 

to know what issues both myself and the students dealt with and worked through in order 

to achieve the success that we did in the end. Second, some overlap will occur between 

sections. Many of the difficulties that occurred can be attributed to age, peer pressure, 

and the general demographics of the classroom, but the mode of communication and 

issues of identity also play a part, so even though I outline from the beginning certain 

difficulties, these problems might come up again when discussing other areas. Third, 

because of this overlapping, it may be difficult for the reader to readily connect the 

information provided with the research questions, so I have footnoted some of the major 

16 This is an over simplification of a multi-layered issue; however, my experience with 
these two classes suggested that these students shared similar moral values, religious 
affiliations, and political beliefs. 
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issues that help to answer these questions. Even though this chapter is an analysis of 

the data and my response to the research questions, ultimately, it is the reader who 

determines whether or not the research questions have been sufficiently answered with 

the data and analysis provided here, and any questions left will serve to further the 

research as suggested in chapter 5. 

SL is just the Medium: The RL Writing Classroom 

The use of SL in the writing classroom may be confusing for many. Why would 

anyone want to subject his/her students to a virtual environment in a writing class? Just 

as nonprofit writing, which occurs in composition classrooms that have a service-learning 

focus, provides an additional layer for the writing environment, so too does SL provide 

this extra layer when instructors choose to use a theme-based course with cultural or 

social underpinnings. As George and John Trimbur point out, 

The popularity of the popular in writing classrooms may be attributed in 

part to the fact that such topics enable writing teachers to retain two 

commonplace practices: (1) to begin student writing with a topic "close to 

the self," close to students' experiences, and (2) to teach close reading and 

interpretation of texts, in this case, substituting popular culture or media 

for literary texts. (82) 

Not only does this approach give the class a focus for the writing, but it also allows them 

to critically analyze the course subject. Living in SL (even only an hour a week), in part, 

takes the place of written texts dealing with the course theme or topic that students would 
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normally read. Instead of reading and then writing about diversity, for instance, they 

have the opportunity to experience it, write about it while inworld, and then construct 

more formal essays or texts based on their experiences and their more informal 

writings.17 

Another benefit of writing in SL was the real world audience it gave students. As 

composition instructors, we teach our students to always be mindful of the audience to 

which they are writing. But what does this mean? Douglas B. Park argues that "only 

sometimes does considering audience mean directly considering particular people; more 

often it means something much hazier" (311). Walter J. Ong takes this one step further 

by asserting that the audience for a writer is purely a fiction. Ong remarks that "the 

problem is not simply what to say but also whom to say it to. Say? The student is not 

talking. He is writing. No one is listening. There is no feedback. Where does he find his 

"audience"? He has to make his readers up, fictionalize them" (11). This fictionalizing of 

one's audience, however, is not necessary in SL. When writing in SL, the student's 

audience is listening, they are responding, they are giving instant feedback to the 

student's thoughts and remarks. This type of interaction creates a discourse community 

that is not normally present in the writing classroom and one that facilitates the student's 

understanding of audience and permits them to communicate on a global level. 

This variety of both low-risk and high-risk writing assignments facilitated the 

meeting of many course objectives as outlined in the syllabus found in Appendix I. The 

low-risk task of writing in SL and then following that up with a blog entry after each 

17 The ability to experience diversity before beginning the writing process made the 
students' writing more engaged, thereby changing their writing. 
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session, reflecting on that night's assignment or SL activities, allowed the students to 

meet the objective of investigating "writing as a social activity in the virtual world of 

Second Life" (see Appendix I). The use of SL and the writing both in and out of world 

met the objective of generating "ideas for our class discussions and writing assignments" 

(see Appendix I). Students could keep a record of all of their SL chat sessions as well as 

access their blog entries at all times, allowing them to refer to these resources when 

writing their formal essays. 

Even though writing is the key objective in this course, it is also important that 

students read essays that model the type of writing that many in the academy expect. As 

Williams notes, the goal of many FYC courses "is to teach students acceptable academic 

writing conventions that they can take to other classes in order to succeed in their 

university careers" ("Are We Having Fun Yet?" 340). Therefore, I used Sunstein and 

Chiseri-Strater's text, Fieldworking: Reading and Writing Research, which both 

instructed students in conducting fieldwork and provided essays that modeled this type of 

writing. The syllabus in Appendix L shows that the students began with chapter 2: 

"Writing Self, Writing Cultures: Understanding Fieldworking" in the textbook and then 

moved to chapter 1: "Stepping In and Stepping Out: Understanding Cultures," chapter 3: 

"Reading Self, Reading Cultures: Understanding Texts," and chapter 4: "Researching 

Place: The Spatial Gaze." Each of these chapters contains information on how to conduct 

an ethnographic field research into a culture either slightly or drastically different than 

our own. They also contain essays written by both professional writers and students 

conducting this type of ethnographic research. As a class we discussed essays such as 
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Gloria Naylor's "Mama Day," alongside student projects such as Sky Angus's 

"Confessions of a Blog Addict." Discussions of essays like these helped the students 

recognize the components of a successful essay, enabling them to synthesize their own 

compositions. 

The chapters in the textbook, including the essays, were vital in helping the 

students succeed at the course objectives. In particular, these readings helped meet the 

objective that states, "We will focus on improving your knowledge of what makes an 

effective college-level paper and will spend time looking at strategies that will improve 

your papers on the following levels: content, organization, word choice, vocabulary, 

grammar, and mechanics" (see Appendix I). The essays provided examples of college-

level writing, whereas the chapters, discussed during class, helped the students 

understand how to organize their essays and the content that needed to be included. 

VL and RL Neighbors Can Be a Pain: Difficulties in the Virtual World of the 

Second Life Classroom 

The classroom, be it virtual or real, is not without its challenges. Students can 

become rowdy regardless of the environment, and at times their language to one another 

borders on rude or harassing. It has been my experience that in a brick-and-mortar class 

students begin to understand one another and to build community, allowing them to know 

where the lines are, and they avoid crossing them for fear of being ostracized by their 

classmates. The same logic holds true in a virtual world where, even though they may 

not know exactly which RL name fits with which avatar's VL name, they still know that 
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these people are their classmates, and the same types of rowdiness and raucous talk 

can usually occur with no one becoming offended. This is not necessarily the case, 

however, when the students venture away from their island inworld and begin meeting 

people who are only represented by avatars. Anonymity, for some, becomes an excuse to 

interact in a way they probably never would in RL. Before going into further details 

about specific events, basic demographics of both classes are worth looking at. 

The demographics in the classroom play a vital role in the success or failure of 

any class, but when trying something experimental, those same demographics stand out 

even more. Factors such as academic background, cultural background, social 

influences, gender, race, and age have all been used to study academic retention in junior 

colleges and universities (Wohlgemuth 459-63) and are likewise valid for studying 

behavior in a classroom environment. Glenda L. Bissex notes that "questions we had not 

envisioned can arise as we listen to replays of classroom events . . . " (91). By attempting 

to understand the dynamics in my classes, I noticed quickly that demographics play a role 

inworld. I will keep the two classes divided for comparison in this section and refer to 

them as Class A and Class B. 

Certain demographics such as age, geographic origin, male to female ratio, and 

peer influence were key factors in the way the two classes interacted in both the RL 

classroom and in the virtual sessions, affecting their writing in both. Figure 14 shows the 

breakdown of ages in each class.19 The average age in Class A was 18.6 and Class B was 

18 This interaction is evidence that some students do form an online identity that is 
different from their RL one. 
19 In all graphs, the numbers on the y axis indicate the number of students. 
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21.4. The students in both classes were all freshmen with only one transfer student in 

Class A and two in Class B. As can be seen in figure 14, Class B had a much more 

diverse age range and two students were in their 30s. Figure 15 shows that most students 

came from the same geographic area. Class B had a slightly more diverse makeup than 

Class A and even had one international student. However, both classes primarily 

consisted of students who listed their permanent addresses as being in Middle Tennessee. 

Shown in figure 16 is one final demographic, the male to female ratio, which also played 

a role in the classroom. Class A was fairly equal in its male to female ratio, but Class B 

had more than double the number of females to males. 

What do all of these statistics indicate about how the students interacted in SL and 

what others might expect if faced with similar demographics? Class A reacted quite 

differently than Class B when it came to interaction in SL and RL. 
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Fig. 14. Demographics of ages in the two classes. 
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