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 As online learning grows in popularity, learners meet each other more and 

more frequently in completely textual environments. They post responses to 

assignments online, interact to form study groups via e-mail, and discuss ideas about 

content on electronic bulletin boards, often without ever meeting face-to-face. In this 

study, I was interested both in the ways students construct textual representations of 

themselves as they read and write in a computer-mediated discussion (CMD) and how 

they rely on comments in the discussion to make sense of their classmates.  

I investigated two sets of questions. First, broadly, how do students experience 

a CMD, both as it happens and as they reflect on the discussion after it ends? That is, 

what do they think and do as they participate in a discussion, and how do they 
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describe their experiences later? Second, how do they use language to represent 

themselves in their own comments? And are they able to get a sense of their peers 

from the comments in the discussion? 

To address these questions, I asked students in a graduate-level seminar to 

complete a think-aloud protocol as they read and wrote comments in one of the 

CMDs required for the class. I then interviewed them individually about their 

experiences in the CMD. I also collected their required written responses to both oral 

and electronic discussions. These three sources of data were analyzed using a 

grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Through constant comparisons among and within the different data sources, a 

model of students’ experiences of the CMD emerged. Two processes, in particular, 

reading and speculating on others and writing and considering effects, were related 

to my original questions about how students represent themselves and understand 

others in a CMD. In addition to these processes, however, a host of other components 

contributed to their experiences. The students, for example, were acutely aware of the 

multiple contexts in which the discussion was situated. They described how their 

individual backgrounds and interests influenced the strategies they used to participate 

in the discussion, and they described the emotional and cognitive effects of their 

participation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 As online learning grows in popularity, learners meet each other more and 

more frequently in completely textual environments (Bunz, 2000). They post 

responses to assignments online, interact to form study groups via e-mail, and discuss 

ideas about content on electronic bulletin boards (BBs), often without ever meeting. 

These learners get to know each other through their words, relying on written texts to 

both convey themselves and make sense of their peers. 

 In designing this project, I first was intrigued by the literary construct of voice 

and the possibility that students who use language to represent themselves more 

genuinely in their comments in a computer-mediated discussion (CMD) might also 

generate greater interest, response, or emotional connection with their classmates. 

 To illustrate, both of the following comments were posted in the CMD on 

which the present study is based. The first was offered by a participant named Tory 

(all names are pseudonyms), who viewed the discussion almost as a performance and 

reported that she worried that her comments would betray her as uninformed or dull. 

In response to a comment in which another participant had mentioned in passing that 

writing often is not a focus in the first year of foreign language education, Tory 

wrote, “Polly, you’re right. In foreign language, writing always seems to be the last 

skill to be taught.” 
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 By contrast, one of Tory’s classmates, Abby, who said she viewed the 

discussion as an opportunity to “adjust our thoughts as we come into contact with 

each other,” composed the following comment in which she responded to a question 

she had invited the group to answer earlier: 

About the [Author 1] article...and in response to your response, Polly...I 

wondered the whole way through why [Author 1] (an “expert” in reading) 

didn’t step in. She spent 7 months in that classroom watching children copy 

from books. I kept thinking, “all right, already! HELP THEM!” I know this 

goes against the Naturalistic methodology, but as a teacher I couldn’t believe 

that SEVEN MONTHS passed without anyone helping the kids out. That’s a 

big chunk in a kid’s life. So when [Author 1] comes up with some strategies at 

the end--some afterthought about “oh maybe teachers should try this or that to 

avoid this situation”--I thought how easy it is to tell teachers what to do, but 

how hard it is to actually carry it out in a classroom.  Teaching is so much trial 

and error (and I don’t mean thoughtlessly...but you come up with solutions to 

try to help kids and if that doesn’t work you try to come up with new 

solutions...). 

Different readers, of course, would make sense of these authors differently. However, 

Abby’s comment, much more than Tory’s, seems to convey to the reader an 

impression of its author. She argues for a critical view of one of the assigned 

readings, and she uses punctuation, capitalization, and other stylistic features to 

convey a tone that is at once urgent, upset, and incredulous. Tory, on the other hand, 
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seems more passive. She takes few conceptual or stylistic risks and simply states her 

agreement with an earlier comment.  

 In this study, I was interested both in the ways in which students like Tory and 

Abby constructed textual representations of themselves as they read and wrote in a 

CMD and how their classmates used the texts they created to make sense of them. In 

this chapter, I explore briefly the theoretical framework within which this study was 

designed and the particular importance of investigating issues of identity and self-

representation in computer-mediated communication (CMC). I also describe the 

project itself and the questions it addressed. 

Theoretical Framework 

 In designing and conducting the present study, I drew most broadly on a view 

of language as essentially social and dialogic. Bakhtin (e.g., 1981) suggested that 

language is inherently social and that individuals exist in a constant state of being 

addressed and responding. They are addressed not only by others’ spoken words but 

also by written words on the pages of texts. With written texts, in particular, a reader 

relies on the author’s words first to make sense of the author and then to make sense 

of the content of the author’s message. This process changes the reader as she 

appropriates the author’s language and applies it to new situations, imbuing it with 

her own intentions and meanings. 

 I assumed with this view the idea that language is the property of communities 

and is “realized in social relationships” (Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p. 13). Texts are 

“social spaces” (Fairclough, 1995) in which individuals interact to co-construct 
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meaning. As they create texts, individuals use writing not only to mediate between 

themselves and others but also to present themselves to others as they wish to be 

regarded. Texts are dialogues between an author and her future readers that 

necessarily reveal clues about the author. An author’s text cannot be separated from 

the multiple, conflicting identities of the author herself (Clark & Ivanič, 1997), and 

even in the minutest details (e.g., word choice, punctuation), the text always conveys 

a representation of its author. 

 For Clark and Ivanič (1997), the author is revealed in the text through her 

discoursal self and authorial presence. The author’s discoursal self is the impression 

she conveys through the different discourse types and practices she draws upon. It is 

influenced both by her prior knowledge and experiences and by the expectations she 

has of her audience. An author rarely writes without thinking first about who will 

read her text and what impression she will convey. In order to present a particular 

impression, she adjusts the ways she presents herself in the text, either consciously or 

subconsciously, according to what she knows about her audience. She might alter her 

vocabulary, for example, or draw on different discourse conventions, depending on 

who will be reading the text (e.g., a teacher, a friend, herself). The text always reveals 

a representation of the author through the discoursal self. 

Similarly, an author’s authorial presence in the text reveals her sense of 

authority both on the topics about which she is writing and about the text itself. It is 

located in the author’s use of a number of stylistic elements, such as first-person 

pronouns and appeals to authority. Students writing in academic contexts, in 
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particular, often feel little authority over the texts they create (Clark and Ivanič, 1997; 

Penrose & Geisler, 1994). Especially when writing for their teachers, they may feel 

uncertain about the conventions of the discourse communities within which they are 

writing and may believe that they have little worthwhile to contribute. 

Finally, related to Clark and Ivanič’s (1997) ideas of the representation of the 

author in the text, this project has at its foundation a number of theoretical concepts 

related to identity and self-representation in writing and reading. I use the analogy of 

voice, in particular, to explore these issues, but constructs such as persona and 

presence would be equally useful. Voice, discussed primarily in the fields of literary 

criticism and composition theory, has been central to advocates of an expressivist 

view of writing. Early theories of voice suggested essentially that readers are better 

able to connect with and understand authors who represent themselves with greater 

authenticity and conviction in their texts. Recent conceptions of voice (e.g., 

Schwebke & Medway, 2001), however, focus more on describing the multiple voices 

of authors and texts and the ways in which context influences identity. In these views, 

voice is located in the social interaction of the author, the reader, the author’s words 

on the page, and the contexts in which these words are written and read. As such, it 

fluctuates between and within writers and their texts.  

Rationale for Investigating Issues of Identity and Self-Representation in CMC 

Broadly conceived, CMC is any communication that occurs between two or 

more people with the aid of computer software and via a computer interface. E-mail 
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and BBs, for example, both support CMC. These tools are being used with increasing 

frequency, not only in homes and workplaces, but also in learning settings. 

In contrast to learners learning in classrooms, however, students interacting 

with peers and teachers online often are unable to see the faces or hear the voices of 

those with whom they are communicating. In a CMD, the text (i.e., their comments) 

is the only means for participants not only to represent themselves to each other and 

convey the meanings they wish to express, but also to understand each other and 

create knowledge from the discussion.  

Gee (2000) suggested that “reading and writing only make sense when studied 

in the context of [the] social and cultural… practices of which they are but a part” (p. 

180). In a CMD, reading and writing are parts of a larger discourse event with its own 

norms, conventions, and socio-cultural context. With the transcript of the CMD 

playing such a significant role in students’ experiences and learning from the 

discussion as it unfolds, issues of self-representation and identity become central. 

 Assuming a Bakhtinian view of reading as a process of making sense of the 

author first and then framing an understanding of the content with this insight, how 

do learners in a CMD rely on comments in the discussion to understand each other? 

Are they able to get a sense of others in the discussion through the comments they 

read? With only the text to convey themselves, are they mindful of the impressions 

they create or the multiple voices they adopt and reveal as they write? If so, how do 

they use writing to construct themselves favorably? Do they, as Clark and Ivanič 

(1997) suggested, adjust their discoursal selves according to what they know about 
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their audience (in this case, their teacher and peers)? Are those authors who represent 

themselves with greater authenticity or conviction more influential or preferred by 

others in the discussion, and do they generate greater response? Previous studies of 

CMD have neglected to explore these kinds of questions. 

The Current Project 

  Although a number of researchers have investigated CMC in learning, 

previous studies have centered on the ways in which CMC changes patterns and kinds 

of talk (e.g., Gibbs, 2000), group differences in participation (e.g., Barrett & Lally, 

1999), social psychological issues such as the effects of reduced social cues (e.g., 

McDonough, 1999), and comparisons of traditional and computer-mediated 

classrooms (e.g., Mikulecky, 1998; Smith & Dillon, 1999). Few have investigated 

concerns of identity and self-representation in students’ experiences of CMD. 

My intention when designing and conducting this study was to address the 

ways in which students constructed representations of themselves in a CMD and the 

ways in which others understood these representations. I investigated two sets of 

questions. First, broadly, how do graduate students experience a CMD, both as it 

happens and as they reflect on the discussion after it ends? That is, what do they think 

and do as they participate in a discussion, and how do they describe their experiences 

later? Second, how do these students use language to represent themselves in their 

own comments? What do they say about the kinds of participants and comments that 

they particularly enjoy or learn from, or do not enjoy or learn from, in a CMD? Are 

they able to get a sense of their peers from the comments in the discussion? 



 

8 

To address these questions, I asked students in a graduate-level seminar to 

complete a think-aloud protocol of their processes as they read and wrote comments 

in one of the CMDs required for the class. I also interviewed them individually about 

their overall experiences with CMD and their experiences in the particular discussion 

in which they participated in the think-aloud. Finally, I collected their required 

written responses to both the oral and electronic discussions. These three sources of 

data were used to triangulate each other and were analyzed using a grounded theory 

approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

In the next chapter, I take a closer look at theory and research on CMC and 

learning, literacy, and the literary construct of voice and related issues of identity and 

self-representation in writing and reading. In chapter 3, I provide a more detailed 

description of the design of the current study and my methods for data collection and 

analysis. In chapter 4, I present the results of my analyses, and in chapter 5, I 

summarize key findings and discuss the limitations of the current study and 

implications for research and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

This project has been informed by theory and research on CMC and CMD, 

literacy, and the literary construct of voice and such related issues as identity and self-

representation in writing and reading. In the following pages, I define and provide 

theoretical background for these areas, and I discuss relevant research findings. 

CMC, CMD, and Learning 

 Broadly conceived, CMC refers to any means of communicating between two 

or more people with the aid of computer software through a computer interface. Tools 

that support CMC include e-mail programs, bulletin board systems (BBSs), 

conferencing systems, and Internet relay chat. CMD, on the other hand, refers more 

formally to discussion and relies on tools that support this function, in particular. The 

term CMC is used frequently in the literature to refer broadly to either CMC or CMD. 

In this section, I adopt this convention, except in cases in which the sources to which 

I refer dealt with CMD explicitly. 

Salomon and Almog (1998) posited that CMC offers unique possibilities for 

socio-constructivist learning environments. To a great extent, research has supported 

this assertion (Cooper, 1999; Ferdig & Roehler, 2003; Schallert, Reed, & the D-

Team, 2003). In particular, research suggests that CMC reduces social cues and 

facilitates more democratic participation and a more egalitarian distribution of 
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authority than is typical in more traditional, classroom-based discussions. In this 

section, I outline a theoretical framework as well as major areas of research on CMC. 

Theoretical Background 

Salomon and Almog (1998) provided a theoretical framework with which to 

understand the role of technology in education and psychology. Much of the 

following discussion of my theoretical orientation to CMC and learning has, at its 

foundation, my understanding of their work. 

The authors suggested, in particular, that current technologies might be able to 

facilitate constructivist views of learning and teaching better than the traditional 

classroom. They proposed that technology recently has begun to outpace education 

and psychology and suggested that technological developments call for new 

psychological theories and pedagogical practices. They suggested that technologies 

might serve the shifts in thought and practice indicated by constructivism (e.g., away 

from teacher-dominated instruction and the view of knowledge as the acquisition of 

discrete, transmitted units) by acting as tools to enable learners to gather, process, and 

construct knowledge in these new environments. 

Along with the introduction of CMC technologies into education came fears 

of dehumanization. Early hopes were tempered with the concern that technology 

might enable nameless, faceless learning environments and that these environments 

might function without teachers. After years of research on distance learning, 

however, these fears, for the most part, were dispelled. While computer-mediated 

learning environments do exhibit some definite disadvantages (Hara, Bonk, & Angeli, 
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2000; Joo, 1999), they are not necessarily the dehumanized environments they were 

expected to be. In fact, research suggests that these environments might actually 

provide learning opportunities not fully realized by the traditional classroom (Colomb 

& Simutis, 1996; Mikulecky, 1998). 

Technology, however, cannot be justified in education simply because it is 

possible: 

Wiring the schools will not save them. The problems with America’s public 

schools – disparate funding, social promotion, bloated class size, crumbling 

infrastructure… – have almost nothing to do with technology. Consequently, 

no amount of technology will lead to [an] educational revolution… The art of 

teaching cannot be replicated by computers, the Net, or by “distance 

learning.” (Bennehum et al., 1998, as cited in Selfe, 1999, p. 146) 

Likewise, Salomon and Almog (1998) argued, “When some technology can be 

smoothly assimilated into existing educational practices without challenging them, its 

chances of stimulating worthwhile change are very small” (p. 224). Three relatively 

recent developments in our psychological understanding of learning, accompanied 

and informed by socio-constructivist theory, offer a rationale for the incorporation of 

CMC technologies in education. 

Learning as Constructive 

Learning no longer is viewed as the passive reception of pre-packaged units of 

information. Instead, it is seen as a constructive process in which learners apply their 

existing skills and knowledge to new information in order to construct a meaningful 
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understanding of it (Cobb, 1996; Fosnot, 1996; Prawat & Floden, 1994). It is the 

process and result of a construction, in context, of a web of interrelated bits of 

meaning.  

By the same token, instruction no longer is viewed as the simple transmission 

of information. Rather, it is the presentation of a situation and the necessary guidance 

to assist the learner’s subsequent construction of meaning through problem solving. 

The instructor does not trigger this meaning construction herself. Instead, the student 

initiates her own learning in response to contradictions, discrepancies, or problems 

within her existing knowledge base. These discrepancies are experienced as Piaget’s 

disequilibria or Bruner’s perturbations (Cobb, 1996; Fosnot, 1996; Palincsar, 1998), 

in which the student senses some curiosity, uncertainty, or problem with her current 

understanding. The optimal learning situation, then, is one in which the learner 

engages in activities that stimulate her sense of uncertainty and one in which the 

instructor responds by helping guide her to construct a complex web of 

interconnected pieces of knowledge. 

Learning as Social and Distributed 

Assumed in the idea of learning as a process of construction is the related idea 

that learning is interpersonal. Learning no longer is viewed as occurring within each 

isolated learner’s mind (Cobb, 1996; Hickey, 1997; Palincsar, 1998; Salomon & 

Perkins, 1998; Schallert & Martin, 2003). Rather, as Vygotsky suggested, it is a 

matter of gradually internalizing interpersonal interactions. The learner is guided in 

relationship with the instructor and other learners and learns in a particular context. 
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What occurs in the learner’s mind is so tightly related to the activity in which she is 

engaged that the two processes cannot be separated. Learning, then, is situated in a 

context and is socially distributed by the interpersonal process that guides it. 

Individual and social cognitions are dependent upon one another and develop 

reciprocally.  

Skills as Context-Bound 

Specific skills and knowledge of content no longer are viewed as clearly 

distinct. Instead, skills or strategies are seen as tied to context (Salomon & Almog, 

1998; Voss, Wiley, & Carretero, 1995). Contextualized content knowledge is central 

to learning, and skills are not the general, de-contextualized aids they once were 

thought to be. Instead of understanding learning as the training of abstract skills, it is 

seen as occurring in a complex world and as situated within particular interpersonal 

interactions. 

 These three advancements in our understanding of learning have suggested 

important shifts for the design of learning environments. Primarily, an optimal 

learning environment is one in which learners and instructors work together to co-

construct meaning and in which knowledge is cultivated through an active, 

contextualized process. The development of more collaborative environments, for 

example, is a step toward this end (Boling & Robinson, 1999; McLoughlin, 1999). 

Technology might further enable the specific shifts in practice suggested by 

the socio-constructivist paradigm by serving not only as aids to enable the acquisition 

and processing of information as problem solving, but also as tools to design and 
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facilitate interpersonal interactions among instructors and learners. A variety of 

technologies serves these functions (Hoadley & Enyedy, 1999; Smith & Dillon, 

1999). Fundamentally, CMC technologies facilitate the development of communities 

of learners. CMC not only enables learners to access information by consulting 

libraries, discussion groups, and other resources, but also it allows them to 

communicate and collaborate over vast distances. Use of these technologies, then, 

may provide a means for the realization of socio-constructivist views of learning in 

real-world contexts. 

Research on CMC 

What happens when CMC is implemented? Does it actually facilitate a more 

socio-constructivist environment than is possible in the traditional classroom? A 

number of studies have addressed the consequences of CMC in education. These 

studies have focused primarily on two effects, (a) reduced social cues and (b) 

democratic participation and distributed authority, as well as (c) the particular use of 

CMC in distance learning. 

Reduced Social Cues 

One of the most significant effects, in terms of the implications of CMC for 

both interpersonal relationships and the structure of conversations, involves CMC’s 

ability to reduce or eliminate social cues, such as those to gender, ethnicity, status, 

and disability. Communication may occur completely through text exchange in some 

forms of CMC, so participants need not reveal their identities. Many formats even 

allow participants the freedom to create their identities (McDonough, 1999; Wong, 
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2000). Not only may they choose not to reveal certain characteristics that they feel are 

undesirable, but also they may choose to adopt characteristics that actually will 

empower them in conversation. Although this freedom to alter identity sometimes is 

accompanied by difficulties fostering trusting relationships (Clark, 1998; Danet, 

1998; Faigley, 1992), participation in dialogues that do not rely on traditional social 

cues might be a means for marginalized individuals to experience interactions less 

influenced by others’ biased perceptions of them. 

Democratic Participation and Distributed Authority 

Novel participation patterns in CMC suggest two other effects: more 

democratic participation and a more egalitarian distribution of authority than face-to-

face (FTF) classroom interactions. First, participation patterns in CMDs generally are 

more democratic than in FTF discussions (Amador et al., 1999; Colomb & Simutis, 

1996; Faigley, 1992; Schallert et al., 1998). Students who might be characterized as 

silent in traditional classrooms tend to contribute to CMDs much more frequently. 

For international students, for example, who often experience anxiety about their 

language abilities in FTF discussions, CMD allows them time to compose and edit 

their contributions before sending them.  

Similarly, students who tend to be seen as dominant in FTF discussions are 

limited by the CMD format in their ability to “gain the floor” and maintain it. This 

democratization results in a very different voice in CMD than is present in FTF 

interactions (McGrath, 1998). Students who seem less present in the traditional 

classroom, then, contribute much more to the computer-mediated classroom, while 
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those who tend to monopolize traditional classroom discussions are not as able to do 

so online. 

 CMC appears able to realize socio-constructivist theory as well with its ability 

to decentralize authority (Faigley, 1992; Fauske & Wade, 2003; McLoughlin, 1999). 

In the traditional, lecture-based classroom, the instructor necessarily is the center of 

authority, but in an ideal socio-constructivist classroom, authority is distributed 

among participants, with students and instructors collaborating on a more equal 

footing to co-construct understanding. 

With CMC, not only is the instructor’s participation more democratic, but also 

the conversational sequences are different. Instead of the initiation-reply-evaluation 

sequence typical of the traditional classroom (Mehan, 1985; Poole, 1994), 

conversational authority is much more egalitarian. Participants, both students and 

instructors, are equally able to “gain the floor.” This distribution of authority in CMC 

is evident in novel conversational patterns (Collot & Belmore, 1996; De Pourbaix, 

2000; Gibbs, 2000; Herring, 1996; Werry, 1996; Yates, 1996). 

 Of course, just as Lewis (2001) found in her study of peer-led discussions, 

although students’ behaviors in CMDs often appear more democratic and distributed, 

they may still recognize the differences in status and power among them. Crapanzano 

(1995), for example, defined egalitarian dialogue as “an exchange between 

participants who presume with whatever illusion or pretend that they are equals and 

have equal rights in the exchange” (p. 142). He argued that a “double indexing” 

occurs within any dialogue that is perceived as egalitarian: “intra- and extradialogic 
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indexing of the participants, for example, as equal within the dialogue but as unequal 

outside the dialogue” (p. 142).  

CMC’s Best Practices in Distance Learning Environments 

Theory and research on distance education encompasses a wide variety of 

pedagogical issues, but I focus here only on the characteristics of distance students 

and classes that research has indicated elicit greater rates of completion and retention. 

Although reasons for implementing distance education have been largely pragmatic, a 

few major theoretical issues and questions have guided research in this area. First, 

research has focused on the important role of social interaction in distance learning. 

Weedman (1999), for example, suggested that if learners benefit from the process of 

meaning negotiation among individuals, students who lack physical proximity to 

instructors and other students may be less able to develop the social relationships that 

contribute to learning. She found, however, that the intellectual proximity made 

possible by e-mail and other CMC media plays a greater role in students’ 

development of intellectual connection than physical proximity. 

Second, researchers have addressed problems with distance students’ retention 

rates and levels of satisfaction by attempting to define the practices that offer the best 

outcomes. Generally, whether a student completes a distance course depends a great 

deal on her abilities to self-motivate and self-regulate (Roblyer, 1999; Weinstein, 

Corliss, Beth, Cho, & Bera, 2002), her attitudes toward the subject matter 

(Coussement, 1995), and her previous experiences with technology (Richards & 

Ridley, 1997). 
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Characteristics of the distance environment itself also may factor into rates of 

completion and retention. Roblyer (1999) suggested that distance students should be 

able to control the pace and timing of their learning, as well as choose the format that 

is most convenient for them (e.g., online meetings vs. classroom meetings with online 

discussions). In addition, the environment should require both collaborative group 

work on projects and communication via specific media (e.g., e-mail, BBSs, IRC). 

These requirements facilitate other communicative functions, such as giving and 

receiving advice, socializing, and providing emotional support (Haythornthwaite, 

1998). 

Mikulecky (1998) found that interaction, dialogue, student support, and debate 

were lengthier and more frequent and coherent in CMDs than in FTF discussions. The 

design of CMC components in distance courses, however, is important in facilitating 

this kind of high-quality discussion. Kim (2004), for example, found that students’ 

perceptions of teachers’ comments depended on the modality with which the 

comments were delivered. Smith and Dillon (1999) found specifically that interactive 

CMC systems (i.e., those that provide for two-way communication, whether 

synchronous or asynchronous) support motivation as they allow students to ask 

questions and receive responses. Distance students rated courses with an interactive 

video-conferencing component, for example, “a close second” to FTF environments 

in their ability to foster community (Stanford, 1997). In addition, video-conferencing 

facilitates intellectual proximity in ways not possible in the traditional classroom 

(Clark, 1989). Independent CMC systems (i.e., those that, by design, allow learners to 
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choose their learning location and control the pace of their learning), on the other 

hand, support motivation by giving students choices in the ways in which their 

learning will occur (Smith & Dillon). Thus, CMC can facilitate both the elements of 

choice (Roblyer, 1999) and intellectual community (Weedman, 1999) suggested as 

crucial for learning in a distance environment. 

The Social Nature of Language and Literacy 

 My understanding of literacy has been informed by a Bakhtinian view of 

language as inherently social, dialogic, and situated within a number of overlapping 

contexts. In this section, I first touch briefly on Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism. I then 

discuss current views of literacy and power in the classroom, as well as the important 

role of context in situating language and dialogue. 

Bakhtin and Dialogism 

Mikhail Bakhtin expanded on Lev Vygotsky’s idea that language emerges 

from a primarily social context by suggesting that the individual self and its social 

world are not dichotomous. Instead, they are resolved in the dialogic self, a self that 

actively responds to the discourses of its social and historical worlds. The dialogic 

self exists in a state of constantly being addressed and answering.  

Like Vygotsky, Bakhtin (1981) discussed the individual’s appropriation of 

language in dialogue with social texts: 

The word in language is half someone else’s. It becomes “one’s own” only 

when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when he 

appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive 
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intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a 

neutral and impersonal language… but rather it exists in other people’s 

mouths, in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s intentions. (pp. 293-

294) 

Bakhtin suggested that with written texts, in particular, the reader appropriates, 

interprets, and internalizes the author’s language, and then applies it in new contexts 

to construct new meanings. She constructs both an understanding of the author and an 

individual meaning in dialogue with the text. 

Further, the text is inherently social: “The producer is always a recipient as 

soon as he begins to write” (Jauss, 1989, p. 207). An author writing in a diary, for 

example, creates a text that she, later as reader, will experience dialogically. The 

dialogic self houses the many, and sometimes conflicting, voices appropriated by the 

reader. 

Literacy and Power in the Classroom 

Current views highlight that literacy is more than simply encoding thoughts 

into words or decoding an author’s text. Instead, drawing on Vygotsky and Bakhtin, 

these views depart from the earlier conception of “literacy located in individuals” to 

one of literacy as a “community resource, realized in social relationships” (Barton & 

Hamilton, 2000, p. 13). They emphasize the politics of literacy, the importance of 

technological and electronic literacies, and the multiplicities of identities and 

discourse communities (Baron, 1999; De Pourbaix, 2000; Hawisher & Selfe, 1999; 

Lensmire, 2000; Selfe, 1999; Todd, 2000). 
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Fairclough (1995) suggested that “texts are social spaces in which two 

fundamental social processes simultaneously occur: cognition and representation of 

the world, and social interaction” (p. 6). Herrington and Curtis (2000) similarly 

highlighted the social nature of literacy in their description of writing as “a mediator 

between self and other – as a way of being in the world as well as a way of 

communicating with and presenting oneself to the world – and as a mediator among 

selves” (p. 138). They suggested that students become members of complex and 

flexible discourse communities through the processes of reading and writing and that 

these communities “offer social identities which enhance their development… [and] 

provide connection with others through a shared language” (p. 369). Reading and 

writing serve larger purposes in the co-construction of community, such that,  

Community is created, maintained, and revised through both social and 

discursive relations, through people and texts. Texts – as they are read and 

circulated – can create a sense of connection and social identity, thereby 

creating a sense of community. That community, through the feeling of 

validation it offers, can in turn sponsor individuals in creating their own texts. 

(pp. 369-370) 

Classroom communities constructed through the processes of reading, writing, 

and discussing texts, however, are not without conflict. They are, as Lewis (2001) 

stated,  

subject to the everyday tension and the regular give and take of conversation 

between members of a community who have differential needs, beliefs, 
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patterns of interaction, and positions of power or status – members who must 

share certain norms and standards of the classroom culture, but who are 

themselves participants in cultures beyond the classroom. (p. 14) 

Lewis found, in her study of peer-led literature discussions in a fifth-grade classroom, 

that discussion often was used as a means of achieving social power. Although these 

discussions enabled students to try out a wider range of roles (e.g., leader, risk taker) 

than was usual of teacher-led discussions in the same classroom, they typically 

privileged dominant students with positions of power. 

The Role of Context 

A number of literacy and discourse theorists (e.g., Barton & Hamilton, 2000; 

Clark & Ivanič, 1997; Fairclough, 1995) recently have criticized earlier models of 

reading and writing (e.g., Hayes & Flower, 1980) that neglect the social and cultural 

aspects of these processes. Current studies on literacy are “based on the view that 

reading and writing only make sense when studied in the context of social and 

cultural (and we can add historical, political, and economic) practices of which they 

are but a part” (Gee, 2000, p. 180). Barton and Hamilton outlined six tenets about the 

nature of literacy, all of which are centered on the assumptions that literacy is social; 

literacy practices inherently are situated within cultural and historical contexts; and 

literacy practices, because they are patterned on social institutions and power 

relationships, vary in terms of their dominance, visibility, and influence. 

Dialogue necessarily is situated within the historical and cultural contexts in 

which it occurs. One of the defining principles of Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of 
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heteroglossia was described by his translators, Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist, 

as  

that which insures the primacy of context over text. At any given time, in any 

given place, there will be a set of conditions – social, historical, 

meteorological, physiological – that will insure that a word uttered in that 

place and at that time will have a meaning different than it would have under 

any other conditions. (p. 428) 

Gee (1999) focused on the power that the speaker or author has over this process: 

Language has a magical property: when we speak or write we craft what we 

have to say to fit the situation or context in which we are communicating. But, 

at the same time, how we speak or write creates that very situation or context. 

It seems, then, that we fit our language to a situation or context that our 

language, in turn, helped to create in the first place. (p. 11, italics original) 

Thus, written texts reflect not only their authors but also the historical and social 

conditions in which their authors are situated (Fairclough, 1995). 

 One aspect of the context of an utterance, and one that has been particularly 

relevant for my own ideas about the role of identity in reading and writing, involves 

the concept of the Other implicit in a Bakhtinian view of dialogue. Bakhtin contended 

that it is impossible to understand written texts without first understanding their 

authors (Morson, 1995). In order to understand the authors, it is important to take a 

life history approach (Barton & Hamilton, 2000), observing both their “inner and 

outer dialogues (conversations between people and the self and its own other)… 
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[These conversations] tell us… who these people are” (Aronowitz, 1995, p. 128; see 

also Hicks, 1998). Thus, a text not only reveals autobiographical information about its 

author, but it also must be framed by the reader’s understanding of this information. 

This is especially important when the reader perceives that the author’s 

historical or socio-cultural context is very different from her own. Instead of 

heightening empathy with the author (Herrington & Curtis, 2000), Gee (1999) warned 

that, in cases like these, “even simple interactions can be inexplicable, thanks to the 

fact that we do not know many of the cultural models at play” (p. 62). The author 

may be “recontextualized… stereotypically, and his words… treated as symptoms of 

that stereotyped contextualization… preclud[ing] a real engagement with the other’s 

point of view” (Crapanzano, 1995, p. 144). 

In addition to historical and social circumstances, however, and perhaps more 

important than these external contexts, dialogue is situated within a mental context 

(Edwards & Mercer, 1987) that is cumulative and shared by the participants. This 

context includes “everything that the participants… know and understand, over and 

above that which is explicit in what they say, that contributes to how they make sense 

of what is said” (p. 63). Edwards and Mercer suggested that, although 

we normally think of the “context” of an utterance as something concrete and 

 determinable – the surrounding talk or text, the surrounding actions, gestures 

 and situation… this is an outsider’s view. For the participants, the context of 

 any utterance is more a matter of perception and memory – what they think 

 has been said, what they think was meant, what they perceive to be relevant… 
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 Even the surrounding discourse itself is contextual only in so far as it is 

 remembered or understood, whether accurately or not. (pp. 65-66)  

 Stock and Robinson (1990) similarly argued for this internal notion of 

context: “Since language use takes place in human interactions, [it cannot] be isolated 

from the expectations, perceptions, thoughts, and intentions of those who engage in 

[it]” (p. 181). They suggested that 

 contexts are not merely preexistent; to be functional, they must be constituted 

 through the verbal exchanges that community members engage in… To some 

 extent the text that emerges will be a common one for all members of the 

 community, but each will have a personal version. (pp. 184-185) 

These authors envisioned several particular domains of classroom context (e.g., the 

interactions of members of the community during a single class session) from which 

dialogue emerges as the teacher and students draw on and refer to preexisting 

contexts.  

Voice and Issues of Identity and Self-Representation 

 Traditionally, research has assumed that dialogue is simply the process of two 

or more participants taking turns speaking and hearing and that participants’ identities 

are static and continuous, “that Speaker A before hearing Speaker B’s response is the 

same as Speaker A after hearing Speaker B’s response” (Crapanzano, 1995, p. 149). 

 However, as Crapanzano (1995) pointed out,  

 There are of course occasions, often dramatic ones, like conversion, a sudden 

 insight, an epiphanous experience, a new way of seeing things, triggered by 
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 Speaker B’s words, that radically change Speaker A’s perspective, his 

 understanding, his sense of self, his identity even. (p. 149) 

Fairclough (1995) referred to this function of written discourse as the shaping of 

writers’ identities both as they write and as they are read by readers. In this section, I 

review the literature on one metaphor for this process, voice, and I discuss in detail 

the work of Clark and Ivanič (1997), whose views of writer identity and the role of 

the reader have been particularly central in my own understanding of identity and 

self-representation in writing and reading.  

Voice 

 The theoretical construct of voice, and related constructs such as persona and 

presence, are discussed predominantly in the disciplines of literary criticism, rhetoric, 

and discourse and composition theory. Essentially, these constructs all are related to 

issues of identity and self-representation in writing and reading. Although my 

discussion in this section centers on the literature on voice, the reader should note that 

I view this construct primarily as a metaphor or lens for exploring reading and writing 

in CMD. Related constructs such as persona and presence would be equally useful, 

but I have chosen to limit my discussion to voice because of its relatively lengthy 

history in theories of reading and writing. 

Theories of Voice 

Voice has been perhaps most central to proponents of the expressivist view of 

writing (Gere, 2001). Elbow (1981), for example, described the effects of voice on 

the reader: “The words somehow issue from the writer’s center – even if in a slippery 
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way – and produce resonance which gets the words more powerfully to a reader’s 

center” (p. 298). He likened voice to resonance, truth, conviction, rhythm, strength, 

impact, power, authenticity, authority, sound, energy, and individuality. Although he 

suggested that it may be impossible to define voice itself, he proposed that texts with 

greater voice might more often include authorial conviction, personal reference, or 

particular feelings (e.g., grief, rage, guilt).  

More recently, Yancey (1994) described the confusion she experienced when 

trying to locate a precise definition of voice: 

Voice… can and does have several competing references, not all of them 

necessarily compatible with each other… I searched for a definition of voice, 

[and] what I found was a concept signifying different things to different 

people, a floating signifier changing from one text to the next. (pp. vii-viii) 

In the end, she decided that definitions of voice intersect in two important ways. First, 

“voice is not an independent variable, isolated within itself… It is a means of 

expression, creation, and communication that lives according to the interaction of a 

writer…, a reader…, and the language itself, the culture it embodies” (p. xix). Thus, 

voice is situated within the interactions of writers, readers, and their texts and is 

located necessarily in a socio-cultural context. Second, voice “suggests an ability to 

define oneself and to locate oneself relative to other discourses, to write ourselves by 

appropriating and rewriting others… It is an authoritative act” (p. xix). 

Drawing on Bakhtin’s (1981) ideas (e.g., heteroglossia), theorists and 

researchers recently have described the multiple voices of authors and texts. Peter 
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Medway, for instance, described the “polyphonous twittering” of the voices in his 

head that sometimes leave “traces in my classroom speech and private conversation” 

(Schwebke & Medway, 2001, p. 353). Schwebke and Medway used the analogy of an 

echo chamber to illustrate the multiplicity of voices in writing. They described how 

the voices in the texts they researched often repeated what others had written 

previously with only slight, iterative variations. 

Interestingly, their idea of the echo chamber seems itself just a slight variation 

on Bakhtin’s (1984) idea of double-voiced discourse, in which “the author… make[s] 

use of someone else’s discourse for his own purposes, by inserting a new semantic 

intention into a discourse which already has, and which retains an intention of its 

own” (p. 189). Bakhtin suggested that, in this case, two voices appear in the text: the 

voice defined by the intentions of the first author and the voice defined by the 

intentions of the second author drawing on the intentions of the first. 

Gere (2001) described a unique way in which writing can resonate by positing 

the aesthetic, ethical, and political resources of silence for personal voice. She 

suggested that silence should be viewed as existing on a continuum with speech, or in 

dialogue with speech, instead of as opposed to it. She described an example of a 

political use of silence in which an Indian author, Menchu (as cited in Gere), 

suggested, after describing the customs of her community for nearly 400 pages, 

I’d need a lot of time to tell you all about my people, because it’s not easy to 

understand just like that… Nevertheless, I’m still keeping my Indian identity a 

secret. I’m still keeping secret what I think no one should know. Not even 
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anthropologists or intellectuals, no matter how many books they have, can 

find out all our secrets. (p. 218) 

By withholding information from her readers, Menchu’s voice was much stronger in 

this account than it might have been had she not mentioned explicitly using silence as 

a resource in her writing.  

Research on Voice in Education and CMC 

 Voice has been discussed in education mostly in terms of literature and 

composition instruction. This line of research also has been influenced by an 

expressivist view of writing and has focused on the ways that teachers of literature 

and composition typically have gone about encouraging students’ development of 

their own identities in their writing (e.g., Bean, Valerio, Senior, & White, 1999; 

Ollmann, 1996). These studies suggest that many instructors fail to provide students 

with real-world contexts in which to practice representing themselves in their writing. 

They also suggest that students may be able to express their own unique voices most 

easily through activities such as freewriting in journals.  

More recently, research on voice has focused on its role in second-language 

and academic writing. Ivanič and Camps (2001), for example, explored possible 

textual indicators of voice in the academic discourse of graduate students writing in a 

second language. They suggested that, as “writing always conveys a representation of 

the self of the writer,” voice is “not an optional extra” (p. 3). Even in discourse in 

which the author is expected to follow strict conventions (e.g., academic writing), the 

author represents herself through word choice, self-reference, and the ways in which 
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she appropriates the language and conventions of the discipline. No text is completely 

voiceless. 

Voice also has been discussed, albeit cursorily, in terms of CMC. Most 

generally, authors in a CMD who are better able to compose comments that reflect 

their personalities also are better able to connect with their readers (Liu and Ginther, 

2002). Wesling and Slawek (1995) suggested that “new technologies have created a 

radically changed state of affairs for the question of voice” (p. 26). Zamierowski 

(1994) proposed specifically that “voices are bound to commingle and interact, and 

they are bound to be multiplicities rather than unities” (p. 284) in a computer-

mediated environment. Research on the differences among spoken, written, and CMC 

voices has supported this proposition. 

Eldred (1997), for example, described her spoken, written, and CMC voices, 

and those of her mother, during her mother’s last years of life. She described her 

mother’s loss of physical voice to disease, the ways in which her literary voice was 

revived and aided by technology, and her eventual and complete loss of that voice as 

well. Similarly, McGrath (1998) discussed the differences among her students’ 

classroom, written, and CMC voices. In line with research on the ability of CMC to 

realize the tenets of socio-constructivism, she suggested that her students are willing 

to take more risks when communicating electronically, and that their CMC voices are 

more inquisitive and expressive than either their spoken or written voices. Other 

studies (e.g., Mikulecky, 1998) have elicited similar results. 
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Research on voice in CMC also has focused on second language writing. 

Matsuda (2001) investigated voice in Japanese electronic discourse and proposed, in 

contrast to Ramanathan and Atkinson (1999), that the construction of voice is not 

more difficult for Japanese writers. Instead, students from less individualistic cultures 

simply employ different textual strategies for conveying voice in their computer-

mediated writing. 

Clark and Ivanič’s Views of Writer Identity and the Role of the Reader 

 Clark and Ivanič (1997) underscored that writing cannot be separated from the 

writer’s identity and that all writers have multiple and conflicting identities that are 

influenced by and reflected in the texts they produce. The challenge for academic 

writers, in particular, is to balance their idiosyncratic autobiographical histories with 

the discourse conventions of the disciplines and communities within which they are 

writing. 

Subject Positions 

Characteristics of the socio-cultural context of any literacy event interact in 

complex ways to constrain the possible identities of participants. A number of 

theorists (e.g., Fairclough, 1995; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) have 

discussed this process in different ways, but Clark and Ivanič (1997) described 

subject positions, the most abstract aspect of their notion of writer identity, 

specifically as: 

possibilities for self-hood that exist in the socio-cultural context of writing, 

both the broader context of society at large, and the more specific institutional 
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context of a particular act of writing… Individuals can only have identities 

that the conventions they are drawing on allow them to have… The practices 

people enter into position them in particular ways… There is almost always a 

range of possibilities for self-hood within any context of culture, although 

there are also patterns of privileging among them. People have the chance 

either to accept those patterns of privileging, taking on the identity set up by 

the dominant conventions, or to contest it by drawing on alternative 

conventions… Discourse conventions carry with them prototypical identities: 

possible selves for real writers, “subject positions” that they inhabit when they 

participate in this discourse. (pp. 136-140) 

Thus, depending upon her prior knowledge and experiences, an American woman 

participating in a CMD in an academic context has available to her a variety of 

possible personae, all of which make up a portion of the mental context in which she 

is writing. These personae are perhaps slightly different than those available to an 

American man in the same context, and they are vastly different than those available 

to a Mexican man writing a business letter, a Korean woman writing a love letter, or a 

teacher writing on a blackboard in a one-room schoolhouse in the nineteenth century. 

The subject positions available in a given context, however, are not 

completely prescribed by that context. While some conventions are privileged over 

others by the majority of members of a discourse community, members do have the 

power to draw on alternative conventions and subject positions to “disassociate 

themselves from the interests, values, beliefs and power relations they represent” 
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(Clark and Ivanič, 1997, p. 139). In this way, individuals have the authority to 

separate themselves from the subject positions that tend to be dominant in a given 

context. 

The Autobiographical Self 

An author’s autobiographical self represents her unique life history “up to the 

moment of writing” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 140): 

[It is] not just [that] some [writers] know the information better than others; it 

is because each will have made their own sense of it, and each will have their 

own ways of writing about it, depending on what they are bringing to the task. 

(p. 140) 

An author’s autobiographical self includes not only her prior knowledge, but also her 

interpretations of her life experiences and the discourse conventions and practices she 

has encountered. These interpretations position her among and within different 

discourses and allow her differential access to some discourses over others, such that 

she is “immersed in and imbued with the voices and practices of [her] social 

circumstances” (Clark & Ivanič, pp. 140-141). 

 An author’s autobiographical self is closely connected with the subject 

positions made available and constrained by the preexisting socio-cultural context in 

which she is writing. However, the mental context in which she is writing, her life 

history and sense of herself, are “not inevitable and natural. [People] are themselves 

constructed… by possibilities for self-hood that have been made available to them by 

discourse conventions and literacy practices that they have encountered” (Clark & 
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Ivanič, 1997, p. 140). As a result of her unique life history, constructed itself by the 

subject positions available to her, she “identifies with particular people and social 

groups rather than others. [She] takes on their interests, values, beliefs, practices and 

voices, and thereby inhabits the same subject positions as they do” (p. 141). 

The Discoursal Self 

 The discoursal self is the representation of the author in the text. It is the 

impression the author conveys to the reader by the different discourse types and 

practices she draws on. Conveying this impression is “not an option: whatever we do 

consciously or subconsciously makes a statement about our identity” (Clark & Ivanič, 

1997, p. 143). 

 Like all aspects of writer identity, an author’s discoursal self is linked to her 

autobiographical self. The “conventions people draw upon depend partly on their life-

histories, experiences and affiliations to particular groups, and partly on the pressure 

to conform to the prestigious conventions for the type of writing in the institutional 

context” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 143). 

 An author’s representation in text also is influenced by her expectations of her 

audience. If she is concerned about making a positive impression on her readers, she 

might consciously or subconsciously adjust the way she presents herself, “according 

to [her] commitments and what is in [her] best interests” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 

144). If she is indifferent about her impression, or if she can afford to disregard it, she 

might present herself in a different way. An author similarly must anticipate the prior 
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knowledge and experiences of her readers because these readers will form an 

impression of her based on the life histories with which they frame their reading. 

Students doing academic writing, in particular, “have to predict what their 

readers value, in order to appear to ‘belong to the same club’” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, 

p. 144). Competing concerns about presenting a genuine representation of oneself and 

presenting a representation that makes a certain impression on readers often results in 

an inconsistent discoursal self. Especially with academic writing, an author’s 

discoursal self is presented through the choices she makes. An author who uses long 

clauses, nominal groups, abstract nouns, and present tense verbs, for example, 

establishes herself as knowledgeable about the  

dominant interests, knowledge-making and knowledge-telling practices of the 

academic community: avoiding reference to people, discussing abstract ideas, 

and compacting them into chunks that can be related to each other. This way 

of thinking has achieved high status in most industrialised and educated 

societies, and is believed to be a sign of intelligence… Using language in this 

way is highly prized, and confers status on those who can do it. (Clark & 

Ivanič, p. 146) 

An author’s discoursal self, then, is highlighted by the ways in which she uses 

language in order to position herself in relation to one or more discourse 

communities. 
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The Self as Author 

Clark and Ivanič (1997) described a final aspect of writer identity, the self as 

author. This aspect includes both (a) the writer’s sense of authority, and (b) her 

authorial presence in the text. It incorporates notions of literary voice and the author’s 

presence in her writing. 

The writer’s sense of authority. An author’s sense of authority involves her 

feelings of authoritativeness as she writes. Different writers approach different 

writing tasks with conflicting feelings of authority, value, or lack of authority or 

value. Clark and Ivanič (1997) explained, “Many writers approach writing, 

particularly academic writing, without a sense that they have anything worth saying. 

They do not see it as their place to have a position to argue or an experience or idea 

worth communicating to others” (p. 152). 

These feelings of authority or lack of authority are influenced by the author’s 

sense of power and the status afforded her by her life experiences. An author’s feeling 

that she has the right to author a text is often related to her sex, ethnicity, and socio-

economic status. Members of groups with historically greater power or status (e.g., 

white, middle-class men) are more likely to sense greater authority as authors than 

members of groups with historically less power or status (e.g., poor, African-

American women). This holds true as well with student writers, who hold less power 

than the teachers who read their writing. They often have a “different sense of 

responsibility and commitment from ‘real’ writers. They often assume that they have 



 

37 

nothing to contribute to their reader’s knowledge, and therefore have no personal 

involvement in what they are writing” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 177). 

Authorial presence in the text. The second aspect of the self as author is the 

author’s sense of authority as it is detectable in the actual text. Like the discoursal 

self, this component of the self as author is indicated by the discoursal choices the 

author makes in the text. This aspect, however, is concerned solely with the ways in 

which the author indicates her authority. Some authors insert themselves into their 

texts more than others, and all authors communicate greater authority at some points 

in their texts than others. 

In academic writing, this is most obvious when an author uses first-person 

words like I and acknowledges her own viewpoints and biases. A sentence in chapter 

4 of this dissertation, for example, begins, “I do not intend… to suggest…” I exert 

greater authority with this sentence than with the sentences in the current chapter that 

appeal to the external authority of Clark and Ivanič by quoting them or beginning, 

“Clark and Ivanič suggested…” 

Writers also indicate their authority in their texts in other ways. Even when an 

author uses first-person indicators to insert herself into her writing, for instance, she 

still has greater authorial presence in some sentences than others. For example, in 

chapter 4, I might have shown greater authority or responsibility if I had used the 

phrase, “I do not suggest…” rather than the more passive, “I do not intend to 

suggest…” The latter, however, still affords me greater authorial presence than 

another of my first-person sentences in chapter 4 that begins, “In the second section, I 
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describe…” This sentence includes what is sometimes referred to as the strategic I, in 

which the author inserts herself into her writing in a less than commanding role. In 

my case, I inserted myself into the text as the organizer of this dissertation, a role that 

the reader already knows I inhabit. 

Clark and Ivanič (1997) noted seven features to consider when evaluating 

authorial presence in a text: (a) whether first-person has been used, (b) how first-

person has been used (e.g., to structure a text, present personal experience, make 

value or belief statements), (c) the ways in which the author has positioned herself in 

relation to other authorities, (d) the certainty of her writing (e.g., the use of 

categorical modality, modal verbs, adverbs), (e) the extent to which she has 

acknowledged and claimed authority for her personal experiences, (f) the types of 

verbs she has used when referring to authorities, and (g) how much she has evaluated 

and commented on the work of others. 

The Writer-Reader Relationship 

Writers with positions of prestige or power in society, and who represent and 

reproduce the dominant views and beliefs in that society, constantly draw on 

the presuppositions or assumptions of the dominant ideologies and assume 

them to be natural. These views and assumptions are presented to the reader as 

“common sense,” and they are difficult to resist. (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 

173) 

Issues of power among writers and readers, however, are more complex than one 

might think: “The writer-reader relationship is not one of straightforward control 
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between the powerful writer and the less powerful reader” (p. 174). The writer must 

think about the reader, making assumptions about her identity and judgments about 

what she knows. She also must be considerate towards her, “taking care that the way 

in which [she] write[s] makes the task of reading as easy and as interesting as 

possible” (p. 166). The writer-reader relationship  

is not an optional extra: it is an integral part of all writing. In real life writers 

scarcely ever write anything without considering who is going to read it, and 

what identity they will be constructing for themselves in relation to those 

readers. When writers get stuck it is just as likely to be caused by the 

complexity of the writer-reader relationship as by the content of what they are 

writing. (p. 163) 

Further, contention between the writer and reader often occurs when the reader does 

not share the author’s presuppositions. In these cases, the negotiation of the meaning 

of a text depends “on the decoding positions of the reader as much as on the encoding 

position of the writer” (p. 174). Drawing on the work of Hall, the authors described a 

continuum of three stances that readers might take when reading a text. These 

positions are flexible and may vary within readers and across and within texts. 

 Readers who take the first stance, the hegemonic decoding position, share the 

author’s beliefs, values, and assumptions. They decode the text from the same 

worldview in which it was encoded by the author. Responsibility, however, does not 

lie solely with the reader: “By incorporating these beliefs and values into their writing 
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and taking them for granted, that is not making them overt, writers draw and position 

the reader into a complicit acceptance of those values” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 174). 

 Readers who take the second stance, the negotiated decoding position, 

recognize the author’s theoretical position and acknowledge it as legitimate, but they 

disagree about how it might be applied. As they recall their own conflicting life 

experiences, readers reading from a negotiated stance often contradict themselves. 

 Readers who take the final stance, the oppositional decoding position, do not 

share the beliefs, values, or presuppositions of the author. They read critically and 

reinterpret the text according to their own principles. Unfortunately, it often is 

difficult to recognize an author’s presuppositions, especially when the author herself 

takes them for granted or presents them as common sense. 

Clark and Ivanič (1997) illustrated the significance of word choice in 

positioning readers. They offered a comparison, adapted from an article in the 

Guardian in Table 1, of the language used to describe British and Iraqi armies in the 

British press in January 1991. 

 

Table 1 
Illustration of the Significance of Word Choice in Positioning Readers 
We… They… 
take out or suppress destroy 
eliminate, neutralize, or decapitate kill 
dig in cower in their foxholes 
precision bomb fire wildly at anything in the skies 
launch first strikes launch sneak missile attacks 
launch pre-emptively launch without provocation 
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We have… They have… 
Army, Navy, and Air Force a war machine 
reporting guidelines censorship 
press briefings propaganda 
Our forces are… Their forces are… 
gallant boys, lads, or heroes hordes of overgrown schoolchildren 
professional brainwashed 
cautious cowardly 
young knights of the sky the bastards of Baghdad 
loyal blindly obedient 
resolute ruthless 
motivated by an old fashioned sense of duty motivated by fear of Saddam Hussein 
Our missiles…  Their missiles… 
are like Luke Skywalker zapping Darth 
Vader 

are ageing duds 

cause collateral damage cause civilian casualties 
Our planes… Their planes… 
suffer a high rate of attrition or fail to return 
from missions 

Are zapped or shot out of the sky 

George Bush is… Saddam Hussein is… 
resolute or assured defiant 
statesmanlike or at peace with himself demented, an evil tyrant, or a 

crackpot monster 
Note. Adapted from “Gulf War” (1991, January 23), Guardian. 
 

 Unfortunately, it is difficult for most readers to “unpack the ideological 

presuppositions and other significant discoursal features of written text in order to 

arrive at a critical reading” (Clark & Ivanič, 1997, p. 176). Especially if the reader has 

less prior knowledge or perceived authority than the author she is reading, she is 

much more likely to view the text as authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 1981) and to 

adopt a hegemonic decoding position rather than an oppositional one. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

 

 I investigated students’ experiences of reading and writing in a CMD using 

methods that were exploratory and qualitative. In order to gain a full picture of their 

experiences, three sources of data were collected formally: think-aloud protocols, 

individual interviews, and short papers written in response to the discussion. These 

data were analyzed and interpreted using a grounded theory approach. 

The Context of the Course 

 Participants were enrolled in a seminar-style, graduate course offered in the 

Department of Educational Psychology at a large research university in the southern 

United States in the spring semester of 2003. The course, open to both master’s-level 

and doctoral students, required that students meet weekly to discuss three or four 

articles on theories of discourse comprehension. The instructor, Dr. Barbara Quaid, 

was an experienced professor in the department. She took a socio-constructivist 

approach to the course and saw her role as the facilitator of a dialogue about the 

content among class members. 

Each week, the group met first in a classroom in which Barbara and the 

students sat at tables arranged in a large circle that included all members of the class. 

After handing out the assigned readings for the following week, Barbara typically 

began the oral classroom discussion by inviting the students to choose which of the 

assigned readings they wanted to discuss first. The group tended to be very talkative 
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and appeared to enjoy this learner-centered format. The oral discussion portion of the 

class typically lasted for an hour and 45 minutes. 

At that point, the group walked to a computer lab where they continued their 

discussion online using Daedalus, a synchronous CMD program. Each student logged 

on using an individual password. Most of the computers were placed at long tables 

around the walls of the room. For this reason, although all students were located in 

the same room when participating in the discussion, they could see each other only if 

they turned away from their monitors and looked beside or behind them. The CMD 

portion of the class generally lasted 30-45 minutes, at which point students were free 

to leave. 

During the discussion, students saw on their screens a window with two panes 

separated by a horizontal line. In the top pane, they read the discussion as it unfolded. 

Whenever a participant sent a comment, that comment was posted to the discussion in 

the order it was received on the server. Comments were posted in the top pane 

chronologically, one after the other, with the names of the authors attached to their 

comments. All comments already posted in the discussion were available for the 

participants to read at all times. If a participant wished to read a comment posted 

earlier or later in the discussion, she simply scrolled up or down in the top pane to 

locate it. 

In the bottom pane, students composed their own comments by typing and 

editing just as they would with a word processing program. Unlike some of the 

synchronous chat programs, however, they could not see what others were composing 
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or editing until these comments were posted to the discussion in the top pane. To send 

a comment, a participant would hit the send button at the bottom of this pane. Several 

seconds after that, she would see her comment appear in the top pane as part of the 

public discussion. 

 In addition to keeping up with the assigned readings and participating in the 

weekly oral and electronic discussions, students were required to turn in three short 

response papers in which they took a comment made in one of the oral or electronic 

discussions and explained it, refuted it, or supported it by relating it to the assigned 

readings. At least one of these papers was required to be in response to a comment 

made in one of the CMDs. Also, in each paper, they were asked to provide a one- or 

two-sentence “working definition” of their current understanding of discourse 

comprehension. 

The Participants 

 Twelve students were enrolled in the course, and two others audited it. Of 

these 14, only one, a woman who was auditing the class and did not participate in the 

CMDs, did not consent to participate in the study. Two students, Kamila and Tosha, 

who participated in the CMD during which the think-aloud procedure was piloted, 

were absent on the day of the formal think-aloud and were excluded from my 

analyses. Another student, Alice, participated in the CMD on the day of the formal 

think-aloud but was unable to schedule an interview. She also was excluded from my 

analyses. Unfortunately, the decision to exclude these three students yielded a much 

more homogeneous sample. Kamila and Tosha had been the only African-American 
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students in the class, and all three had been the only students enrolled in the class 

with majors outside the College of Education (all were from the Department of 

Communication Sciences and Disorders). 

 My final sample included the professor, Barbara, and 10 students. Of these 10, 

eight were female, and two were male. This imbalance was representative of the 

disproportionate number of women in the College of Education. Six of the students in 

my final sample were Americans whose native language was English. The other four, 

including one man, were Asian international students who spoke English as a second 

language. The sample represented a variety of ages, levels of preparation, and 

graduate majors in education. However, six of the students, all of the Asian 

international students and two American women, were from the foreign language 

education program.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

 In order to get a sense of the participants, the dynamics of the class, and the 

discussions in which they had engaged, I observed each of the weekly class meetings 

leading up to the day on which I formally collected data. After a brief pilot of one of 

the procedures, I investigated students’ experiences in the CMD using three major 

sources of data: (a) think-aloud protocols, (b) interviews, and (c) response papers. 

Naturalistic Observation 

I attended all of the class meetings and observed all of the oral and electronic 

discussions leading up to and including the day of the formal think-aloud for this 

study. On the day of the first class meeting, Barbara introduced herself and asked 
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students to do the same. She then introduced me as a researcher who would be 

observing the class and asking students later in the semester to participate in a 

research study. 

 At each meeting, I sat in the circle with the students during the oral discussion 

portion of the class. I observed and took field notes on the topics of discussion, the 

students’ participation, and the length of their individual remarks and the overall 

conversation. These observation data were not analyzed but were used to guide the 

rest of the process of data collection and analysis. Although I did not participate in the 

discussions, students occasionally asked me administrative questions (e.g., “Which 

articles were assigned for next week?”), and one student, Taka, occasionally asked 

me individually to discuss with her my thoughts on some of the readings and ideas in 

the class.  

 Each week, after the oral classroom discussion, I walked with the students to 

the computer lab. After helping them logon to Daedalus, I logged on and observed the 

CMD. Aside from three primarily logistical comments on the day of the formal think-

aloud, I did not contribute to the discussions. 

 On the day of the fourth class meeting, Barbara reintroduced me to the class, 

and I explained the purpose of my research. I told the students that I was interested in 

their experiences in the CMD and that if they chose to participate in my dissertation 

study, I would ask that they take part in a think-aloud protocol during one of the 

discussions, complete an interview in the week following that discussion, and allow 

me to have access to their response papers. I told them that I would be conducting a 



 

47 

pilot think-aloud the following week so that they would have the chance to become 

familiar with the equipment and understand the procedure. I assured them that they 

could withdraw their consent at any time and that their names never would be 

associated with the study. After passing out the consent forms, a sample of which is 

included as Appendix A, I left the room so that the students would feel less pressure 

to consent. When I left the room, Barbara reminded the students that neither their 

consent to participate nor their actual participation in the study would influence their 

grades in the class. Eight students turned in their consent forms that day, and five 

more turned in their forms the following week. 

The Pilot Think-Aloud 

In order to gain a full understanding of the students’ experiences, it was 

important for me to collect not only retrospective data (e.g., interviews), but also in-

process data of their experiences as the discussion unfolded. To get a sense of the 

ways in which the students connected with, understood, and made judgments about 

their own and others’ comments in the discussion as it occurred, I conducted a think-

aloud procedure.  

 Swarts, Flower, and Hayes (1984) provided an early rationale and template for 

think-aloud protocol design and analysis. They defined an experimental protocol as a 

“sequential record of a subject’s attempts to perform a task” (p. 53) and suggested 

that this record can be a particularly helpful window on the moment-to-moment 

details of a research participant’s thinking while attempting some process. Further, 

they argued that the technique elicits such a rich picture of the process under study 
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that it provides a check on the researcher’s interpretations of the data. They described 

exploratory protocols, in particular, as an excellent way to investigate uncharted 

territory and to provide the necessary background for generating more circumscribed 

questions for subsequent research. 

 On the day of the fifth class meeting, the students participated in a pilot of the 

think-aloud procedure. The purpose of the pilot was not to collect data but simply to 

introduce them to the equipment and acquaint them with the procedure by asking 

them to produce a short protocol.  

When students entered the computer lab on the day of the pilot, each found a 

card with her name next to one of the computers. By asking them to sit in assigned 

seats, I determined that no participant would sit directly beside another. Instead, each 

sat with an empty seat on either side of her. There were two purposes for this. First, 

with everyone talking at once, the room often got very noisy. With this seating 

arrangement, participants were less likely to be distracted by the noise from the 

students seated closest to them. Second, they also would be less likely to overhear any 

specific remarks about them, their comments, or any of the other participants or their 

comments.  

Each participant also found a set of earplugs, a digital voice recorder (DVR) 

labeled with her name, and a microphone next to her assigned computer. Each of the 

DVRs had been tested beforehand to make sure it had the necessary battery power 

and would record at the appropriate volume and speed. The microphones already had 
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been connected to the DVRs, and the DVRs were in standby mode so that the 

participants simply had to press the record button to begin recording.  

As they filed into the lab, participants were instructed to find the computers to 

which they had been assigned. After everyone was seated, I explained to them briefly 

how to use the equipment. I told them that I was interested in their experiences in the 

discussion and that I wanted them to try to say aloud all the thoughts that entered their 

minds as they read and composed comments. Essentially, they were asked to produce 

what Ericsson and Simon (1993) called level 2 verbalizations, to describe their 

thought processes without necessarily explaining them. They were told that there 

were no correct or incorrect responses to the think-aloud, but that I was particularly 

interested in any immediate reactions they had to the comments they read, the ways in 

which they chose comments to read and respond to, and how they made decisions 

when composing their own comments.  

Participants then were instructed to place the earplugs in their ears and begin 

recording. The pilot think-aloud lasted just 15 minutes. During this time, participants 

recorded their thoughts while continuing to participate in the discussion as they did 

normally. As the discussion ended, they were instructed to stop recording and turn in 

their DVRs and microphones. The audio files from the pilot were not analyzed, but I 

listened to them briefly to guide my recommendations (e.g., about speaking more 

clearly) for the formal think-aloud. 
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The Formal Think-Aloud 

Two weeks after the pilot, about halfway into the semester, the students 

participated in a second think-aloud, the one analyzed for this dissertation. The 

procedures for the formal think-aloud were the same, in general, as those for the pilot. 

However, participants were provided additional written instructions based on my 

assessment of the audio files from the pilot. These instructions, included as Appendix 

B, encouraged participants to speak into their microphones clearly, to refer to each of 

the comments they read by indicating the name of the author, etc. 

The think-aloud procedure lasted the length of the discussion, approximately 

35 minutes. In general, it elicited data that otherwise were unavailable. For example, 

these data provided evidence of participants’ actual procedural behaviors in the 

discussion (e.g., the order in which they read and skipped comments). 

In order to minimize the possibility that participants might forget the 

discussion or their experiences, individual interviews were scheduled to be completed 

in the week following the think-aloud and before the next class meeting. Because of 

the short turnaround, it was not possible to transcribe the protocols immediately. 

Instead, I reviewed the audio files of the students’ think-alouds before their 

interviews in order to guide the interview process, but it was only after the interviews 

were completed that I turned to transcribing, coding, and analyzing the protocols 

thoroughly. 

Using Ericsson and Simon’s (1993) criteria, the think-aloud protocols were 

judged first to be pertinent to the inquiry. Then, in order to guide the interview 
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process, I drew on recommendations from the theoretical and research literature 

(Ericsson & Simon; Gee, 1999; Hayes & Flower, 1980; Swarts et al., 1984) to 

develop my own method for analyzing the protocols using transcripts of the CMD. 

Each participant’s protocol was represented by a separate transcript of the 

discussion (a full transcript of the discussion is included as Appendix C). With each 

transcript, I first highlighted and numbered all comments the participant posted. 

These comments were numbered in the order they appeared in the discussion, such 

that the first comment produced by that participant was labeled 1, and the last 

comment produced was labeled with the number that reflected the total number of 

comments posted by that participant. I also underlined any mention of the participant 

in the other participants’ comments in the discussion. 

I then listened to the audio file of the participant’s think-aloud and labeled 

each comment the participant read with the letter R followed by the number that 

reflected the total number of comments the participant had read to that point. For 

example, the first comment Abby read (11) was a greeting by Taka. This comment 

was marked on her transcript as R1. Abby read a total of 57 comments in the 

discussion, so the last comment she read (82) was labeled R57. 

For each comment to which the participant mentioned a reaction, a general 

description of her thoughts was noted on the transcript below that comment. 

Nonverbal reactions were noted in brackets. In addition, any comments that inspired 

the participant to take some action (e.g., reread a previous comment, compose a 

response) were noted, with an arrow indicating the action. Revisions made while 



 

52 

composing also were noted. For example, the fourth comment Abby read was a 

comment by Paige (14). When she read it, she laughed and began composing her first 

comment (15). On Abby’s transcript, just below Paige’s comment (R4), I noted 

[laughs]  [writes 1]. 

After coding the discussion transcripts to reflect participants’ thoughts and 

behaviors in the think-aloud, I reviewed the transcripts and made notes to inform the 

interview process. In particular, I noted any (a) comments to which a participant 

appeared to have an immediate reaction, (b) revisions the participant made while 

composing that altered her meaning or tone, and (c) points of ambiguity or confusion 

in the audio files. 

Individual Interviews 

 Most interviews were conducted in the week following the discussion. 

Scheduling conflicts, however, prevented two participants, Irene and Paige, from 

completing their interviews until after the next class meeting, approximately 10 days 

after the discussion. On average, the interviews lasted about an hour. They ranged in 

length from 18 minutes (this was an anomaly, however, as the next shortest was just 

under an hour) to about an hour and a half. 

I began the interviews by reassuring the participant that there were no correct 

or incorrect answers to the questions I would be asking, that I was interested simply 

in learning more about her experiences. I explained to her that the interview would be 

conducted in three phases. The first phase involved answering a few questions about 

her experiences without looking at a transcript of the discussion. The second phase 
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involved answering more detailed questions after reading through a transcript of the 

discussion. The third phase involved answering questions that were specific to her 

experiences as I understood them from her think-aloud protocol. 

The first phase. The first phase began with a general question. I asked 

whether the participant could recall any broad reactions to her experiences in the 

discussion. For most participants, this question did not elicit a meaningful response. 

Almost all of them, even those interviewed the day after, were unable to recall the 

specifics of the discussion by the time of their interviews. 

I then asked whether she recalled any particular comments from the 

discussion. Again, for most participants, this question was irrelevant. Almost all 

expressed embarrassment at their inability to recall the discussion. Several even 

revealed that they had resisted the urge to “prepare” for the interview by reading a 

transcript of the discussion before arriving. 

Finally, I asked if she had completed any of the three assigned response 

papers. For those participants who had completed one or more in response to one of 

the CMDs, I asked them to describe what they wrote about in their papers (e.g., the 

comment that had elicited a reaction, their response to that comment, how they had 

decided what to write about in their papers). 

The second phase. The second phase began as I provided the participant with 

an unmarked transcript of the discussion. I encouraged her to refer to this transcript 

throughout the rest of the interview. I asked her to read quickly through the transcript, 

noting any comments she especially liked or disliked; any that seemed more authentic 
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or powerful than the others; any that “grabbed” or “jumped out at” her; any that 

resonated with her or to which she felt connected; and any to which she had 

experienced any other strong reactions, whether positive or negative. I explained to 

her that she could describe her reactions either as she read through the transcript or 

after reading it in its entirety. I encouraged her to make as many marks on the 

transcript as she desired. 

After exploring the participant’s reactions to specific comments, I asked 

several general questions. I first asked her to describe any participants who seemed 

different online than in class. Unfortunately, in answering this question, almost all 

participants focused simply on whether their classmates spoke more in class or 

online, rather than considering the possibility of differences between their classroom 

and online personae. I also asked how she made decisions about what to read and 

what to respond to in the discussion, as well as whether there were any specific 

participants, topics, or kinds of messages that always got her attention, or conversely, 

that always turned her off. And finally, I asked how she saw herself using language to 

convey not only content, but also a sense of herself, in her comments. 

The third phase. In the final phase, I used my notes from the audio file of the 

participant’s think-aloud to guide questions about her reactions to specific comments 

during the discussion. I drew her attention to points at which the think-aloud had 

revealed a reaction she had had or a decision she had made about her own or others’ 

comments. 
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Analyzing the interviews. I analyzed the interviews using a grounded theory 

approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Each participant’s interview first was transcribed. 

Then, through a process of systematic and constant comparison within and among the 

interview transcripts, I used open and axial coding to identify the conceptual 

dimensions, properties, and linkages of the students’ experiences of the discussion. I 

relied primarily on theoretical memos, as well as a series of category listings that 

reflected the dimensions and properties as they emerged, to guide the process of open 

coding. In order to manage the data and understand the relationships among the 

categories that emerged, I used these early category listings to develop a working 

diagram of four of the participants’ experiences during axial coding. This diagram 

then was compared and modified according to my analysis of the rest of the 

participants. After a number of transformations in which the data were reduced to 

conceptually dense categories, a model of students’ experiences of the CMD 

emerged. This model, included in Appendix D, is described in detail in chapter 4. 

Response Papers 

 Finally, I examined students’ response papers. Unfortunately, these usually 

were not useful. Most were written in response to oral classroom discussions or 

CMDs other than the one being analyzed. In cases in which a participant’s response 

paper was relevant, it was used less as a source of new data than as a way to 

substantiate the data from her think-aloud and interview.  
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A Note About Credibility 

The credibility of my findings is a result of the variety of data sources I used 

and the systematic processes of checking within the sources, triangulating among 

them, inviting others to evaluate my interpretations through peer debriefing, and 

revisiting the raw data to test my findings. 

Triangulation 

Data were collected and analyzed such that the analysis of one source 

informed the collection and analysis of the next. The retrospective descriptions of 

participants’ experiences from their interviews, for example, were compared to the in-

process behaviors revealed in their think-alouds. The behaviors revealed in their 

think-alouds, in turn, were compared whenever possible to data from their response 

papers. The data from one source were not interpreted independent of data from the 

other sources. 

Peer Debriefing 

Through all stages of this project, I regularly engaged in an informal process 

of peer debriefing with four colleagues. I discussed with each of them the design of 

the study, possibilities for data collection and analysis, and my understanding of the 

data. These informal sessions were helpful, in particular, in testing my interpretations 

of the data and identifying discrepancies in the themes and relationships that 

emerged. In addition, I asked two of them to review drafts of this document to help 

me identify inconsistencies and alternative interpretations. Their invaluable 

comments informed not only the numerous revisions of the model of students’ 
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experiences that emerged, but also my general understanding of the data as it is 

reflected here. 

Member Checking and Revisiting the Raw Data 

 Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggested that there are several ways to validate 

that a researcher’s abstract model fits the raw data and to determine whether anything 

substantial has been omitted. Most commonly, researchers use a process of member 

checking, in which participants are asked to comment on the validity of the 

researcher’s interpretations and whether the model fits their own cases. In this project, 

for instance, member checking was used informally as participants were asked during 

their interviews to comment on my initial interpretations of their think-aloud 

protocols. 

I decided, however, not to employ member checking more formally to assess 

the credibility of my interpretations overall. This decision was made primarily 

because of the possibly detrimental effects this process might have on some of the 

students. In all three of the sources of data, the participants had divulged sensitive 

information about themselves, others, and their opinions of their classmates and their 

comments in the discussion. Because their characterizations of others were woven 

into the story of their experiences, and because these characterizations oftentimes 

were personal and highly critical, I feared that revealing this information would create 

the unnecessary risk that some of the students might be hurt by it. 

To illustrate, one student, Domenic, described being very goal-directed and 

strategic in contributing comments in the discussion that he thought were simple, 
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applied, and that would inspire others to respond. However, he was viewed 

overwhelmingly by his classmates as unintelligible and irrelevant. Revealing this 

finding to him, or even to others in the class, might not only be emotionally painful, 

but it might actually damage his views of himself, his motivation and self-efficacy, 

his attitude toward CMD, etc. 

Instead of employing member checking to assess the credibility of my 

findings, then, I engaged in the high-level comparative analysis that Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) indicated could be used as an alternative method of validation when 

the theoretical scheme is able to explain most of the cases. To confirm that my model 

accurately and adequately represented the raw data, I systematically compared it with 

the audio files of participants’ think-alouds, transcripts of their interviews, and their 

response papers. Minor adjustments were made until the final version of the model 

represented the ways in which the themes and relationships occurred for most 

participants. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

 This chapter is organized by two sections. In the first section, I describe a 

general model of students’ experiences of the CMD. This model emerged from the 

think-aloud, interview, and response paper data and was employed to make sense of 

the participants’ multiple perspectives and voices. In the second section, I describe 

more narrowly the individual experiences of four participants. The cases of Abby, 

Domenic, Irene, and Taka are included not only to provide a more textured picture of 

the discussion, but also to illustrate in greater detail the ways in which the themes 

represented in the model relate to each other. 

A MODEL OF STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES OF THE CMD 

 A number of conceptual themes and properties emerged during constant 

comparisons among and within the different sources of data. In order to understand 

these themes and the relationships among them, I constructed an initial model of 

participants’ experiences of the CMD, concentrating first on four key participants. 

This model then was compared systematically with data from the remaining 

participants as those data were transcribed, coded, analyzed, and interpreted. Close 

consideration of these data elicited a number of iterative transformations of the 

working model. After reexamining all data sources in light of the model that 

ultimately emerged, I constructed the visual representation in Figure 1 (an enlarged 

version also is available in Appendix D). 
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Socio-Cultural Context
42  Abby:

Irene and Polly,  I agree! [Author 2]
seemed to be thinking about reading
strategies that people (that is, good
readers--and that's something that is
important here) use when reading.

43  Tory:

Polly, you're right.  In foreign
language, writing always seems to
be the last skill to be taught.

44  Irene:

The other part ot the [Author 2]
article was that whether we are
thinking about developent
comprehension as readers or
competence as writers, there  seem
to be questions we as teachers can
ask to lead our students to deeper
understandings.

45  Paige:

abbyg-
loved the [Author 1] article. want to
teach in scotland! no taks, no report
cards, individualized learning, wow!

46  Keung-Jin:

I like your points, Irene. I've never
thought it in that way even though I
use CMC to talk with my friends
everywhere everyday. But I am
wondering if the literacy will be
limited. Maybe not very informative,
but just practice what they've already
known/learned.

47  Xiaomei:

polly
it didn't occure to me that i can apply
[Author 2]'s model to teaching
reading and writing. but i think i have
been doing it myself in   learning
english. reading an article as if i am
writing it helps both my writing and
reading. so i guess this is something
we know intuitively, but when we
teach students we have to turn this
implicit knowledge into explicit
knowledge.

48  Paige:

sorry for the g abby

49  Domenic:

Irene,  I agree entirely with your last
comment/idea.  When i would talk
to my daughter in Italian, she would
aways answer in English, because
her agenda is plain and simple to
communicate and she knows I
understand english.  I think the CMC
allows kids to realize a social agenda
that is important to them and learning
to read and write become and
unitended consequence.  Which is
great for them.

50  Polly:

Taka, I totally agree with you.  I often
feel like I have to accept what the
author is saying, simply because the
paper has been assigned by a
professor and therefore I need to
figure out a way to understand and
accept the ideas expressed --- just to
manage the class --- however the idea
of reading it from both stances seems
like a wonderful idea because it
would really cause you to develop
that deep understandign.  And of
course it might, maybe, make an
academic paper fun.  Maybe!

The Comments...

...
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Figure 1. Model of students’ experiences of the CMD. 
 

Delimitations of the Model 

 None of the components of the model work independently, and none are 

mutually exclusive. All are woven together and are reliant upon one another. 

Processes of reading and writing, for instance, do not exist without readers and 

writers. In a CMD, these processes take place almost simultaneously as participants 

read and respond to each other. Likewise, a participant’s autobiographical self is 

related not only to her other individual background variables (e.g., beliefs, sense of 
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authority), but also to the socio-cultural and mental contexts of the discussion, her 

knowledge growth, and other elements. The model should be interpreted as a system, 

with each component and process dependent upon the others. 

In discussing each of the themes of the model in this chapter, I have tried to 

select examples that best illustrate how these components and processes functioned 

with the participants described here. Many of the examples I use to demonstrate one 

aspect of the model, however, could be used to illustrate other aspects. These 

connections and interdependencies exemplify the complex nature of CMD in an 

authentic context. I do not intend with this model to suggest a comprehensive 

explanation of the multiple components, contexts, processes, or outcomes of an 

individual’s experience of a CMD. As with any graphic representation of an authentic 

process, this model cannot illustrate adequately the complexities of electronic 

discussion or the range of individual variations in students’ experiences.  

Further, while the qualitative approach I have taken typically results in the 

development of a theory grounded in data, I hesitate to assert that the model 

necessarily generalizes beyond the discussion from which it was derived. Although I 

hope it illustrates the intricacies of participants’ perceptions of electronic discourse, it 

is provided and discussed primarily so that the reader might better understand and 

manage the qualitative findings. 

Interpreting the Model 

The left portion of the diagram represents a single individual’s experience of 

the discussion. The individual interacts with the other participants through the text of 
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the discussion, which is represented by the column of comments in the middle. The 

text constantly changes and influences not only what participants read, but also what 

they write. Thus, the visual representation in Figure 1 is just a snapshot of the 

discussion at a given time. As soon as the next comment (i.e., 51) is posted, the text 

will change, and this comment will become part of the context in which all 

participants are reading and writing. Each participant experiences the discussion 

individually but also influences the others with her contributions to the text. The right 

portion of the diagram represents the other participants, each experiencing the 

discussion differently and influencing the written product that becomes the context 

for all the other participants. The diagram as a whole represents the group’s 

experience of the discussion and acknowledges the interconnectedness of all of the 

participants’ individual experiences. 

Although each participant experiences the discussion differently, a number of 

themes characterize their experiences. These themes are illustrated within the boxes 

that represent each of the participants. For example, the discussion was situated in a 

complex context that involved a number of global aspects impinging on all 

participants (e.g., the graduate-level course in educational psychology in which the 

discussion was conducted), as well as some individual aspects that differed among 

them (e.g., the literacy practices that they had been exposed to prior to this class). The 

global aspects are represented visually by the large box surrounding all participants 

and labeled Socio-Cultural Context. The box surrounding each individual represents 

the mental aspects of context in which that participant’s experience of the discussion 
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was situated. The borders are dashed to indicate the influence of the global aspects of 

the socio-cultural context on the individual participants.  

Themes enclosed in smaller boxes (e.g., Individual Background Variables) are 

grouped to represent components that are more static than the central processes of the 

discussion, which are represented visually by two intersecting ovals. Arrows 

represent the influence of one component or process on another. For example, a 

participant uses her own navigational strategies uniquely to experience and contribute 

to the discourse processes of the discussion. These processes then affect the 

individual participant, who incorporates her experiences in the discussion (e.g., 

emotional responses) back into her autobiographical self, beliefs, goals, and sense of 

authority. 

The Themes 

In the following pages, I discuss the themes represented by this model. I 

provide examples of the ways in which participants recognized and described these 

components and processes and how they functioned in the discussion. 

First, I describe the socio-cultural context of the discussion, and I provide 

examples of participants for whom the external context context was particularly 

important in their experiences. 

I then discuss the Individual Background Variables component of the model: 

Clark and Ivanič’s (1997) notion of the autobiographical self, as well as participants’ 

beliefs, goals, and sense of authority. As these aspects were very different for each 
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student, I provide examples from a variety of participants whose interview remarks 

highlighted these elements. 

Participants’ navigational strategies were informed by their own individual 

backgrounds and characteristics, and they influenced the ways in which they 

participated in the processes of the discussion. As such, this aspect is represented 

visually as a filter connecting each participant’s background variables with the 

processes of the discussion. In this section, I describe eight strategies that participants 

used to navigate and make sense of the discussion. 

Next, I describe the nearly simultaneous processes of reading and writing 

involved in CMD. In this section, I focus on two processes that informed the ways 

participants read and wrote: speculating on others and considering effects. I describe 

individual participants’ speculations on other participants (e.g., their autobiographical 

selves, sense of authority, navigational strategies, emotional responses), as well as 

their consideration of the ways in which their comments might affect the other 

participants and the discussion itself. 

Finally, I discuss the effects of these processes on individual participants. In 

particular, I detail participants’ descriptions of their emotional and cognitive 

responses to the discussion as it occurred. 

Socio-Cultural Context 

 Like readers and writers in any other context, participants in a CMD do not 

read and write in a vacuum. Their ideas and the ways in which they choose to express 

them are influenced both by the external socio-cultural context (e.g., the situational, 
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cultural, and historical circumstances of the discussion) and each participant’s 

individual mental context (e.g., what she knows, what she has experienced in the past, 

and what she is experiencing currently in the discussion). The discourses and literacy 

practices the participants have encountered, the power relations among them, and 

their interpretations of the audience and the meanings they share and do not share all 

influence the discussion as it unfolds. 

One aspect of the external socio-cultural context that was shared by all 

participants in the discussion considered in this chapter was the course in which the 

discussion occurred. Offered by the Department of Educational Psychology at a large 

research university in the southern United States, the course was a graduate-level 

seminar on discourse comprehension available in the spring semester of 2003. Open 

to both master’s-level and doctoral students, members of the class were expected to 

possess a basic understanding of learning and cognition before enrolling. The 

professor, Dr. Barbara Quaid, sought to make the course more like an ongoing 

dialogue among peers than a platform for teacher-centered transmission of 

information. 

The discussion was conducted in an electronic environment. Each week, 

students in the class were required to participate in discussion, about half of which 

was oral and half of which occurred as CMD in a computer lab. The contextual 

factors often mentioned as important influences on participation in CMD in general 

(e.g., reduced social cues, limited time and cognitive resources) also became part of 

the participants’ socio-cultural context in this situation.  
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This particular discussion occurred about halfway into the semester on the day 

of the seventh class meeting. At this point, most of the participants were familiar with 

each other as well as the logistics and format of this kind of discussion. The 

overarching topic for the week was “Comprehension as Production.” Five readings 

had been assigned, but Barbara had encouraged the students to read only the four in 

which they were most interested. Broadly, these articles focused on relating reading 

to writing, similarities between the two processes, and the usefulness of 

understanding the writing process as an analogy for what we do when reading. 

Finally, participants knew that this particular discussion would be studied 

thoroughly. They had participated in a pilot of the think-aloud procedure two weeks 

prior to the formal collection of data. They wore earplugs and spoke into digital voice 

recorders for both the pilot and this study. They knew that they would be interviewed 

within a week after the close of the discussion, and they knew that their response 

papers were possible data sources. Their awareness of these aspects of the research 

environment necessarily became part of the socio-cultural context of the discussion. 

As with any literacy event, these contextual characteristics interacted to 

constrain the possible identities of participants in the discussion (see my discussion of 

subject positions in chapter 2 for background). For example, the classroom context 

may have privileged American students, those with an educational psychological 

view of the content, those with background knowledge in discourse comprehension, 

those with greater experience with CMD or greater facility with English, or those 

more comfortable with a socio-constructivist classroom environment. 
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A full treatment of the students’ individual mental contexts, the greater socio-

cultural context, and the subject positions available to each participant is not possible 

here. Instead, I have chosen to focus first on one of the most salient contextual 

aspects, one that occurs both externally as the text of the discussion emerges on 

students’ screens and internally as they consider and reflect on this emergent text: (a) 

the discussion itself. In addition, I present examples of students’ recognition and 

appreciation of aspects of the preexisting socio-cultural context. In particular, 

participants described (b) the unique situational expectations for CMD, and (c) the 

ways in which the discussion was culturally, linguistically, and historically situated. 

The Discussion 

 The most salient aspect of the socio-cultural context was the discussion itself, 

transcribed in Appendix C, which changed and unfolded with the posting of each new 

comment. As each contribution was posted, it influenced and became part of the 

preexisting and mental contexts in which the other participants were reading and 

writing. The comments being produced by one participant, then, became part of the 

context that influenced others and their contributions. Each participant’s involvement 

in the discussion was not only individually meaningful to that participant, but also it 

affected and changed the larger context in which the participants interacted with each 

other and made meaning of the content. In this section, I (a) describe how to interpret 

a coherence graph, a visual representation of the discussion, and (b) provide a general 

description of the discussion itself. 
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 Interpreting the coherence graph. A coherence graph is included in 

Appendix E to provide a sense of the types of comments, threads, and topics in this 

particular discussion. Overall, 13 participants contributed 106 comments on 13 

different topics. Each comment is represented by a circle that indicates the author of 

the comment, and each line, numbered 1 to 106, indicates the order in which the 

comment was posted chronologically. In this particular discussion, participants 

included the professor, Barbara, whose comments are represented on the coherence 

graph by circles with the letter B; 11 students: Abby (Ab), Alice (Al), who was 

excluded from my analyses because she was unable to meet for the interview, 

Domenic (D), Irene (I), Keung-Jin (KJ), Paige (Pa), Polly (Po), Taka (Ta), Tien-Ning 

(TN), Tory (To), and Xiaomei (X); and me. My three comments dealt primarily with 

the logistics of the think-aloud and are represented by circles with my initials. 

Comments are shown as linked by a line whenever one participant clearly 

responded to another. For example, Comment 21 was posted by Paige in response to 

Comment 15 by Abby. Occasionally, comments are shown as linked by more than 

one line when a participant clearly responds to more than one of the other 

participants. One of Xiaomei’s responses (20), for instance, was addressed to Paige 

but referred specifically to a question Keung-Jin had asked earlier in Comment 17. 

Comments not linked to any of the others typically are social 

acknowledgements of entrances into and exits from the discussion (e.g., Comments 1-

13, 100). Occasionally, however, a comment is posted to which there is no clear 

response. One of Barbara’s comments (22), for example, may have been read by 
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Alice, who, with Comment 31, started a set of comments on the same topic. However, 

this was clear neither from Alice’s comment, nor from her think-aloud. In another 

case, a comment (57) by Irene shared the topic that Abby had started in Comment 38. 

It was clear from Irene’s comment and her think-aloud, however, that she had not 

read Abby’s comment. 

A set of comments linked together is referred to as a thread. Threads can vary 

both in their duration and in the number of comments by which they are composed. 

Topics are indicated by the colors of the circles. Usually, comments refer to single 

topics, but occasionally, a participant connects two or more related topics in a single 

comment (e.g., Comment 81). This is especially common with topics that are less 

bound to a specific thread and instead appear in several threads throughout the 

discussion. The topic of second-language issues with teaching and learning reading 

and writing, for example, came up in this particular discussion in several threads 

when second-language teachers and learners offered their perspectives. Typically, 

most comments in a thread are about the same topic, but this is not always the case. 

All of the comments in the thread started by Paige, with Comment 14, contributed to 

the topic of the research and think-aloud situation. Comments in the thread started by 

Tien-Ning with Comment 18, however, spanned nearly the entire discussion and 

contributed to three different topics.  

 A description of the discussion. The discussion began with a series of 

greetings (Comments 1-13). This was followed by a short, primarily social thread, in 
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which Paige, in Comment 14, made a funny reference to the headset she was wearing 

for the think-aloud procedure. 

As the last of the messages in this thread were posted, Tien-Ning, with 

Comment 18, began a new topic and thread about the possibility of applying some of 

the ideas from the second assigned reading to the process of participating in CMC. 

Her original comment (18) received six direct responses, all from different 

participants. One of those responses, a comment by Irene (32), began a new but 

related topic about children learning with technology. This comment received five 

direct responses, all from different participants. Participants continued to contribute to 

this thread until the end of the discussion.  

Irene started the next major thread with Comment 23. This thread involved 

several topics but dealt primarily with applying one of the assigned readings to 

teaching. Throughout this thread, several second-language teachers and learners 

contributed slightly different perspectives on the topics that took into account their 

own interests and experiences. Polly’s response (34), for example, introduced the idea 

of foreign language teaching, an idea that was appropriated by several participants 

throughout the thread (e.g., Comments 43, 47, 59). One comment, in particular, was 

productive in generating discussion. Xiaomei’s response (47) to Polly generated four 

responses, all from different participants. 

Some comments definitely were more successful in the sense that they 

generated greater response than others. A comment by Taka (28) was the most 

productive of the discussion. She received seven direct responses from different 
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participants, and she generated a thread that spanned the length of the discussion and 

included a total of 17 comments. Her comment focused on the idea of alignment or 

stance while reading, a topic that was new and relatively different from the rest of the 

topics. As a result, most of the responses in the thread related closely to the topic of 

Taka’s original comment. 

By contrast, two comments by Tory (27) and Alice (31) were less productive. 

Each generated only two responses. Interestingly, both were continuations of remarks 

the women had made during the oral classroom discussion. Tory had posted her 

comment because she was concerned that she had conveyed an impression of herself 

as uninformed during the oral discussion. Her classmates, however, did not agree and 

were not interested in pursuing this line of discussion. Alice, on the other hand, was 

described as argumentative in class by nearly all of her classmates, and almost none 

were willing to respond to her comment. Her classmates speculated that she was 

unwilling to consider alternatives to her perspective, so they felt that responding to 

her would be a waste of their time. As a result, the only responses she received were 

from Barbara, whose comment (51) encouraged her to consider alternatives, and 

Polly, who mentioned in the interview that she only posted her response (56) because 

she was irritated and wanted to understand why Alice was so angry. 

Abby began the last major thread in the discussion with Comment 38. This 

thread generated nine comments in all, three of which were direct responses to her 

first comment (the fourth was a comment in which she, after experiencing 

disappointment with the responses she received, angrily answered her own original 
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question). Aside from one purely social comment (48) in which Paige apologized for 

misspelling Abby’s name in an earlier comment, all comments in this thread 

contributed to the topic of Abby’s original post. 

A few other threads were started after this, but they generally were less 

productive than the earlier threads. Domenic, for instance, with Comment 72, 

attempted to begin a thread on an article that had not yet been discussed in the CMD. 

The only direct response he received was a comment (77) in which Tory expressed 

her confusion about his original question. This thread, then, actually was a one-on-

one exchange in which Tory tried to understand Domenic’s original question, and 

Domenic tried to explain it to her. Domenic never received any content-related 

responses to his question. 

Uniqueness of the CMD Context 

Participants described the unique challenges of the CMD in terms of (a) the 

lack of social cues, (b) their problems with timing their participation, and (c) the 

different role that the professor played. 

Lack of social cues. Most participants described the overall experience as 

more difficult than FTF discussion because of the lack of social cues. Taka, for 

instance, likened CMD to a telephone conversation:  

It’s very difficult. That’s why I hate to say something because when you don’t 

see each other… it can cause misunderstanding. And I feel it’s very dangerous 

because… sometimes people experience stupid misunderstandings while they 
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are talking on the phone, and the same thing might happen here, so I’m very 

scared. 

Polly shared this concern: “With face-to-face, you have the benefit of – You can say 

something and not feel that worry that you’re going to be misunderstood because you 

have the chance to clarify it immediately.” She elaborated on this difficulty in a 

description in one of her response papers of her frustration with a comment Taka 

made in a later CMD: 

 I desperately wanted to respond to [Taka]… I wanted to SCREAM as well as 

 inform [her] that not all Americans (certainly not this one) were supporting 

 the war and that her message carried some rather incorrect, blanket statements 

 about our U.S. society. Only, I wasn’t able to. The restrictions of the 

 synchronous discussion prevented me from speaking up and sharing my 

 opinion. I was too afraid of the lack of facial expressions, the inability to 

 speak with a smile, to offer a nod of approval, to question further (or answer 

 further) while writing my opinion would only confuse the situation. As much 

 as I wanted to respond, I worried that my words would be seen as 

 combative… I saw [this discussion] as being potentially impossible to 

 reconcile in the electronic world… I retracted completely and avoided the 

 comments with precision and care! 

Even when she had much to contribute, then, Polly found it difficult to express her 

opinion in a heated environment in which social cues were reduced. 
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 Polly also described an experience in which she began typing a response to 

Keung-Jin but deleted it and began again because she felt that her original comment 

might have been interpreted as condescending. She explained that if she had been 

talking with him FTF,  

I may have had a smile on my face or a gesture towards him that would have 

made it clear that what I’m saying is really nice and a compliment… But I 

was so aware of not wanting to offend that I definitely felt constrained with 

the written rather than with [FTF]. 

Polly admitted, however, that CMD did have its advantages. She mentioned 

that in classroom discussions, she often thought to herself as the discussion 

progressed, “Oh, why did I say that? I can’t take that back,” but in the fast-paced, 

cognitively taxing CMD environment, she simply had given herself permission to 

post comments quickly and not to worry about them after they were posted: 

I think I consciously do that and make myself do it [italics included in the 

quotations throughout this chapter are meant to provide the reader a sense of 

each participant’s original emphasis in speech] because [otherwise] I would… 

painfully compose and [edit]. [CMD] seems so immediate, and you have to 

respond, that I feel like if I took the amount of time I normally would, [my 

comments] would show up at the very end of the discussion. So, I just kind of 

decided I was not going to follow my normal manner… Often, I will go back, 

and I’ll see what I wrote and think, “Oh, that doesn’t exactly convey what I 

was hoping to,” but I just kind of decided not to worry about it. 
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She explained that she felt she had to take this approach “because, otherwise, I think 

I’d have… a nervous breakdown… I wouldn’t say anything, ever.” 

Problems with timing participation. Taka identified another problem when 

she described an experience in which she read a comment (102) that sparked a 

number of questions for her but felt it was “too late to ask” because the comment was 

situated near the end of the discussion. She said that the problem was due to the 

“cranky, non-real-time CMC system” and explained that,  

If it is a face-to-face conversation, and if I can ask the person real-time, and if 

I am already used to the atmosphere of the group, I would have made these 

questions immediately. For this reason, during the CMC session, I always 

hesitate and refrain from making a question or comment and always felt very 

frustrated just because I cannot resolve… lots of questions generated in my 

mind. 

The different role of the professor. Participants also mentioned the different 

role that Barbara played in the CMD than in the oral classroom discussion. Abby, for 

example, suggested that, 

Barbara is definitely more part of the group online than in class. When we’re 

sitting in the classroom, she sort of has to take charge more, whereas when 

we’re in front of the computer, it’s a little more democratic, I think, in that her 

voice is a little more equal. Although I do notice… [that] when Barbara 

responds to someone, they always respond back… Whereas if I respond to 

someone, they might respond back or not… When you see a message from 
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Barbara that says, “Abby…” it’s kinda like, “Oh. Okay. You gotta listen to the 

teacher.” 

Another participant, Tien-Ning, described a similar feeling: “Barbara’s messages 

stands still a little bit authoritative… so her messages [are] more powerful. I guess I 

have kind of thought that… if I skip all the messages, her messages I have to read.” 

 Domenic shared his classmates’ interest in reading responses from Barbara, 

but he also acknowledged that she had a unique responsibility in terms of providing 

these responses to students: 

Dr. Quaid’s comments are necessarily those of a teacher, who’s being politic 

and making sure everybody… feels okay about what they said… I have a lot 

of respect for her… her thoughts and her way of handling the class and 

everything… I realize what she’s doing, and so, when she responds to me, it’s 

always kind of interesting and like a nice, little present. But I don’t feel like I 

need to respond to her. In a sense, if I respond to her, I’m creating more work 

for her. 

Domenic intentionally limited his responses to Barbara for this reason. He 

appreciated her more equal participation in the CMD, but he continued to recognize 

the role she was playing, a role that carried with it certain responsibilities even in the 

more democratic electronic environment. 

The Discussion as Culturally, Linguistically, and Historically Situated 

Another theme that emerged in participants’ perceptions of the socio-cultural 

context of the discussion involved their recognition of their own backgrounds and the 
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diverse (a) cultural and linguistic perspectives of their classmates, as well as the ways 

in which the discussion was (b) historically situated. 

Cultural and linguistic situatedness. A Japanese student, Taka, described the 

“cultural gap” she felt when reading a comment (54) in which Abby suggested that 

CMD is a “chance to try out our ideas (and let them live or die).” Taka was struck 

immediately by the different way this American student approached the discussion: “I 

felt cultural gap because, especially in our cultures – we’re a reticent culture – so if 

we are not sure, we don’t say it. But [Abby] says, ‘Everybody say something. Be not 

sure.’ I’m always amazed… because of that gap.” 

Most international students, however, focused more on their language 

difficulties than on the cultural gap Taka described. Keung-Jin, for instance, 

described the ways in which his background interacted with the unique constraints of 

the CMD context: 

I need more control about my language ability [in CMD]… You need to know 

the difference, the tiny difference, between two words, even though they’re 

two words that have similar meaning. And it’s pretty hard for me, a foreign 

language learner and nonnative speaker. You don’t want to offend people, so 

without facial expression, that means sometimes I have to state to the point or 

give them more examples to help them get the meaning I want to say. I’m 

always wondering if I’m going to mislead them or make them misunderstand. 

And that’s really hard for me, a nonnative speaker, to do. 



 

78 

For Keung-Jin, then, the difficulties he felt as a nonnative speaker of English were 

made worse in the electronic environment where his ability to express himself was 

dependent completely on the text he created. 

Xiaomei also expressed frustration with the discussion because of the 

limitations she felt when she tried to contribute in English. She echoed Keung-Jin’s 

idea of the heightened importance of quick and effective expression: 

I feel like, in the online discussion, I have to express myself better. I have to 

be more explicit, and when I refer to things, I have to be more specific. And I 

find that really hard to do, so that’s why I don’t like it. So far, it has been a 

frustrating experience for me… It’s like it’s full of confusion. I have to miss a 

lot of messages if I want to talk at all, and I don’t feel comfortable about this. 

Taka explained that the problems she described with the reduced social cues 

of CMD often had more to do with her limited proficiency with English: 

Eighty or 90% of the reasons why I hesitate to make a comment is my 

language barrier. Usually, I am a very talkative person in Japanese. So even if 

it is CMC, I would write much more – 10 times more or even 20 times more – 

if I can read and write in Japanese. 

To her, the fact that the discussion was conducted in English was more salient than 

that it was computer-mediated. 

 Historical situatedness. Participants recognized and appropriated current 

social, political, and historical events and ideas in the discussion. Domenic and Abby, 

for example, both described their interests in current issues of standardized testing. 
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Domenic, in particular, sought out threads that had to do with policies on assessment, 

“…just things that have to do with the school board, policy and all that, which I’m 

starting to get interested in. And horrified by. I can’t believe [this state] is… God, we 

might as well be in hell.” 

The overarching political and social climate that students were experiencing 

outside of class also affected the discussion. In March 2003, about two weeks after 

the interviews for this study were conducted, the United States declared war on Iraq. 

For Taka, this climate was so overwhelming and frightening that she often used the 

CMD as a place not only to relate topics in the class to current U.S. policies but also 

to express her frustrations and fears. Unfortunately, as a Japanese woman living in the 

United States after World War II and during this conflict with Iraq, Taka found it 

nearly impossible to view the comments from American students in the class as 

opportunities for learning. Instead, she understood them, most of whom actually 

shared her highly critical attitude toward American. policies, as nothing more than 

confirmation of her stereotype of Americans as arrogant, antagonistic, and oblivious 

to issues outside the United States. 

This caused a number of problems within the class that often were expressed 

during the computer-mediated portion of the discussion. Barbara talked frequently 

with Taka and tried to use these instances as learning opportunities for the class. 

Many times, she was able to use these flare-ups as demonstrations of discourse-

related topics that the students were studying at the time. Regrettably, however, Taka 

remained frustrated throughout the semester and decided to withdraw from her 
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program of study and return to Japan. Her perceptions and experience of the 

discussion are discussed in greater detail later in this chapter. 

Individual Background Variables 

 Participants described highly individualized experiences, including a number 

of background variables that they brought with them to the discussion that influenced 

their participation. Four variables, in particular, were mentioned by all of the 

participants, their (a) autobiographical selves (i.e., prior experiences, knowledge, 

interests, etc.), (b) underlying beliefs about CMD, (c) overarching personal goals for 

their experiences in the discussion, and (d) sense of authority in the discussion. 

Detailed discussion of these aspects of participants’ experiences follows. 

Autobiographical Self 

Participants indicated that one of the most important aspects of their 

experiences, but one that affected their participation in complex and subtle ways, was 

what Clark and Ivanič (1997) called the autobiographical self (see my discussion of 

this aspect of writer identity in chapter 2 for background). Briefly, the 

autobiographical self is related closely to the socio-cultural context in which the 

participant is situated, such that the context influences and impinges upon the 

participant’s autobiographical self. The autobiographical self, however, is more 

circumscribed. It involves the ways in which the participant has made sense of this 

context. It is her life history and the stories she tells herself about her life and how she 

has come to understand her experiences. Participants’ recognition of the influence of 

their autobiographical selves on their participation in the discussion centered on (a) 
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the importance of their cultural backgrounds, (b) their prior experiences, knowledge, 

and interests, (c) their views of themselves, and (d) the relationships they had 

developed with their classmates. 

Cultural background. Tien-Ning described the ways in which her experiences 

as a student in Taiwan often influenced the way she approached tasks, including 

CMD, as a nonnative graduate student in the United States: “I often simply accept 

what the author says, maybe because of culture background. In my country, when I 

was in junior high or elementary, we accept everything that teacher says.” In this 

way, Tien-Ning explained her approach to academic tasks as part of her 

autobiographical self, influenced in part by the context in which she grew up. 

A comment from Taka, however, best illustrates the role of the 

autobiographical self in influencing participation in the discussion. Taka explained 

that she felt that it would be impossible for her to have a strong reaction to any 

comments in a CMD conducted in English. She described English as completely 

“unemotional” and “just a little out of it” for her. She suggested that she had not 

experienced any strong feelings or reactions to any of the comments in the discussion 

and that this lack of reaction was 

just because of English, foreign language. But, you know, all of these things 

are just because of my filter. Not because of these people. Not because of their 

language, their words. It’s just because of my preference, my knowledge, my 

background, and my filter. Bias. Prejudice, maybe. [Italics here indicate a 

great deal of emphasis in Taka’s speech originally. Her voice got louder and 
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deeper when she spoke each of the italicized words, and she paused for almost 

a full second after each.]  

Here, Taka also illustrated just how messy it can be to distinguish among the 

autobiographical self, socio-cultural context, and subsequent available subject 

positions. In this case, the socio-cultural context, among countless other factors, 

involved the Japanese context in which Taka grew up, the American classroom 

context in which she was participating in the CMD, and all the discourse practices she 

had encountered along the way and was choosing from. These contextual factors 

made available and unavailable to her certain subject positions, or possibilities for 

constructing herself in the discussion. Her autobiographical self included all she had 

experienced in the different contexts and positions she had assumed throughout her 

life as a Japanese woman, an American graduate student, mother, etc. 

Prior experiences, knowledge, and interests. For most participants, the 

influence of the autobiographical self was more subtle. Prior knowledge and 

experiences often influenced participants’ interests in different content areas in the 

discussion. They tended to be attracted to comments that they felt directly related to 

their lives and experiences or that somehow articulated a thought or experience that 

they had had. 

For example, Tory appreciated Taka’s comment (28) about positioning 

oneself with or against academic papers because she found it easy to apply to her own 

experiences: 
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I remember thinking, “Oh yeah! I don’t know how I align myself with 

anything as I read an academic paper.” A lot of times, I feel like I’m just 

trying to get through the words. I don’t really know what kind of stance to 

take. So I felt that that was a really good point… Taka’s comment was 

powerful in that it resonated with me a feeling I have sometimes. It was 

something that I’d felt but hadn’t really been able to vocalize… I’d read 

through the article and thought, “Yeah alignment,” but when she wrote that, I 

thought, “Yeah! How do you do that in an academic paper?! I agree with 

you!” 

Abby had a very different reaction to Taka’s comment because of her own 

experiences: 

I guess it struck me as important because I’m a reading instructor. And so, it 

really shows how, through our educational system... that we drill into people, 

“You read to understand what the author’s saying. You read to understand 

what the author’s saying.” And we don’t allow for much response... I see it in 

elementary schools. I see kids reading and saying “I don’t understand” when 

what they’re reading makes no sense anyway. And so maybe they should say, 

“This makes no sense” instead of “I don’t understand.” …It’s a two-way 

street, and I think, so often, when we teach kids how to read, we teach them 

that it’s a one-way street and that the author always makes sense. 

Abby’s prior knowledge and experiences as a reading instructor had afforded her a 

passionate opinion about writer authority and teaching critical reading. This passion 
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not only colored her contributions to the discussion, but also affected how she 

interpreted others’ comments and her emotional and cognitive responses to them. 

Polly also described this feeling of connecting her own experience with the 

experiences of others in the discussion, but for her, the connection was more about 

feeling compassion toward the participants than it was about relating to the content of 

their comments. In particular, she enjoyed reading comments from the international 

students in the class. She appreciated their command of English and identified with 

them because, “when I did my master’s in Italian, I was in the exact same position of 

reading all this material in a language that’s not your – that’s not innate, even if 

you’re totally fluent.” For Polly, then, the connection was based on the admiration 

and respect she felt for nonnative participants whose experiences she identified with. 

Conversely, Tory described actually skipping comments that she felt she 

could not relate to or that would never be part of her experience. She mentioned that,  

If they’re talking about something that I never think about… [if] I don’t think 

it’s going to help me out… Like, talking about deaf kids doesn’t do anything 

for me. I’m never gonna be involved, I don’t think, with deaf kids. I just will 

skip it. Because… I won’t ever work with those people. So it’s purely 

background. 

Interestingly, Domenic described a similar reaction to the same comments that Polly 

felt such a connection with. Even though Domenic spoke three languages (he even 

spoke to Polly in Italian during classroom breaks) and could identify with being a 

nonnative speaker, he described skipping comments from the international students 
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almost automatically. He felt that they tended to take a second-language approach to 

all the topics and explained, “I’m not really interested in that right now, in this 

course.” 

Views of self. Participants’ views of themselves also influenced their 

participation. Tory, for instance, identified herself as shy. She welcomed the CMD 

experience weekly as one in which she could express herself more easily and in 

which she might show others another side of herself. She suggested that she could 

understand why some of her classmates might see her differently in class than online: 

Because I’m not very vocal in class. I’m extremely shy in groups. I mean, 

that’s terrible. How can you be a Ph.D. student and be extremely shy? Not that 

I have tons of comments here either [in the CMD] but certainly more than in 

class. I feel bad, but I can’t help it… I just have a terrible time expressing 

myself in class the way I really want to be heard.  

In this case, Tory’s autobiographical view of herself affected how she viewed the 

discussion. She saw the discussion as an opportunity not only to develop her 

understanding of the topics, but also to express herself more easily and thoroughly to 

her classmates. 

Relationships with classmates. Participation sometimes was influenced by 

relationships among the participants. While most participants never had met each 

other before enrolling in the course, a few maintained stronger associations. Tory, for 

example, revealed that she currently was enrolled in another course in which Keung-

Jin, Polly, and Xiaomei also were enrolled. She and Polly both said that they tended 
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to read comments by participants who were in their other classes. Tory mentioned, 

“Anytime they say something, it kind of stands out to me because I want to see how 

they’re using this class.” She explained that reading these comments was a way for 

her to make connections between what she was learning in this class and her other 

classes. 

For Polly and Tory, in particular, their relationship as close friends outside of 

class guided their participation in the discussion. Each of them mentioned 

independently that they always read what the other posted simply because they were 

good friends, even when the comments were not related to an area of their own 

interest. In addition, Tory mentioned that they had engaged in long conversations 

outside of class about how the assigned readings were “really kicking us in the butt!” 

She mentioned that when she read for the class, she felt like, “Oh, I just don’t know 

anything!” Although Polly did not speculate on her reasons for choosing to read 

Tory’s comments, this feeling of camaraderie about the class may have contributed.  

Beliefs 

Beliefs, both about (a) CMD in general and about (b) etiquette when 

participating, emerged as a theme in participants’ experiences of the discussion. 

Although they never were asked about their beliefs specifically, all revealed deeply 

held perspectives that influenced how they viewed the discussion, their own 

participation, and the participation of the other members of the class. These beliefs 

varied among participants and were highly consistent with the individuals’ behaviors 

in the discussion. 
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 Beliefs about CMD in general. Participants’ general beliefs about CMD 

tended to have either a positive or negative valence. Surprisingly, international 

students, who often are cited as a group that might enjoy or benefit most from CMD, 

tended to be most critical of it. Keung-Jin, for example, mentioned,  

I personally don’t agree with this kind of talking [CMD]. You’re not really 

talking to the person step-by-step, but instead, you pick up a question, write a 

reaction. And it’s kind of talking. It’s kind of discourse. But not real 

discourse. 

Part of his frustration with CMD stemmed from his idea that the medium encouraged 

participants to rely on their personal experiences to verify or support the assigned 

readings. Keung-Jin preferred a more structured, traditional setting and believed that 

participants did not necessarily learn from sharing their personal experiences or 

listening to others share theirs. 

 Taka, on the other hand, mentioned that she felt that writing about a topic 

generally made her think more deeply than simply discussing it orally. Even with this 

belief, however, she still did not value CMD as a worthwhile learning experience. She 

admitted that she had a negative attitude toward it but said that she was open to 

changing her mind as she gained more experience. She believed that CMD, in 

particular, “could create kind of social distributed cognition, and people, without 

realizing it… react as the nodes of the network.” Taka’s understanding of socially 

distributed cognition here is unclear, but based on comments she made later in her 

interview, it appeared that she felt that the danger was that participants might fall into 
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a kind of groupthink, that this form of discourse might encourage very polite, 

uncritical reflection to the point that all group members contribute essentially the 

same ideas. 

 Xiaomei and Tien-Ning expressed the belief that the fast pace of CMD 

requires extreme agility and comfort with reading and writing. Both believed that all 

of the other participants, including the other international students, were more 

comfortable and effective in this environment than they were. Xiaomei said, “You 

have to be able to read everything and to write everything, write a lot, like 100%.” As 

a result, she saw herself as inadequate when it came to this type of discussion. She 

was adamant that the other participants were able to post long, insightful, relevant 

comments with ease, while she felt, “I cannot do that unless I plan it before I come to 

class.” Tien-Ning felt the same pressure. She believed that if she could not post her 

opinion quickly, she should “at least post something,” so that she would not appear 

incompetent. 

 The American students tended to have more positive general attitudes toward 

CMD. Irene believed that this type of discussion was “the next wave… a new frontier 

in literacy teaching.” She further believed that the difficulties that other participants 

had with it were a direct result of the change she saw taking place in education. She 

saw their struggles as tension inevitable when a paradigm shifts. In contrast to 

Xiaomei and Tien-Ning, she saw CMD as valuable precisely because it requires that 

the student’s reading and writing processes be connected so closely. She likened it to 

the experience of communicating via a Telecommunications Device for the Deaf 
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(TDD): “What this CMC process does and TDD does… is that it ties reading to 

writing. You have to be able to communicate in both ways to successfully 

participate.” 

 Abby, however, was perhaps the most vocal advocate. She expressed her 

opinion of the value of CMD twice in the discussion considered here, in Comments 

54 and 104, as well as a number of times in other discussions, her response papers 

and interview, and even in outside e-mail exchanges with her classmates. In her 

interview, she expressed her belief that this kind of discussion provides an avenue for  

altering and adjusting our thoughts as we come into contact with each other… 

When we talk online, we inform each other… and have a chance to try out our 

ideas and let them live or die… This is a place where we can… say what 

we’re thinking, but we’re not married to it. 

Abby referred here to a comment (54) she made in the discussion. She elaborated on 

her use of the phrase, “and let them live or die,” later in the interview: 

We do let our ideas live and die. And you don’t know that until you put them 

out there. There are a lot of people who have pretty weird ideas, and they will 

never change if they don’t put them out there. Or if they sit in a room that just 

has people exactly like them, they’ll move that idea forward, but they never 

challenge the idea from the outside. 

Abby believed strongly that CMD afforded learners the environment for doing just 

that, trying out their ideas in a safe environment among peers who are generally 

supportive and who have similar intentions. 
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 Like Taka, however, even Abby believed that this type of discussion offered 

limited possibilities for critical reflection: 

In class, it seems like we’re more able to critique the ideas because we can be 

corrected more easily by Barbara if we’re off… Like, “This is what I think 

here,” and Barbara’ll say, “Well, that’s not really what they intended” or 

something like that. And we don’t critique [in the CMD], and I don’t know if 

it’s because Barbara can’t correct us if we’re misinterpreting… It’s more 

warm and fuzzy. 

For Abby, Barbara’s different role in the discussion, less as an authority and more as 

a collaborator, meant less direct challenging of participants’ perspectives. She 

believed that reduced social cues also contributed to this shortcoming. Without the 

cues inherent in FTF interactions, participants constantly were concerned about 

offending each other or creating misunderstandings. They suggested that, because of 

this, they tended to keep their language very specific, polite, and supportive, even 

when they disagreed strongly with each other. Abby believed that this constant 

monitoring for politeness often interfered with the possibility for opposition and 

debate.  

 Beliefs about etiquette in CMD. Participants’ beliefs also centered on 

etiquette in terms of when to contribute to the discussion, when not to contribute, and 

the types of comments that were appropriate and inappropriate. Several participants 

mentioned that they felt responsible for providing a response whenever they were 

addressed directly. Polly was the most adamant: “If you are being addressed, you 
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really should – It’s polite to respond.” Polly’s belief in this politeness principle 

extended even to situations in which she did not understand the comment and was 

unsure about how to respond. For example, she revealed that when Xiaomei 

addressed her directly in Comment 47, not only did she not understand Xiaomei’s 

comment, but she was not even sure to which of her own comments Xiaomei was 

responding. She felt compelled to respond, however, and did so much later in the 

discussion with Comment 88. 

 Tory echoed Polly in that she felt  

the need to acknowledge [comments that addressed her directly] in some 

way… I guess it’s because I kind of think of it as a conversation… so I do feel 

this sense of exchanges and not just [having someone address you] and never 

responding to it. 

Tory was quick to point out, however, that she did not feel offended when other 

participants failed to respond to her. This attitude was common among participants. 

Most mentioned that their beliefs about etiquette in the discussion were personal 

standards that they used for themselves but did not expect others to follow. 

 Domenic also mentioned feeling accountable for responding to participants 

who addressed him directly. For him, however, this responsibility was based on the 

idea that seeing a comment that recognized him by name “feels real good.” He 

explained that providing a response to that person is an immediate priority “on a best-

effort basis… Because, I mean, that made me feel good. I figure it’s just good to 

reciprocate.” 
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 Participants also had ideas about when not to contribute. Irene, in contrast to 

Polly, firmly believed that if she did not understand a comment, she should not post a 

response to it. She explained, “You know, if you don’t know what to say, don’t say 

anything.” As a result, she often skipped comments she did not understand. In 

addition, her think-aloud data indicated that she was comfortable making very quick 

decisions regarding which comments to skip, even with comments that addressed her 

directly. 

 Almost all participants mentioned that they did not feel compelled to respond 

to comments about which they had very little opinion, even if they were generally in 

agreement. Instead, they tended to feel greater responsibility toward comments that 

they either passionately agreed with, so much so that they felt that they could add a 

new perspective to the discussion, or that they passionately disagreed with. Xiaomei, 

however, believed that the discussion often involved too much dissent and explained, 

“I just feel like, when you don’t agree with someone, you don’t always have to say 

it.” Her behavior in the discussion was consistent with this, in that the comments she 

posted often added a new perspective to the topics but rarely disagreed with the other 

participants outright. 

 Another belief participants held about when they should not contribute to the 

discussion involved their preparedness on the topics. Keung-Jin and Domenic both 

revealed that they had not finished the assigned readings before class on the day of 

the discussion. Each held the belief that he should not participate in either the oral or 

electronic discussions for this reason. They struggled, however, with how to reconcile 
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this belief with the practical implications of what they were expected to do in both 

forums. 

In the oral discussion, they feared being asked to comment directly about the 

topics if they did not initiate their own contributions, but they feared what Barbara 

and their classmates would think if they contributed something irrelevant or 

uninformed. Domenic mentioned that he remained anxious in the CMD because he 

made the faulty assumption that the discussion would be limited to the article he had 

not yet begun reading. He explained, “I was so anxious, I was just looking for ways to 

participate.” Keung-Jin and Domenic, however, both indicated that they found 

contributing to the CMD easier than contributing to the oral discussion when they felt 

unprepared. They still felt responsible for contributing, but in the electronic 

environment, they were able to identify threads in the discussion in which they could 

share their own experiences or learn by relating others’ experiences to the portions of 

the readings they had read. 

 Participants’ beliefs also centered on their ideas of the types of comments that 

were appropriate and inappropriate in the discussion. At the beginning of the 

semester, Barbara had encouraged them to “play” while engaging in discussion, and 

most participants took this to heart. At the beginning of all the CMDs, students would 

greet each other and post funny comments as they waited for others to log on. In 

addition, most of the discussions were peppered throughout with participants’ witty 

responses and funny references and examples. 
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 Many participants saw these kinds of comments as a welcome break from the 

intellectual fatigue and tension they experienced while engaging in such an intense 

academic discussion. Tien-Ning, for instance, remarked, “We need casual kinds of 

messages in this kind of discussion.” Taka, however, disagreed. She believed that 

casual comments detracted from the task of carrying on an intellectual discussion 

about the topics. For this reason, she regularly skipped the opening comments and 

any that she felt did not contribute to the discussion. She often made this decision 

based simply on the language of the comment. For example, Taka reported skipping 

Comments 15 and 21 when she saw that Abby and Paige had used the word fancy. 

She said that the word struck her as “too sudden” and explained, “This kind of 

vocabulary doesn’t sound like academic… Doesn’t fit.” Taka’s belief about what was 

appropriate and inappropriate in the discussion influenced the navigational strategies 

she used, the comments she read, and her views of the discussion and the other 

participants. 

Goals 

One of the most striking themes that emerged involved participants’ personal 

goals for their experiences in the discussion. Although they never were asked directly 

about their goals, almost all articulated at least one implicit, overarching aim for the 

discussion. These goals implicated their ideas about what constituted good discussion 

and centered on their desires that (a) the discussion contribute to their overall 

knowledge growth in the class, and (b) they provide a certain impression of 

themselves in their comments. 
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 Overall knowledge growth. Most participants’ personal goals for the 

discussion centered, at least in part, on the idea that it should contribute to their 

learning. In order for Taka to be satisfied with the discussion, for example, she 

required that it stimulate her to think about something entirely new and surprising. 

She did not recognize that she played any role in achieving this intellectual 

stimulation, however, and instead felt that it was the responsibility of other 

participants to post comments that stimulated her. She often was disappointed. She 

described her disappointment with the responses she received on a question she 

posted in Comment 28:  

None of the replies to my question surprised me… Nobody had anything 

surprising. And I was always looking for… opinion or views that surprises me 

and overthrow my common sense… I’ve never… had a CMC session in this 

semester… where somebody’s view or opinion surprised or overthrow my 

common sense or my view. But I was always seeking that kind of opinion. 

Taka’s disappointment also affected her behavior in the discussion. She tended to 

write infrequently. When she did post a comment, instead of posting a response to 

another participant, she typically started a new thread. She tended not to respond to 

others, even when they addressed her by name or posted in the threads she started, 

because she found that none of their comments reached the goal she had for her 

experience in the discussion. 

This pattern definitely was true in the discussion considered here. Taka 

composed only three comments altogether, two of which were social (a greeting and a 



 

96 

farewell). The single substantive comment she posted (28) started a new thread. 

Although it generated a number of responses, she never responded to those who 

posted responses to her original comment, even when they addressed her by name. 

This finding is particularly interesting. While the threads she started tended to 

generate many responses, and the other participants mentioned that they enjoyed and 

learned a great deal from her comments, her overarching goal for the discussion was 

not met. She was valuable to the discussion in terms of the responses she generated 

and the ways in which she contributed to the other participants’ experiences and 

learning, but she was not at all satisfied with her own experience. If only her 

comments and the pattern of other participants’ responses to her were considered, 

Taka would look like a productive and engaged participant. Her own description of 

her experience, however, paints a very different picture. 

Abby articulated several goals for the discussion. More than anything, she 

wanted it to push her to think more, and she wanted others in the discussion to debate 

with her and challenge her to change her mind. In addition, she wanted to challenge 

herself to achieve an understanding beyond what she saw in her classmates. 

As an advanced doctoral student, Abby felt bored in many of her classes with 

what she saw as a surface-level treatment of the topics. She also felt frustrated by the 

lack of people in her life with the same understanding and passion for these ideas. She 

said that she could not talk to her spouse or most of her friends about the topics she 

was passionate about, and she saw academic discussions as her opportunity to express 

this passion and push herself to reconsider and revise her understanding: 
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I don’t have many people who will talk to me about these kinds of things. I 

mean, I can talk about literature with some of my other friends who like to 

read good literature. I can talk about… plays with some of my friends who go 

to plays. But this is where I can talk about this stuff and really get deep into it, 

and so I try to make that happen. 

Abby took a more assertive approach than Taka when it came to achieving her goal in 

the discussion: 

I try to look beyond that [superficial] stuff, so that I can move the discussion 

further, rather than just sort of, “Okay. I’ll do the same thing I did in my last 

class…” If I have something to offer, I’ll offer it… My internal monitor is 

like, “Don’t say something that’s not gonna move [the discussion] in a new 

direction. Don’t just go along, ‘Yeah, you’re right’ or ‘I agree’ or something 

like that.” And… it’s probably nice to hear that people agree with you, but at 

the same time, it’s kinda like, “Well, we don’t have time for that!” 

When asked if she felt that pushing the discussion further was her responsibility, she 

said,  

No, I think it’s completely self-serving. I don’t think it’s my role, in that if I 

wasn’t here, it wouldn’t get done, and so I have to be here to make it happen. 

Because, if I’m not here, I really don’t care if it happens. If I’m gonna be 

here, I want to learn! 

Like Taka, Abby’s goal was reflected in her behavior in the discussion. In 

order to develop a deep understanding of the topics in the class, she was strategic in 
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her attempts to push the discussion in a different direction by posting new thoughts 

and questions. In addition, she tended not to greet others at the beginning of the 

discussion because she felt that these comments did not push the discussion forward. 

Although she appreciated the occasional intellectual breaks offered by the more social 

or funny comments, she preferred a more serious tone and tended to limit her own 

playfulness. She explained, 

I want to get beyond the, “It was funny,” “It was nice” [comments], and if I 

play into that, then it sort of allows for more of that… I know that I do that as 

a graduate student when I don’t know much about things, and so I’ll be funny 

or – So I probably am not very funny in here because I know a lot about this, 

and I really want to talk about it, and I don’t want [the other participants] to 

digress and get funny and get silly.  

Abby’s goals for her experience in the discussion sometimes revolved 

specifically around the assigned readings. Beyond her general goal of pushing the 

discussion forward, she often entered the computer lab with the explicit goal of 

discussing one or more of the readings to which she had experienced a strong 

reaction. In this particular discussion, Abby was upset about one of the readings in 

which she felt the authors’ naturalistic methodology led them not to intervene to help 

the children in the classroom they were studying. 

She felt that she had not been able to express her opinion of this article as 

thoroughly as she wanted in the oral classroom discussion, so she entered the CMD 

with the goal of further delving into this article and her own responses to it. She said 
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that she “just wanted to see what other people thought” about the article, so she tested 

the group by waiting to see if others would bring up the reading first. She waited 15 

minutes for someone else to address the article before posting what she called a 

“hook” in Comment 38: “So…what did you all think of the [Author 1] article?” Abby 

was interested especially in how Irene and Domenic would respond. She said that 

posting this hook was “like throwing out a fishing pole… I was looking for them to 

respond. I was looking for anyone to respond really, but if they would have 

responded, I would have paid more attention.” 

After reading responses to her question that she thought indicated superficial 

reactions to the article (e.g., Paige’s comment [45] that focused on the study’s 

Scottish setting), Abby became frustrated and angered by what she viewed as the 

other participants’ lack of critical understanding: 

So often in our class, we talk about what we like and what’s nice and what’s 

agreeable and what we can live with and that kind of thing. But we don’t tear 

it up. And so, I had thrown the bone out earlier, and I didn’t want to crush the 

discussion, but then when the discussion keeps on going, “We like it. It’s 

nice,” I was like, “Okay. I don’t really wanna talk about this article anymore if 

all you’re gonna say is, ‘It’s really nice’ because surely there’s something 

wrong with it.” …I wanted someone to say, “No, you’re wrong, and this is 

why [Author 1] is right.” And then I would have come back and said, “Well, I 

don’t know.” But there was no adjustment to my thought there, and by the end 
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of it, I was so frustrated… that I was like, “No!” …And so, finally, I just 

went, “Pff! This is what I thought!” 

Abby described then posting the longest comment of the discussion and one of the 

last to appear (102). 

Surprisingly, between posting her initial “hook” and this comment, Abby 

posted four comments about four other topics in response to six participants. Her 

participation, then, was more complex than one would expect from her interview 

description of the discussion. While her overall experience of the discussion was 

colored by a growing sense of frustration that her goal was not being met, she 

managed to generate a number of thoughtful questions and responses on other topics. 

Xiaomei also saw the role of the assigned readings as particularly central. She 

felt that the purpose of the discussion was not to learn more about the articles 

themselves but to learn from other participants’ interpretations of the articles. She 

was deeply interested in how her classmates reacted to the articles, and she sought to 

learn as much as she could from the different perspectives that they contributed. 

Domenic’s goal similarly was directed by the assigned readings: “I have some 

purpose when I go into [the CMD]. The purpose is typically to discuss a particular 

writing, you know, some comments that didn’t get made in class or… Sometimes I 

consciously save things up for [the CMD].” A number of other participants also 

described their goals for pursuing the assigned readings in the discussion. Polly 

mentioned using the discussion to help her to understand the readings in a more 

informal, applied way. She felt that the group’s oral discussions of the readings 
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tended to be more formal and theoretical. Online, she relied on comments in which 

other participants shared their experiences to help her understand both the readings 

and the oral discussion. 

Impression maintenance. For Domenic, learning from the discussion was 

secondary to his goal of contributing comments like the ones he admired from other 

participants. He enjoyed a kind of “easy, back-and-forth flow” and wished to emulate 

the writing style of participants whose comments he found appealing. He particularly 

enjoyed comments that were “just more punchy and playful and just look like they’re 

going to pay off… somewhere between repartee and discourse… an exchange that’s 

going to be fulfilling.” He most appreciated comments that were simple, direct, and 

that introduced personal examples that made the ideas from the readings more 

concrete and easy for him to understand. He explained, “I tend to be more geared 

toward things that are applied, as opposed to... [things that] just kind of exist in the 

theoretical realm.” He sought out contributions from participants (e.g., Irene) who he 

felt reliably provided comments that were applied and that introduced personal 

examples. 

Domenic tried to compose contributions in the same style as those he enjoyed. 

His goal was to post comments that others would find practical and easy to read and 

that would “snag other people into wanting to talk.” To do this, he tried to maintain a 

balance between “coming off too strong and sounding like you’re full of shit” and 

“sounding kind of informed.” He also mentioned that he tried to keep his comments 

short (one or two sentences) and that he tried to make them “provocative… a little bit 
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punchy and humorous and things like that.” Most of all, he tried to keep his 

vocabulary simple: 

That’s the way I like to read, and that’s the way I like to write. I used to do a 

lot of professional writing, and I’m kind of very much in the school of plain 

English, which is… “Don’t use a big word when a diminutive one will do.” 

Domenic said that he even had complimented his classmates in order to try to make 

his comments more appealing. He explained that the compliments were “sincere, but 

they’re also… emotionally a little bit more powerful than just… a kind of expression 

of some abstract idea.” 

Perhaps the most interesting finding about Domenic, however, is that despite 

his strategic attempts to contribute comments that others would find appealing, his 

classmates consistently mentioned him as someone whose comments they routinely 

found confusing and irrelevant. In general, although Domenic’s remarks in the oral 

discussion frequently were mentioned as insightful and helpful by most of the 

students, most found him difficult to understand in the CMD. As a result, although a 

few participants (e.g., Abby) continued to read Domenic’s comments because they 

hoped he would contribute something similar to what he contributed in the oral 

discussions, most revealed that they regularly skipped his comments online. 

Like Domenic, Tory expressed a goal regarding the kinds of comments she 

wanted to contribute. Her goal, however, was centered less on the idea of contributing 

comments that others would find appealing and more on avoiding contributing 

comments that would make others think less of her. In general, Tory was highly 
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concerned with others’ perceptions of her, and she viewed the discussion almost as a 

performance. She explained,  

I don’t want to be the type that’s always saying, “What do you mean by that?” 

[and is] not contributing anything. [As] if I can’t think of anything else to say, 

[so] I’ll just say, “What?” I want to understand what they’re saying, but I 

don’t want that to be my only contribution to our conversation. I don’t want to 

appear like that. 

As a result, Tory saw comments that made statements as more substantive than those 

that asked questions, and she tried to limit her contributions to a statement format. 

She explained, “I have, in the past, asked questions, but I won’t ask questions [now] 

unless I really want the answer.” Unfortunately, because contributions that pose 

questions often generate new threads in a CMD, this behavior may have been 

detrimental to the progress of the discussion. 

 Irene’s goals, on the other hand, centered less on maintaining a favorable 

impression and more on fulfilling a genuine function in the discussion. She felt that 

both the oral and electronic discussions tended to get “off-track” as participants 

would post comments that “just don’t feed what I think our conversation is about.” 

She saw herself as fulfilling a role in shifting them back to topics that she felt were 

more appropriate or representative of the assigned readings. Her primary goal, what 

she described as her “job” in the discussion, was to keep participants “on track.” As 

such, she often asked questions or posted responses that introduced (or reintroduced) 

topics from the readings. 
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Irene especially admired Barbara’s ability to read comments and then “pick up 

on… an idea and take it to the next level academically.” She explained, “Maybe if I 

set a goal for myself, that might be… what I would be trying to do too. Not taking 

[Barbara’s] place, but at the same time… bringing into the discussion some reality, 

some other piece of information.” Irene’s comments often introduced a practical 

application of an idea or an example from her personal experience that either 

supported or failed to support an idea from one of the readings. In addition, she often 

drew on her own experiences as a teacher working with young children to strengthen 

her comments and make them more concrete. Unlike Domenic, Irene achieved her 

goal. She often was mentioned by others as someone whose comments they sought 

out as helpful, applied, and easy to read. 

Remarkably, although Irene felt that it was her job to monitor the discussion 

(a relatively authoritative role in a “democratic” discussion), she also held the goal of 

“being part of the discussion.” She said that she saw the discussion as an “opportunity 

for me to express… my opinion about things,” and she wanted very much to take 

advantage of this opportunity. She explained, “I want to be a contributor to the 

discussion. And relevant. But not dogmatic, not so opinionated that it doesn’t seem 

like I’m open to other points of view.” To this end, Irene was careful to compose 

comments that appeared diplomatic. For instance, if she disagreed strongly with 

another participant, she often posted her response not as a statement of open 

disagreement but as a question to the individual about the topic or their opinion.  
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Sense of Authority 

Another theme that emerged involved the participants’ sense of authority in 

the discussion. Related primarily to their prior knowledge and experiences (i.e., 

autobiographical selves), their sense of authority often involved their (a) confidence 

or self-efficacy with reading and writing in the CMD, (b) perceptions of their 

understanding of the content, and (c) autobiographical views of their own authority. 

In turn, their sense of authority influenced not only what and how they contributed, 

but also the ways they read and understood other participants’ comments. 

 Confidence with reading and writing in the CMD. Almost all participants 

frequently compared themselves to others and assumed that they were wholly 

inadequate and that the other participants had a much better grasp of the content of 

the course. Specifically, they imagined that the other participants had better 

backgrounds in discourse comprehension and could understand the assigned readings 

with little effort; that others were able to read all comments in the discussion as soon 

as they were posted; and that they were able to compose thoughtful and relevant 

responses whenever they wished, while continuing to read all comments 

consecutively. This definitely was not the case. 

 The international students tended toward this kind of exaggerated view of 

others more than the American students. Xiaomei, for example, revealed that she felt 

inadequate, in particular, in terms of her ability to participate in the discussion. She 

stated that she felt that “most people can do this very well. I feel like most people can 
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handle this… Somehow, I don’t feel I can do it this semester. I miss so many things. I 

just don’t feel comfortable writing [in the CMD].” 

 Xiaomei’s assumption, however, was not reflected in the experiences of the 

other participants. Although one student, Domenic, reported that he occasionally felt 

confident with his participation in the discussion, almost all participants, including 

the American students, reported the opposite. Irene, for example, who frequently was 

mentioned as someone who seemed to have a strong grasp on how to participate in 

the discussion, said she saw herself as “floundering. Like a fish… This is hard for 

me.” She reported that it was very difficult for her to write “off the cuff” as is 

required in CMD and that her comments always sounded inarticulate when she read 

them after they were posted. 

 Most participants worried that their comments would convey an unfavorable 

impression of them. Xiaomei reported that she often failed to respond to comments 

she found interesting because she had not read the comments posted earlier in the 

same thread. She worried that if she responded without having read all the comments, 

she would “look stupid.” Tien-Ning shared this concern. She described an experience 

in which she had posted a comment (18) that she worried asked a “stupid question.” 

Although Tien-Ning indicated that she had spent time outside of class gathering her 

thoughts and composing this comment before ever entering the computer lab, she still 

worried that others would view her comment as irrelevant. She explained,  

I’m just afraid that people will – I don’t have enough self-confidence, 

especially in this academic area, and I thought maybe the question was too 
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easy or nothing related to the class or the articles. I worried that people would 

think, “What type of question is this?! Nothing related to the articles. Nothing 

related to the topic.” 

Tien-Ning revealed that she worried about her impression, not only during the 

discussion but also after it closed. She said that she often reflected on the comments 

she posted later and wished she had stated her ideas differently. 

 Confidence with the content. Most frequently, however, participants’ sense of 

authority centered on their familiarity and perceived competence with the material. 

Keung-Jin, an international student who had enrolled in the class with a friend only 

after the class he originally had been enrolled in had been cancelled, had never taken 

a course in educational psychology. He described his background with the content as 

very limited and said simply, “I don’t really think as much as other classmates do.” 

He saw himself as inadequate not only when it came to participating in the 

discussion, but also more generally in terms of his ability to make sense of the content 

of the course. 

 Tory similarly discussed her feeling of inadequacy in terms of the material: 

“There are a lot of things that we read that I don’t have a good grasp on.” She said 

that when she did not understand the material, participating in the CMD was even 

more difficult than participating in the oral discussion because all the other 

participants seemed to compose such brilliant comments. She saw her comments as 

dull and obvious by comparison and often thought to herself, “Wow. What am I 

doing? I’m in the wrong class.” 
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 Participants also gauged their understanding of the material by comparing 

themselves to specific others in the discussion. For example, although most 

participants mentioned that they routinely found Domenic’s comments confusing and 

irrelevant, at least two participants, Polly and Tory, assumed that their inability to 

understand his comments was a sign of their own inadequate grasp on the material. 

Because they saw Domenic as such an integral and helpful member of the oral 

discussions, Polly and Tory assumed that they simply were inept at understanding his 

comments in the CMD. Polly reported that she continued to read Domenic’s 

comments but usually did not respond to them because she felt that her responses 

simply would make her look inadequate. Tory, on the other hand, indicated that she 

no longer read Domenic’s comments, “not because he doesn’t have good things to say 

– I think he does – but I feel like I can’t comment because he’s already got it figured 

out.” 

The only participant who described feeling a real sense of authority over the 

material was Abby. Instead of feeling inadequate in comparison to the other 

participants, she felt empowered by her understanding that the authors of the assigned 

readings were “real people.” She described an experience in her first semester of 

graduate school in which she was enrolled in a class that frequently invited guest 

speakers who were prolific authors in her field. Abby said that, in the middle of the 

semester, it suddenly dawned on her, “These people are real! Oh. Okay. They’re not 

the smartest people in the world.” She said that this realization led her to decide, “I 
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have a right to have my own thought about [the articles I read].” This realization 

contributed to her frustration with her classmates: 

When people don’t have their own thought about things, but they’re just 

trying to adopt things – I know these [authors] as people too, and so it makes 

me less likely, I think, to just adopt what they’re saying as being gospel. 

Because, I mean, [one of the authors I often read] is a [tiny man who chain-

smokes]… It’s so gross! …He’s really smart, but you can see how he has this 

sort of aura as guru about him, and he plays it up with students… Not that it 

really has anything to do with his theories, but it brings him back down to 

earth. 

Abby described being frustrated that other students often failed to see the authors as 

real people and instead held them up on pedestals. She thought that this attitude 

contributed to their inability or unwillingness to state a firm opinion about the 

material. 

 Views of own authority. Irene’s feelings of inadequacy in the discussion 

stemmed less from any comparisons she made than from her autobiographical self 

and the image she had constructed of herself. Irene was a veteran first-grade teacher 

and was passionate about certain ideas because of her experience working with small 

children. In the past, however, she felt that others often had dismissed her as 

irrelevant or uninformed. She revealed that her fear of being seen as uninformed 

sometimes led her not to post responses on topics in which she was interested and to 

which she felt she could contribute. 
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For example, she described a discussion earlier in the semester in which one 

thread of the discussion had focused on special education. Although she felt 

passionate about the topic, she chose not to contribute to this thread. She explained, 

I actually have a lot of experience with a lot of different kinds of special ed 

needs from the classroom because I’ve really dealt with every single issue 

that’s out there. But I’ve found that people who come from [special education] 

just look at it so differently that I tend not to join those conversations. For one 

thing, I never feel valued… The people that come from working with adults or 

children or whatever with special needs tend to see themselves as pretty much 

the experts, so I’ve sort of learned to – I just don’t go there. 

Irene felt that others often valued her opinions less because they were based primarily 

on her experiences as a first-grade teacher. When I expressed to her that others in the 

discussion often found her comments especially knowledgeable, helpful, and 

practical, Irene was surprised. She described that her feelings of inadequacy 

[have nothing] to do with this course or the people. I just feel, often, so 

inadequate. I feel like I sound like a first-grade teacher and sort of seem like a 

classroom teacher, and so, to move to a place where… people, anyone, would 

find what I had to say of interest and credible is a whole new world for me. 

Further, Irene described her surprise at realizing that the questions that other 

participants directed at her during the discussion were genuine and not meant to point 

out her inadequacies: 
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It just hasn’t been an experience I’ve had before… It’s a real surprise… Some 

of the questions coming towards me, it’s not as if they’re… coming to me, in 

any way, to be in disagreement. It wasn’t like they were asking me these 

questions because they disagreed and were trying to point out my fallacies in 

my thinking, but it was [out] of interest. I felt like it was of genuine interest. 

Ironically, the teaching experiences that led most participants to mention Irene as 

someone whose presence in the discussion was especially valuable had led Irene to 

question her value to others.  

Navigational Strategies 

Participants described a variety of strategies for navigating and making sense 

of the discussion. These strategies depended a great deal on their goals for the 

discussion, interests in the content, and facility with English. Beyond general 

recommendations from Barbara, such as to include in their written responses the 

names of those to whom they were responding, participants developed their own 

strategies for navigating the discussion. Eight major navigational strategies 

characterized their participation: (a) reading all comments consecutively; (b) reading 

comments by certain people over others; (c) following certain topics or threads over 

others; (d) skipping certain participants; (e) skipping certain comments, topics, or 

entire threads; (f) making decisions based on the style of the comment; (g) reading 

only those comments in which they were directly addressed; and (h) consulting 

comments posted earlier when they were confused. 
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Strategy One: Reading Comments Consecutively 

About half of the participants, all of whom spoke English as their native 

language, indicated that they tried to read all comments in the discussion 

chronologically, just as they appeared on the screen. Many of them, however, found 

this difficult and overwhelming. Paige, for example, stated that although she always 

read each comment consecutively and in its entirety, she did not feel that this was 

very strategic given the time and effort that it took. 

Abby suggested that the difficulty of trying to read each comment 

consecutively occurred in part because of a limitation of the synchronous discussion 

software the class used. As comments were sent by participants and received by the 

server, they often got “backed up” and then were posted all at once. As a result, 

participants often had the experience of being in the middle of reading a comment but 

losing their place as the newest group of comments was posted. Abby explained, “I 

always intend to read everyone… and I have a hard time doing that because of the 

skipping around that the screen does.” 

Irene described using just one strategy to navigate the conversation. She chose 

to read all comments consecutively and was certain that she accomplished this. She 

was bothered, however, by the fact that when she read the transcript of the discussion 

several days later, she often found a number of comments that she did not remember 

reading while participating in the discussion. She described her strategy: 

Here’s what I do. Because I feel like [the CMD is] moving so fast. I start 

reading, and then I’ll have a thought, and I’ll write my thought… I will [send] 
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it, and then I’ll go back to where I was… Visually, I’ll have a picture of where 

I was… So then I’ll go back to where I was and start reading again until I 

have another thought… I just pretty much read them in order. I don’t hop 

around… [But] somehow or another, I just miss some [comments]. 

The most interesting finding about Irene is that, despite the clarity and certainty with 

which she described her strategy for navigating the discussion, her think-aloud 

revealed that, in terms of the number of comments she read, she was absolutely 

ineffective. Irene read fewer comments than any of the other participants, including 

the international students (who, research suggests, tend to read fewer comments in 

CMDs conducted in English than students for whom English is a first language). 

Irene read just nine of the 106 total comments (8%). By contrast, the other American 

students read an average of 49 comments each (47%), and the international students 

read an average of 30 comments each (28%). Even Polly, who read the next fewest 

comments after Irene, read 26 comments (25%), almost three times as many 

comments as Irene. 

It should be pointed out here that Irene definitely was an anomaly. When 

interviewed, most participants described using the strategies that their think-alouds 

also indicated that they used. Occasionally, however, when a participant like Irene 

failed to characterize correctly her own participation in the discussion, triangulation 

of the data became especially important. 

Interestingly, two participants revealed that their strategies actually were 

influenced by their participation in the think-aloud procedure. Tory generally 
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employed the navigational strategy of reading all comments consecutively, but on the 

day of the think-aloud, she felt cognitively overwhelmed by having to express her 

thoughts aloud while continuing to read and write. As a result, although she tried to 

read all comments consecutively, she felt that she read fewer comments and may have 

skipped more than she would have normally. 

Domenic said that because he was unprepared for class that day, he viewed 

the think-aloud as a performance. He explained how this affected his use of strategies: 

I felt like my level of anxiety was much higher than it needed to be, since it 

really wasn’t anything on the line. But I had become much more self-

conscious of my whole process. And so, whereas I normally, just very 

casually, ignore two-thirds of what’s going on and just stay focused on what 

I’m doing, I wasn’t able to do that. And so, just the fact that I wasn’t able to 

do it that way changed the whole way I approached the discussion, and I 

became almost neurotic about reading everything. 

In contrast to Tory, Domenic’s participation in the think-aloud affected his use of 

strategies such that he actually tried to read every comment consecutively, something 

he reported he typically did not do. Domenic’s report of his use of this strategy was 

confirmed by his think-aloud data. He read 64 of the 106 total comments (60%), all 

consecutively. In fact, Domenic read more comments than any of the other 

participants, including Barbara. 
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Strategy Two: Reading Comments by Certain Participants Over Others 

Students also mentioned that they used the strategy of reading comments by 

certain people over others. Paige, for example, revealed,  

I follow Irene and Abby a lot because they’re both teachers, and I like to hear 

what they have to say about the articles… So I usually follow them just a little 

bit more than I follow anybody else, just because I figure I’m going to like 

what they’re talking about. And I usually do. As someone who wants to be a 

teacher, they have similar interpretations of a lot of the stuff that I read… It’s 

hard to follow everyone, so I figure… 

For Paige, making sense of the discussion meant concentrating on comments from 

participants whose backgrounds and interests were similar to hers. 

Abby described a different use of this strategy. Although she mentioned that 

she tried to read all comments consecutively, she tended to order them mentally in 

importance according to who sent them. For her, this strategy was less a way to 

reduce cognitive load by reducing the quantity of the comments she had to read than 

it was a way to reduce cognitive load by ordering the comments she was reading in 

terms of quality. She said that she concentrated more on understanding and having a 

reaction to comments posted by participants whom she felt would help her achieve 

her goal of learning from the discussion. 

Specifically, Abby gave greater priority to comments from participants whose 

backgrounds and interests were similar to hers (e.g., Irene), participants whose 

comments she enjoyed in the oral discussion (e.g., Domenic), and participants whose 
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nonnative backgrounds she said she was “impressed by” (e.g., Keung-Jin). She also 

mentioned that Barbara’s comments received immediate priority simply because she 

was the teacher. Intriguingly, all participants who mentioned that they tended to use 

the navigational strategy of following certain people over others specifically 

mentioned Irene as someone whose comments they preferred. Her comments were 

regarded as practical, applied, direct, and easy to read. 

Although the students for whom English was a second language described 

experiencing the discussion as particularly overwhelming, none of them mentioned 

using the strategy of reading comments by certain people over others to reduce 

cognitive load. Xiaomei may have provided some insight into this. She said that 

following certain people over others in the discussion was not an option for her 

because she still was unable to place many of the American students’ names with 

their faces. As a result, with comments associated only with their names in the CMD, 

she could not remember whose comments she had enjoyed in class or whose 

experiences she might be able to relate to. 

Strategy Three: Following Certain Topics or Threads Over Others 

About half of the participants mentioned that they tended to follow certain 

topics or threads of discussion over others. Paige and Abby both mentioned “perking 

up” at threads in which the articles themselves were discussed directly. Paige 

explained, “If there’s a part of an article I’m really interested in, then I’ll try and 

follow that more… If I see… one [topic or thread] that I’m more interested in than 

others, then I’ll follow that one more closely.” She said that this strategy was 
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necessary in order to avoid feeling overwhelmed by the number of comments being 

posted at any given time. 

In addition to the major topics he was interested in throughout the semester 

(e.g., assessment, small children), Domenic mentioned following more closely the 

thread that discussed CMC on the day of the think-aloud. He explained, “This was a 

real intense CMC experience that day.” Following the thread that discussed 

academically what was happening in his own immediate experience helped him make 

sense of that experience. Similarly, two of the four international students, Taka and 

Xiaomei, reported following the threads that discussed second-language issues 

because these threads helped them to understand their own experiences as second-

language learners. 

Strategy Four: Skipping Comments by Certain Participants 

The fourth navigational strategy, a variation of the second, involved simply 

ignoring comments posted by certain people. Although this strategy was the one least 

often reported, it is possible that the students felt embarrassed or uncomfortable 

admitting to its use. Two participants confessed to using this strategy to make the 

conversation more manageable. 

Domenic reported that he had no qualms skipping most of the comments 

posted by the international students. He explained, “I’ve kind of lumped them 

altogether, as horrible as it sounds.” He felt that their contributions often brought in a 

second-language perspective that he was not interested in. In addition, he frequently 

saw their comments as too serious:  
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I think that there’s a certain intensity and difficulty to the way they’re 

approaching this, and if I were to respond… I would have to be very careful… 

Their… cultural sensibilities are different, so that there’s… a threshold that’s 

required to communicate with them… Like they don’t know what a princess 

phone is. Not that all the writing has to be about… all this kind of culturally 

embedded information, but… 

Domenic’s strategy of skipping comments posted by the international students was 

directly in line with his goal of achieving an “easy, back-and-forth flow” in the 

conversation. He felt that their comments tended to be intellectually dense and 

difficult, something that did not contribute to his goal. Instead, he preferred 

comments that he viewed as lighter and more direct.  

Tory was not as strict in her use of this strategy. She said that she did not 

necessarily ignore comments by certain participants, but she simply viewed them as 

less crucial to read. She described reading the first line or sentence of a comment 

before skipping to the next, and she said that she often found herself doing this with 

comments by participants who were students from another department: 

People whose fields are more distant from ours, I’m less concerned if I’m able 

to read theirs. I don’t want to go so far as to say that I filter them out because I 

don’t think that I completely do. 

In particular, Tory was more likely to skip comments from the three speech pathology 

students (unfortunately, also the three students excluded from this study because of 

missing data) whose home department was not in the College of Education. 
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Strategy Five: Skipping Certain Comments, Topics, or Entire Threads 

The navigational strategy mentioned most frequently by participants was that 

of skipping certain comments, topics, or threads. Almost all participants mentioned 

that, in order to manage the discussion more easily, they frequently scanned the 

comments quickly in order to determine their topics and then skipped the comments 

or threads in which they were not interested. Domenic described this strategy well: 

“It’s kind of like the way people read resumes, you know. You start with a pile of 80, 

and you just look for an excuse to get rid of 60.” 

 Participants described a number of different situations in which they 

employed this strategy. Paige, Xiaomei, Domenic, and Taka, for example, all reported 

that they frequently skipped comments that were difficult for them to understand or 

that focused on topics from the readings or oral discussion that they had not 

understood. Xiaomei, for instance, described skipping an entire thread that focused on 

one of the articles. She explained that she had understood the article neither when she 

first read it, nor when the class covered it in the oral discussion, so she decided 

simply to skip any comments dealing with this article altogether. She explained that 

she did not have time to try to understand the reading before participating in that 

thread of the discussion. 

Xiaomei used a similar strategy when she encountered comments that were 

difficult for her to understand. She explained, “If a message is really hard to read for 

me, I will skip the message and try to read the next one because there are so many 

more.” In order to manage the discussion, Xiaomei felt it was necessary to skip 
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comments that she did not understand immediately. She explained that she simply did 

not have time during the discussion to reflect on ideas from the class that she did not 

yet understand or to speculate on the intended meaning of certain comments. 

Similarly, Domenic described having a “prejudice” against certain topics and 

threads: 

I disliked anything that took [Author 1] too seriously because I hadn’t read 

[that article]… [And] I seemed to have… worked my way into a prejudice 

against taking the [Author 2] article too seriously, so I wasn’t really that 

interested in people’s reactions. 

He also said that he felt uncomfortable participating in the thread in which the second 

article was being discussed because he worried that he would offend Barbara, since 

she had chosen the readings. He explained,  

I feel like I almost… pissed off Dr. Quaid a little bit… The position I took on 

[that article] was almost dismissive to the point where there’s not much she 

could have done with that, so I didn’t want to get back into [that thread of the 

discussion]. 

This fear, coupled with his initial lack of interest in two of the readings, led Domenic 

to ignore several threads of the discussion. This finding makes it even more 

remarkable that he led the class in terms of the number of comments he read over the 

course of the discussion. 

Taka described a slightly different situation. It was not that she did not 

understand the ideas or that she was uninterested in them, but she frequently felt that 
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she did not have enough time to reflect on them thoroughly. She said that she 

preferred to think more deeply about some of the topics in the course than she was 

able to during the CMD, so she sometimes skipped entire threads so that she could 

appreciate them later when she read the transcript. She explained, “I want to let 

myself contemplate. I want to indulge myself, contemplating… [so I] put these 

conversations aside as pending issues.” 

Taka also employed the strategy of skipping comments or threads when she 

felt that she could not relate to the comments. She actually skimmed comments for 

specific words (e.g., teacher, CMC, connectionist) and skipped any in which she 

found these words. She explained that she had become more strategic as she had 

gained experience with this type of discussion: “The first [discussion], I didn’t do it. 

But now, I’ve found I’m not interested in [these topics]. Because I’m not a teacher, 

and I will never be a teacher.” Taka felt strongly that her goal of learning from the 

discussion would not be furthered by reading comments that she saw as irrelevant to 

her own life. Instead, she thought that reading them would take time away from 

finding comments that might “surprise” her. 

Strategy Six: Making Decisions Based on Style 

Almost half of the participants mentioned that the form or style of a comment 

was a factor in whether they chose to read or skip it. They easily pointed out stylistic 

differences among comments, and they often attributed these differences to individual 

differences among the comments’ authors. Domenic, for instance, said he 

automatically put comments that he saw as too “deep” or “heavy” in the “gone 
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category,” along with those that he felt were “too tightly composed.” He saw these 

comments as too formal for electronic discussion. 

 Style, however, was more important to some participants than others. 

Domenic spoke almost exclusively of style when he described factors that influenced 

his reactions to the discussion. Without being asked, he described specific stylistic 

characteristics (e.g., brevity, word choice) that he appreciated and sought out in the 

comments he read. Irene, on the other hand, rarely mentioned style. When asked 

specifically whether the style of a comment ever played a role in her reaction to it, 

she could not recall a single instance in which this had happened. 

Seven of the 10 participants preferred comments that they described as clear, 

simple, and direct. Domenic, for example, preferred comments like Irene’s, ones that 

were “direct and punchy.” He saw these comments as “more appropriate for the real-

time medium, as opposed to these very… precisely composed [comments].” He 

appreciated comments that were “a little bit homesy and kind of less intellectual.” He 

explained that he did not disregard comments that were theoretical, but said, “They 

have to have kind of a concrete, visual hook… and then it can lead into a theoretical 

part.” He expected the author to draw him in, and he found that Irene did this 

consistently. 

Several participants mentioned that they tended to be drawn in more by 

comments with unusual word choice or other stylistic elements. Most frequently, 

Barbara was mentioned as an expert in authoring comments that were eloquent and 

that seemed effortless in this medium. Polly, for example, said that she “loved” 
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Barbara’s comment (51) to Alice that began, “I want to think with you about what 

you’re saying…” She described this phrase as “beautiful” and thought it exemplified 

the diplomacy typical of Barbara’s comments both in class and during the CMD. 

Polly admired Barbara’s less direct approach and thought it was more constructive 

than a more teacher-centered alternative. Tory appreciated another of Barbara’s 

comments (29), in which she used the word languaging. Tory said she enjoyed 

reading the word and explained, “I mean, of course you can make anything a word if 

you want, but I thought it was neat. It works. That’s why I like it.” Several other 

participants similarly mentioned noticing Barbara’s creative use of the word satisfice 

in another comment (58). 

Although participants much more frequently pointed out the stylistic 

characteristics of the comments they preferred, they also mentioned style as a factor 

in making decisions about the comments they ultimately avoided or skimmed past. 

Most frequently, they mentioned that the length of a comment influenced their initial 

strategic reactions to it. Participants preferred shorter comments and said that they 

were more likely to skip comments that they thought were too long or would take too 

much time to read. Interestingly, unlike other stylistic characteristics that tended to be 

associated with certain participants, length typically was not associated with anyone 

in particular. There was consensus, however, on the single comment in this discussion 

that simply was too long. Paige’s comment (55), one she described strategically 

adding space to in order to make it more reader-friendly, routinely was mentioned as 

one that was too long and was skipped. 
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Although most participants mentioned being concerned about the minute 

mechanics of their own comments (e.g., grammar, punctuation, spelling), most also 

mentioned that these were not concerns when reading others’ comments. Spelling 

errors, for example, routinely were overlooked in others’ comments but dwelled on in 

one’s own. In fact, participants sometimes posted separate comments (e.g., 48, 68) 

that acknowledged an earlier spelling or grammar error, especially if this error 

occurred in conjunction with another participant’s name. Tory, for example, 

explained,  

It drives me crazy. I’ve wondered why I [edit so much for spelling] because, 

certainly, when I see someone has a misspelled word, I don’t think, ‘Oh. 

They’re careless, and they don’t know how to spell.’ I don’t think of those 

things… I don’t make a judgment about it. 

Xiaomei expressed a similar belief that “misspelling is not an important 

mistake because it is one everyone makes.” She said she actually found it distracting 

when participants posted comments apologizing for misspelling. During her 

interview, however, when she noticed a comment (93) in which she had mistyped a 

word, she said, “This is why I don’t like [CMD].” Although she did not expect 

perfection from her classmates, she resented that the quick pace of this kind of 

discussion did not allow her the time she would have liked to revise and edit her own 

comments before posting them. 
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Strategy Seven: Reading Only Those Comments That Directly Addressed Them 

Participants mentioned using the seventh navigational strategy, reading only 

those comments in which they were addressed by name, when they felt particularly 

overwhelmed by the quantity of the comments being posted or the quick pace at 

which they were appearing. Not surprisingly, two of the four international students 

mentioned using this strategy. During the discussion on the day of the think-aloud, for 

instance, Tien-Ning reported feeling particularly overwhelmed and said that she 

limited her focus by scanning only for those comments that addressed her directly. 

Keung-Jin also used this strategy but said that he often branched out when there were 

few comments that mentioned him by name. In these cases, he chose one comment to 

which to reply and then followed that participant’s comments in addition to 

continuing to scan for comments that addressed him by name. Although none of the 

American students mentioned using this strategy as a way to manage the 

conversation, many reported that responding to comments that addressed them by 

name generally took precedence over anything else that they were doing at the time. 

Strategy Eight: Consulting Comments Posted Earlier in the Discussion 

The final navigational strategy was different from the others in that it was 

geared less at helping participants manage the discussion and more at helping them 

monitor their understanding of it. About one-third of the participants mentioned 

consulting comments posted earlier specifically in an effort to understand the 

comments that confused them. Tory, for example, described being perplexed by 

Paige’s comment (45) about teaching in Scotland. Before she realized that the 
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comment was specific to an article she had not read, Tory scrolled back several times 

to comments posted earlier in the discussion in an effort to determine what she had 

missed. Likewise, Polly described an experience in which she did not understand a 

comment (47) that addressed her directly. In order to understand what had triggered 

Xiaomei’s response to her, not only did Polly look back at all the comments she had 

posted earlier in the discussion, but also she was so bothered by her lack of 

understanding that she consulted a transcript of the discussion several days later. 

Discussion Processes 

In a CMD, the boundaries between writing and speaking are blurred, and 

reading is not as separable from writing, or as linear, as it is in a traditional setting. 

The formal rules for reading and writing are relaxed (Wong, 2000), and the processes 

happen almost simultaneously. Participants experiment with form and content when 

composing, and they try out different strategies for navigating and making sense of 

the discussion. A participant might read part of a comment, for example, then 

compose part of a new comment, read a comment in another thread, and then return 

to editing the comment she was composing, all while scanning for topics of interest or 

comments written in response to something she posted earlier. Although this hybrid 

process often is referred to alternately as either reading or writing, in reality, it is 

virtually impossible to separate these processes in a CMD. 

Participants indicated that the processes of reading and writing were the 

vehicles through which they interacted with the other participants, their ideas, and the 

content during the discussion. Although they recognized these processes as central to 
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their participation in the discussion, they typically did not distinguish their own 

reading and writing from the other components represented in the model. Instead, 

they focused on two other processes: speculating on the other participants and 

considering effects. Specifically, they made sense of the comments they were reading 

by speculating on others. They tried to frame and integrate what they were reading 

with what they already knew about their classmates from interactions that occurred in 

class, online, and outside of class. Participants’ writing processes, on the other hand, 

were informed by the process of considering effects. That is, they speculated on the 

effects their comments might have on the other participants and the discussion itself.  

The processes of reading and writing are complex and multidimensional, and 

studying either process in a CMD could be a dissertation in itself. Because it was not 

my intention to create a model of reading or writing in this context, and because it 

was so difficult for these participants to describe these processes apart from the other 

themes, I discuss reading and writing as participants framed them in the context of 

speculating on others and considering effects. 

Reading and Speculating on Others 

“It is not merely the conversational partners that constitute a dialogue. The 

willingness to recognize and acknowledge the other in his otherness also plays a role” 

(Jauss, 1989, p. 207). All participants reported that they frequently speculated on the 

characteristics of others when reading comments in the discussion. While reading a 

given comment, for example, a participant might speculate on the author’s 

background (or autobiographical self), sense of authority, navigational strategies, or 



 

128 

knowledge growth. She then might construct her own idea or assessment of that 

participant’s persona and characteristics based on how she understands her in the text 

of the discussion.  

This process was important to participants’ understanding of the discussion. 

Tory described the relationship between her understanding of the other participants 

and their comments:  

If I read something from Polly, I know she’s in foreign language education, 

and we’re in the same field… So… for me, it’s what they bring. Their 

expertise. And everyone has a different background… Knowing [participants’ 

backgrounds] makes their comments so much more contextualized. 

Participants almost always noted the authors of comments, and they understood each 

comment individually as it was framed first by their understanding of that particular 

participant. 

Whether intended or unintended by the authors of the comments, participants’ 

constructions of others tended to be highly consistent. Polly, for example, 

unanimously was viewed as warm and caring, while Irene was seen as competent, 

helpful, and practical. Table 2 highlights the views that commonly were held of each 

of the 10 student participants, and the groups of American and international students, 

as described by the other participants. Quotations are included to illustrate these 

views. Occasionally, there were two different camps of opinion about a participant. In 

these cases, alternate views are included in italics. 
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Table 2 
Commonly Held Views of Individual Participants and Groups of Participants 
Participant/ 

Group 
Commonly Held View Illustrative Quotation(s) 

Abby clear, influential, 
knowledgeable, 
thoughtful 

“Abby’s comments seem so informed, and 
she seems to have read so much and to 
remember so much… So her comments are 
powerful, maybe because I know who’s 
writing them, but also because she seems to 
really know what she’s talking about. And 
whether she’s right or wrong – I don’t 
know – but she has a great grasp on her 
feelings and understandings… about 
whatever we’re talking about.” 

Domenic confusing, 
incomprehensible  
 
intelligent, interesting 

“He makes such interesting, articulate 
comments in class. I’m always thinking that 
he’s gonna have something online, but 
that’s not consistently true. It’s not that 
what he’s written is not good. It’s just 
that… I really [am not] clear about what it 
[is] he’s trying to say.” 
 
“I feel like I can’t comment [on his 
comments] because he’s already got it 
figured out.” 

Irene clear, competent, 
direct, experienced, 
helpful, 
knowledgeable, 
practical, relevant 

“She always shares things about school, 
about her past experiences… I enjoy 
reading her messages… She always say a 
lot of things, and that’s a very complete 
content in the messages. She will talk about 
her experience or what she saw, special ed 
students, a friend who was deaf or 
something, and you know, state a complete 
story and also content ideas and thoughts 
about it.” 
 
“If… she says something, then I feel like 
what she says is from experience. Not that 
other people can’t have valid comments, 
but when she says something, you think, 
‘Wow! She probably knows what she’s 
talking about.’” 
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“Irene talks a lot. She tries not to miss 
anybody’s message, so her reading skill 
must be very good.” 

Keung-Jin a novice, approachable, 
more talkative online, 
open to new ideas 

“I think his comments are interesting 
because he’s pretty open about being from 
Taiwan and talking about what it’s like to 
come to America and deal with the stuff he 
deals with here.” 

Paige a novice, irrelevant, 
playful 

“Paige is funny, and so I know I can get a 
good laugh when she writes, but that’s 
probably as far as it goes.” 

Polly caring, helpful, 
supportive, warm 

“She’s so supportive in her comments… 
She will comment even if she doesn’t have 
anything to add… She’ll go, ‘Good 
comment’ or ‘That’s interesting.’” 
 
“Polly’s messages are… mostly very 
encouraging… If I am the person who 
exchange messages with her, I think it 
would be very warm.” 

Taka intelligent, more 
confident online, 
powerful, thoughtful 
 
hostile, misinformed 

“Taka has been asking such interesting 
questions in the last two weeks, [so] when I 
see her comments, I think, ‘Oh, I’m going 
to read hers just a little bit more slowly.’” 
 
“She goes past the English grammar and 
really into the deep meanings.” 
 
“It might sound like she is offensive or 
defensive, but to me, it’s great to have 
different experience or different 
information about different countries.” 
 
“I remember almost being a little bit – 
horrified is too harsh a word, but – Oh my 
gosh! Why would she be thinking that…? 
…It wasn’t the first time I felt like her 
understanding – either from her experiences 
[or] from her culture – were just so far from 
what my understandings were.” 

Tien-Ning more confident online “Tien-Ning is very quiet in class… I was 
thinking, ‘[CMD] probably is very different 
for someone who’s speaking a foreign 
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language than for someone who’s a native 
to the language.’” 

Tory more confident online, 
polite, quiet 

That comment “was just so typically 
Tory… She’s so polite and was worried 
she’d said something offensive.” 

Xiaomei direct, helpful, 
intelligent, practical, 
thoughtful 

“I always stop and read hers because… she 
always seems to me to make sense… It’s 
not a matter of just agreeing or whatever, 
but she makes sense… I think she’s really 
smart, and she has experience, and she’s 
practical… Those are things I know about 
her, but they do come through, I think, in 
her comments… [Her comments] are 
always relevant. They always seem 
connected to what we’re reading, yet the 
reason they speak to me is they’re, in some 
way, also connected to language, foreign 
language education, language learning, 
language teaching, something like that. So 
they seem to cover this huge area, but 
they’re not always really long… They say 
what they need to say, straight to the 
point.” 

American 
Students 

different vocabulary 
than international 
students 

“Irene is [a] typical American. She uses 
some certain terms that only American 
people would know, like SES, [but] she’s 
glad to tell me what these terms mean.” 

International 
Students 

different vocabulary 
than American 
students, impressive, 
interesting, more 
confident online 
 
misinformed, too 
serious 

“Often, the vocabulary Asian students use 
jumped into my eyes… And these words, 
these vocabulary, [are] less likely to be 
used by Americans.” 
 
“The perspective that our second-language 
learners have… of us as English speakers… 
is that reading these articles is just really 
easy for us and that we can just read them 
and get them… And that is just a real 
misunderstanding from that perspective.” 
 
“I think there’s a certain intensity and 
difficulty to the way they’re approaching 
[the CMD]…” 
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 Participants’ views of others influenced how they understood comments in the 

discussion and the appreciation they had for others’ opinions. For example, when 

Irene described being nearly “horrified” by a comment she thought Taka had made, 

she not only speculated on Taka’s background, but also she framed the comment with 

this speculation and valued the comment, and presumably Taka’s future comments, 

less than those by other participants who shared her own opinions. 

Participants’ views of others also influenced their behavior in a number of 

ways. As discussed in the section on navigational strategies, for example, participants 

tended to follow certain people or groups over others, and a few even skipped 

comments by certain participants or groups of participants. These strategies were 

renegotiated and revised as they gained greater experience with, and learned more 

about, their classmates. 

Writing and Considering Effects 

Most participants reported that their writing processes in the discussion were 

informed by another process, considering effects. While composing a comment, for 

example, a participant might consider the effect that a certain word over another 

could have on the tone of her comment and how that tone might be understood by the 

participant to whom she is writing. She might even consider the potential effects of an 

entire comment on the discussion, especially if that comment could be construed as 

emotional or controversial. 

Interestingly, although all of the American students reported that they 

considered the potential effects of their contributions on the discussion, only two of 



 

133 

the four international students reported doing this. It is possible that participating in 

the CMD was so overwhelming for them that they did not consider the potential 

effects their comments could have on the discussion or the other participants. 

Alternately, it is possible that, although they did consider the effects of their writing, 

describing this metacognitive process in English may have been difficult. 

Overall, students reported three major reasons for considering the potential 

effects of their comments when writing. These included desires to (a) make their 

comments easier for others to read, (b) convey a particular tone or impression of 

themselves in their comments, and (c) be responsible and help the discussion to 

progress. 

Considering the reader. First, about half of the participants who reported that 

they routinely considered the potential effects of their comments said that they often 

revised their contributions before sending them in an effort to make them easier for 

others to read or understand. Paige, for example, said that she separated two ideas in 

one of her comments (55) by adding a line of space between them. She did this after 

rereading the comment and deciding that it was too long and would be difficult for 

others to understand quickly. Unfortunately, even with this modification, most 

reported that they skipped this comment because it was too long. Similarly, Tien-

Ning explained that she routinely made major revisions to her comments before 

sending them because she worried that others would have difficulty understanding her 

English. 



 

134 

Domenic, on the other hand, reported that he often considered the effects of 

his comments only after they had been posted. For example, he recalled “blurting 

out” a comment, one that the other participants reported finding particularly 

incomprehensible, during a CMD earlier in the semester. After reflecting on the 

comment for a short time, he was embarrassed to have posted it at all: “Afterwards, I 

thought, ‘Cringe… This sounds so weird and cryptic.” 

In the discussion considered here, Domenic maintained this habit of 

considering effects only after his comments were made public. At one point, for 

instance, he posted a comment (72) in which he said, “I kept wondering if a lot of 

what he discusses doesn’t get discussed, perhaps in different terms in English and 

rhetoric departments.” Tory had trouble parsing this sentence and, in fact, 

immediately understood it to mean exactly the opposite of Domenic’s intended 

meaning. When she posted a response (77) asking Domenic to explain, it was only 

then that Domenic considered how his comment could be interpreted by others. He 

felt that the misunderstanding was his responsibility and explained, “I blame myself 

for not having said it better.” When he saw the response in which Tory asked for 

clarification, he said it was only then that he realized, “I must have used some strange 

double or multiple negative there… That was… a convoluted sentence, and so I had 

to go back and clarify it.” He then “struggled to re-express” his original idea in his 

response to Tory (86). Although Tory then responded to him (90) and thanked him 

for the clarification, it never became clear whether Tory actually understood 
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Domenic’s intended meaning. In fact, Domenic reported that he did not understand 

her final response (90) or how it related to his original idea. 

Considering tone, presence, and self-representation. Three-quarters of the 

participants who reported considering the effects of their comments while writing 

said that they often made revisions when they felt that their tone might be understood 

as antagonistic or when they worried that they might convey an unfavorable 

impression of themselves. Many times, these revisions were minute. Tory, for 

example, reported that at least twice in this particular discussion, she made changes to 

single words that she thought altered her tone slightly. In one comment (27) in which 

she first typed, “I know that linguists think about reading and writing,” she quickly 

revised the phrase, “I know that…” to, “I realize that…” She worried that the original 

phrase might “come off as rude or attacking,” so she changed it to something she felt 

was “nicer, less harsh… [and] a little more written language-y.” In another comment 

(59), she changed the word employ to use because the former “seemed so formal and 

stupid.” She explained, 

I do see this format as more spoken than written… I would never say 

“employ” if I was talking to Xiaomei. I would never say that… So that’s why 

I changed it. I was like, “Why am I going into this writing mode all of a 

sudden?” 

By contrast, Tory also reported that, just to make sure her tone was clear, she often 

made comments that she would not necessarily make if she were talking with the 

participant FTF. She specifically said that she tended to insert validations of others’ 
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comments: “I [use words like], ‘Yes!’ or ‘I agree!’ Things that I wouldn’t necessarily 

say.” Even in this CMD context in which formal rules for writing were relaxed, then, 

Tory valued the impression she was conveying and often revised her comments to 

clarify her tone. 

 Similarly, although Polly reported that she had given herself permission not to 

worry about her impression in the CMD, she frequently considered the effects that 

individual words might have on the tone of her comments. In an interaction with 

Keung-Jin (Comments, 37, 69, and 92), for instance, Polly posted the following 

comment (69): “Keung-Jin, these articles are hard even for native-English speakers 

and require a lot of reflection on my part. So, don’t be hard on your linguistic abilities 

based on teh [sic] articles in this class!” Polly’s think-aloud revealed that she had 

revised this comment a number of times before posting it in its final form. For 

instance, she originally began the second sentence with, “It’s not your language…,” 

but she almost immediately deleted this phrase and replaced it with “Don’t be so hard 

on yourself…” This phrase was tweaked again for the final version, “Don’t be hard 

on your linguistic abilities…” In her interview, Polly explained that she made these 

revisions because she felt that her original wording could be interpreted as 

condescending, and she wanted to convey a different tone. She worried that Keung-

Jin would be offended and explained, “I wanted him not at all to feel… awkward 

about taking time to read the [articles].” In revising, “Don’t be so hard on yourself…” 

to “Don’t be hard on your linguistic abilities…,” she hoped to make it clearer that she 

thought Keung-Jin was “doing a great job and that his English was great.” 
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 Occasionally, these changes in tone were more substantial. As discussed 

briefly in the section on reading and speculating on others, Irene reported being 

“horrified” by something she thought Taka had implied in a comment. The reader 

should note here that Irene’s extreme emotional response appeared to be due to her 

own misunderstanding of a comment actually posted by Tien-Ning (81). Irene 

believed that Taka had implied that it was possible to teach reading online. Her 

immediate response to this was, “Oh my goodness! …There are people that think we 

can put children in front of computers and that they’re going to learn to read.” 

Although Taka’s only content-related comment made no reference to children, 

learning to read, or reading online, Irene attributed this meaning to Taka. 

Given this circumstance, Irene reported that her immediate thought when 

beginning to compose a response was to say, “You ignorant slut!” She decided almost 

instantly, however, that this “is not what I would have wanted to say.” She considered 

the potential effects of introducing such an inflammatory comment into the discussion 

and calmed herself by asking, “Okay. Now, how are we really going to say this in a 

positive way?” She said that her immediate response had “turned negative or had 

turned to be very demonstrative, and so, when I edited it, it was kind of… that’s not 

the way I wanna come across.” As a result of this process of considering effects, Irene 

composed a diplomatic response (101) that began, “I’m not sure they [sic] we are 

learning reading online…” in which her earlier “horror” appeared masked 

completely. 
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 For some participants, their presence in the text was particularly important 

(see my discussion of authorial presence and the discoursal self in chapter 2 for 

background). Participants made quick choices when writing that affected their 

presence within and among comments. They recognized that some comments seemed 

to have greater authority, or authors that were more present, than others. Even 

participants who did not hold the personal goal of maintaining a favorable impression 

expressed concern about their presence in the text. For all participants, this involved 

either the desire to (a) appear authentic, or (b) appear authoritative or avoid revealing 

self-doubt. 

 Six participants mentioned that they tried to contribute comments that were 

authentic, or true to the way they saw themselves. Paige and Polly, for example, both 

saw themselves as lighthearted and wanted their comments to reveal this. Abby, on 

the other hand, said that she wanted to sound in her writing just like she did when she 

spoke. She believed that her comments typically reflected her own unique voice and 

indicated that she used her writing strategically as a vehicle for expressing herself and 

her opinions. In one comment (102), for example, Abby explained that she used 

quotation marks around the word expert to indicate her unwillingness to defer to 

anyone who identifies herself in this way. She said that she does this in all of her 

writing because “it pisses me off when people say, ‘Well, I’m an expert.’” In this 

way, Abby used punctuation to insert herself and her ideas into the text she 

contributed. 
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Six participants mentioned the desire to appear authoritative or avoid 

revealing self-doubt in their comments. These participants, in particular, supported 

Holland et al.’s (1998) supposition that “People tell others who they are, but even 

more important, they tell themselves and then try to act as though they are who they 

say they are” (p. 3). Irene, for example, said she felt the need for her comments to 

reflect that she “might know what she’s talking about” and said she chose words that 

she thought would maker her appear stronger. She said that she had “really worked on 

that ‘I suppose,’ ‘I guess’ idea” after she realized that using phrases like these made 

her sound as if she might not believe what she was saying. She explained,  

I consciously… try to get away from those ideas that are as if I’m not coming 

from any kind of strength or knowledge… Because if you’re going to be a 

person of credibility, you have to act like you know what you’re talking 

about. 

By all accounts, Irene’s desire to maintain a strong presence in the discussion was 

fulfilled. 

 Considering responsibility and the progress of the discussion. Even 

participants who did not express the personal goal of pushing the discussion forward 

made decisions based on whether they thought their comments would help the 

discussion to progress. Half of the participants who reported that they considered the 

potential effects of their comments said that they reflected on whether their 

contributions would move the discussion in a new direction. What this meant was that 

participants often decided not to post comments that they felt did not push the 
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discussion forward. Almost all, for example, stated that they tended not to post 

comments that simply agreed with something another participant had posted. 

 Domenic, for example, revealed that, at one point in the discussion, he started 

to compose a comment in which he would have drawn a connection between two of 

the assigned readings. While writing, however, he began to think that his comment 

would not do much to move the discussion forward. He explained, “I just 

remembered a hook to the paper, and I think I was gonna… remind people of the 

article. And then I thought, ‘That’s stupid. So what. So I remembered it. It was in the 

article.’” Although the connection between these two articles had not yet been 

discussed, Domenic felt that by reminding his classmates of something that was in the 

readings, he simply would be restating something they probably had figured out on 

their own. 

 Abby was slightly more strategic than Domenic, perhaps in part because she 

held the personal goal of pushing the discussion forward. She described a specific 

experience in which she felt that Irene and Polly had neglected to consider an 

important issue in one thread of the discussion. She began composing a comment that 

would have contradicted Irene and Polly but deleted it before it was posted. She 

explained,  

I didn’t want to stomp on ‘em because I thought if I stomped on ‘em, they 

wouldn’t keep talking… I felt like if I moved it into this direction… that we’d 

get off-track with this. Because we can’t really talk about this article if we’re 

arguing. 



 

141 

Abby was careful not to post something that might smother Irene’s and Polly’s 

conversation, and instead, posted a comment (42) that was very supportive. True to 

her goal of pushing the discussion forward, however, she included a parenthetical 

remark that introduced the idea she thought Irene and Polly had neglected. 

 Irene, Taka, and Tory described the desire to be responsible by being 

“present” in the discussion almost as one would describe the desire to be present 

physically. In fact, Taka felt that her words and punctuation actually should replace 

her physical presence. She felt that the text she created was especially important 

because she saw it as “a replacement of my facial expression.” Similarly, Tory 

mentioned that she felt responsible for contributing comments and providing 

responses to others just as if the discussion were conducted FTF. She explained,  

I know that I don’t think of myself as that important… that people are going 

to care whether or not I respond… I don’t get offended when people don’t 

respond to me, but I still feel like I don’t want to just leave someone hanging. 

Tory felt the need to act responsibly in the discussion by being present (e.g., 

contributing comments and responses) even when she felt she had little to say. 

 Irene also wanted to be responsible in the way that Tory described. Her 

situation was complicated, however, by her inability to navigate the discussion. As a 

result, she read less than 10% of the comments posted. She frequently was addressed 

directly, but almost as often, she failed to respond simply because she did not see the 

comments. Irene worried that her frequent failure to respond made her appear 

irresponsible. She was so embarrassed by the possibility that her classmates might 
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think she “just ignored them” that she posted a comment (23) that apologized to 

anyone to whom she had failed to respond in the past. 

Effects Within the Individual 

 Participants described two major internal effects that occurred as a result of 

participating in the discussion: (a) emotional responses to certain participants and 

comments, and (b) knowledge growth. 

Emotional Responses 

All participants mentioned experiencing at least one emotional reaction during 

the discussion considered in this chapter. The emotional aspect of the discussion, 

however, appeared to be more central to some participants’ experiences than others. 

Some described the discussion in very emotional terms, detailing their experiences as 

characterized by a variety of complex emotional interactions. Others mentioned their 

emotional experiences briefly and described quick responses to just a handful of 

comments. Most participants fell between these two extremes. 

 Participants described a variety of emotional responses to the discussion, both 

positive (e.g., admiration and respect for their classmates, excitement, happiness, 

relief, surprise) and negative (e.g., anxiety, disappointment, feelings of being 

overwhelmed, irritation and anger, regret). Primarily, however, they cited (a) feelings 

of being overwhelmed, and (b) feelings of admiration and respect for their classmates 

as characterizing their experiences in the discussion. In fact, of the seven participants 

who mentioned that one emotion dominated their experiences, three (Domenic, Taka, 

and Xiaomei) mentioned that feeling overwhelmed characterized their experiences in 
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the discussion, and three (Polly, Tien-Ning, and Tory) mentioned that admiration and 

respect characterized their experiences. 

Feelings of being overwhelmed. More than anything else, participants 

mentioned feeling overwhelmed by the quality of the discussion, the quantity of the 

comments being posted, and the frequency with which they were posted. Six 

participants’ experiences were characterized by feeling overwhelmed (three of the 

four international students and three of the six American students). The international 

students frequently compared themselves to the American students and attributed 

their feelings of being overwhelmed to the fact that they were second-language 

speakers of English. They were not alone in comparing themselves to others, 

however. The American students also made comparisons and frequently judged their 

own competency through these comparisons. 

For the international students, feeling intellectually drained and overwhelmed 

was nearly their only emotional response to the discussion. In interviewing Taka, for 

example, my first question called for her to describe her general reactions to the CMD 

experience. Her response was simply, “It is always overwhelming.” She frequently 

compared herself to the other participants, mostly the American students, and noted 

that most of her frustration with the discussion occurred because she felt that she 

could not think or act as quickly as was necessary to be an active participant in this 

environment. She said that she often felt distracted and overwhelmed by the 

numerous threads of discussion being conducted at the same time. She often wished 

to respond to a number of comments at once, but explained, “Every time I realized 
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their message, it was too late, and I was discouraged.” Taka was frustrated by feelings 

of being overwhelmed and her perception that she read and wrote more slowly than 

her classmates. 

Xiaomei frequently compared herself to others and felt that her comments 

were lacking, both in terms of their quality and quantity. She struggled to read 

comments that she said were difficult for her to understand, and she found it 

especially taxing to write responses while continuing to read comments that were 

being posted in such quick succession. Her constant feeling of being overwhelmed 

occasionally lent itself to a more acute feeling of alarm when a cluster of comments 

was posted simultaneously. She explained that, in these cases, she “panicked” 

momentarily before saying to herself, “Okay. I’ll try to read through it.” 

The American students also felt overwhelmed when they compared 

themselves to the other participants. Polly, for example, stated that she felt confused 

and “like an idiot” when she could not determine what Xiaomei meant in a comment 

(47) that addressed her directly. She said she felt “really stupid” when she composed 

a response (88) and explained that she was overwhelmed by the quality and 

complexity of others’ comments. She felt that her response to Xiaomei was 

inadequate because it was “so obvious.” Polly later experienced a different emotional 

response (regret) when she reflected on the situation and wished she never had posted 

a response. 

The feeling of being overwhelmed was central for Domenic, in particular. He 

reported that he felt unusually anxious on the day of the think-aloud. He was under a 
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great deal of stress outside the class, and he had not yet finished the assigned 

readings. In addition, he felt compelled to perform well not only for others in the 

discussion, but also for me, the researcher, in the think-aloud. Throughout his 

interview, Domenic kept returning to this feeling of being overwhelmed and 

confused. He said he felt “clueless” throughout the discussion and indicated that he 

was embarrassed about his participation: “I felt really bad for my participation… 

because I think I just kinda worked myself up into this sort of unbridled frenzy.” 

This emotional response affected Domenic’s behavior. He avoided responding 

to several comments to which he felt he normally would have responded. In fact, his 

think-aloud revealed that he had experienced several immediate reactions to 

comments that he did not mention in the public discussion. For example, in response 

to a comment (46) in which Keung-Jin said, “[CMC may] not [be] very informative, 

but [participants may] just practice what they’ve already known/learned,” Domenic’s 

immediate response, as indicated by his think-aloud, was, “I see his point, but still, 

practice is practice.” This viewpoint was one that had not been introduced and could 

have pushed participants to consider alternative ideas about CMC. It was a simple 

response that could have been presented quickly, but Domenic chose not to post it. He 

explained that he felt so overwhelmed by the “backlog of reading” at that point in the 

discussion that he quickly decided not to respond: “I just couldn’t afford to stop and 

respond to that… I just remember being overwhelmed by all the reading that I was 

forcing myself to do.”  
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 Feelings of admiration and respect. Almost as frequently as participants 

mentioned feeling overwhelmed, they mentioned feeling admiration and respect for 

their classmates. Six participants described experiencing these feelings, usually in 

response to a certain participant’s comments during the discussion. Polly was 

mentioned most frequently as the participant who others admired. When describing 

their feelings of admiration and respect, five of the six participants focused on Polly 

(the sixth participant was Polly herself!). One participant, Keung-Jin, admired Polly 

because of the caring response (69) she had posted to his comment (37) in which she 

revealed that the assigned readings were difficult for her to understand even as a 

native speaker of English. He appreciated that she would reveal this experience to 

him, and he felt encouraged by her comment. 

During the think-aloud, Domenic immediately remarked on Polly’s kindness 

when he read her response to Keung-Jin. He explained in the interview, “It was a nice 

thing. It’s a typically Dr. Quaid thing to say, and I think someone else is [filling in 

here].” Domenic saw Polly’s kindness, then, not only as it extended to Keung-Jin, but 

also as it extended indirectly to Barbara. He felt that Polly had relieved Barbara of the 

responsibility of posting an encouraging response to Keung-Jin. 

Tien-Ning also focused on Polly’s interaction with Keung-Jin. She suggested 

that Polly’s response was indicative of her usual behavior in the discussion: “Reading 

Polly’s messages, you will feel warm. The sentence must be very fine and nice. 

Everybody’s nice, but her message – a feeling in her messages I get.” Like Keung-
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Jin, Tien-Ning looked forward to Polly’s comments and often felt encouraged by 

them.  

Knowledge Growth 

All participants described experiences that occurred during the discussion that 

contributed to their learning in the course. They indicated that the CMD specifically 

helped them to (a) draw connections among the assigned readings, the oral and online 

discussions, and the material in their other classes; and (b) find holes in their overall 

understanding of the content. In addition, half of the participants mentioned that (c) 

the change in their knowledge that began in the CMD occasionally continued after 

class and spilled over into other areas of their lives. 

Making connections. For Tory, a comment by Abby (102) reminded her of 

another class in which she had discussed a number of ethical issues involved in 

conducting research. She had not considered the opinion Abby was voicing until she 

read her comment but said she felt inspired to think more closely about these issues 

after reading it. In another instance, an unspecified comment by Barbara sparked Tory 

to think about a remark Irene had made in class earlier in the semester. Tory 

explained, “I don’t know why [Barbara’s comment] triggered something that Irene 

said that first or second day of class, but it just did. I just made that connection.” In 

turn, this connection helped her to articulate a thought that she never had been able to 

express before.  

Irene described similar experiences. One of Barbara’s comments (36), which 

actually alluded to something Tory had mentioned during the oral discussion, sparked 
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Irene to think back to another oral discussion that had occurred earlier in the 

semester. Irene mentioned that Barbara’s comment and the connection she recalled 

from the oral discussion inspired her to post a comment in the thread that dealt with 

CMC, a topic she previously had viewed as only peripherally related to the content of 

the course. 

At least one other comment also had contributed directly to her knowledge 

growth. The comment, in which Abby described her own understanding of 

comprehension during a CMD earlier in the semester, sparked Irene to think about her 

own ideas about comprehension. She expanded on these ideas, as well as the ways in 

which she departed from the views of comprehension offered in the assigned 

readings, in one of her response papers. She explained, 

All of these readings in all these weeks, we’ve been focused on 

comprehension… There have been so many interesting [ideas], not just from 

the models that we have been reading about, but just from the different 

comments made in class and online… There’s so many different ideas that are 

coming in about just what really happens with comprehension. So here I sit, 

looking at children… in the process of doing that every day, so that’s been a 

really interesting place for me to be… After we did the discussion, I printed 

[it] off, and I was reading it, and there was… one of Abby’s comments… [I] 

just went, “Aha!” …I both had places where I agreed with [Abby] and… 

places that I felt like I had a point of argument with… It wasn’t something I 
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just totally disagreed with, but I could align myself, and I could find a place to 

look at it maybe from a different perspective. 

Abby’s comment was especially helpful for Irene because it inspired her to expand on 

her own opinions and to draw connections and distinctions between her ideas and the 

ideas of her classmates and the authors she was reading. 

 Realizing misconceptions. Jauss (1989) suggested, “Conversation… makes it 

possible to test and try out a point of view, including one’s own preconceived views” 

(p. 62). For Abby, Domenic, and Paige, this was especially true of the CMD. All 

reported experiences in which the discussion led them to reconsider their 

understanding or realize their own misconceptions about a topic. 

 Abby saw the CMD as a unique opportunity for revising her understanding. 

She looked forward to the discussion each week as a time during which she could try 

out her ideas almost indiscriminately and get feedback from her peers. She explained, 

“If we don’t have discussions like this where you can say something – I mean, I say 

stupid things all the time. I want people to correct me… Otherwise, I just keep saying 

stupid things.” 

 For Domenic, a misunderstanding helped him realize a connection he never 

had considered before. Although he had read and discussed the articles on CMC that 

had been assigned earlier in the semester, he simply had forgotten the acronym. In the 

discussion considered here, he reported being puzzled at first by the comments that 

mentioned CMC. After working in the computing industry for a number of years, he 

recalled that this acronym referred to a type of computer manufacturing. Essentially, 
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his work experience had interfered with the transfer of his new knowledge to this 

situation. He described the experience of reading several comments about CMC and 

wondering how his classmates possibly could relate computer manufacturing to the 

assigned readings. He described his moment of realization: 

I [kept] thinking, “…CMC is a computer manufacturing.” …I wasn’t 

remembering what CMC was, and then I finally recalled… “Oh! That’s what 

we’re doing. That’s what we’re thinking about. That’s what I’m [participating 

in] an experiment on.” …And I thought, “Hey!” I guess it was just a kind of 

flash of understanding at that point, and I think what you heard on the [think-

aloud] tape was me just [saying], “Ugh! Finally.” 

When he finally realized the connection between the acronym and its meaning in the 

class, Domenic experienced a flood of recall and was able to remember the related 

readings and class discussions that had occurred up to that point. He described feeling 

a sense of relief at finally being able to understand that thread of the discussion and 

being able to contribute to that thread if he chose to. 

 Paige experienced something similar, but for her, there was no sense of 

realization. In one thread of the discussion, she said that her classmates  

…were talking about… drafting [as a step in the composition process]. And 

when I read [the article], I didn’t have any trouble understanding it at all. 

[But] then, when we started talking about it [in the CMD], I was like, “Wait! 

What? I have no idea! …I better go back and look at that again because I 

don’t know what they’re talking about.” 
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It became clear to Paige during the discussion that something she thought she had 

understood was much more complicated than she first realized. The experience 

motivated her to return to the article and consider the weaknesses in her original 

understanding of it. 

Reflecting on the discussion after it ended. Half of the participants mentioned 

that they continued to reflect on what they learned in the CMD even after class ended. 

Tien-Ning explained,  

Because we only have less than one hour [for the] discussions, every time… 

the discussion [ends], I [feel] that the discussion should be longer… A lot of 

things… we haven’t really discussed… we’ve just mentioned. I find that it’s 

not over for the discussion. 

Tory continued to reflect on a comment Domenic made (49) in which he 

described an experience he had had with one of his multilingual daughters. She said 

that she thought about Domenic’s comment so much that she actually brought it up 

with her spouse when she came home from class. For her, the comment stood out not 

only because of her interest in foreign language education, but also because she could 

relate it to her personal experiences with her friends’ bilingual children as well as the 

content of another class she was taking at the time. 

The discussion sometimes extended beyond the time allotted in class as 

participants contacted each other individually to continue discussing the topics. 

Keung-Jin reported that Irene had contacted him after an earlier discussion in which 

he revealed that he knew very little about homeschooling. Irene had not participated 
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in this thread of the discussion because she felt strongly that homeschooling was not a 

good alternative to traditional education, and she “didn’t really want to enter the 

conversation… from that perspective.” She did, however, want to educate others on 

homeschooling, so she contacted Keung-Jin and offered to meet with him 

individually so that they could discuss the topic further.  

Taka frequently e-mailed one or more of her classmates after the discussion to 

continue talking one-on-one. Unfortunately, this usually occurred when she was upset 

by something one of the other participants had said in the discussion that she thought 

disparaged Japan. Keung-Jin reported that Taka had contacted him after a discussion 

earlier in the semester:  

I wrote something about education system in Asian countries, and she say 

what I wrote is not happening in Japan, and she even give me some detailed 

ideas about that… It’s kind of interesting that this discussion continued after 

class. 

A volatile interaction occurred between Taka and Abby after a discussion 

earlier in the semester in which Abby had made a comment that Taka perceived as 

critical of the Japanese educational system. The event illustrates the close connection 

that can occur between an individual’s emotional response to the discussion and the 

ways in which she learns from it. It is important to note here that the following 

description is entirely from Abby’s perspective. Abby revealed this information after 

Taka already had been interviewed and had mentioned nothing about their interaction. 
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The exchange began when Abby made a remark about education in Japan 

during the oral discussion that Taka perceived as uninformed and derogatory. Abby 

said that she had felt comfortable making the remark because she had learned about 

the Japanese educational system from a peer in another class who seemed credible 

after having taught there for several years. During the CMD after Abby made this 

remark, Abby, Taka, and several other participants discussed the educational system 

in Japan and reflected on Abby’s remark. The discussion appeared scholarly, and 

none of the participants seemed aggressive or hostile. 

After the discussion ended, Abby was interested in learning more about the 

topic, so she searched for information on the Internet. What she found contradicted 

what she had learned from the woman in her other class and instead supported what 

Taka had said. Abby reported,  

I was sort of embarrassed that I believed such horrible things about Japanese 

education. I mean, of course I didn’t know, and if someone says, “I lived there 

for two years, and this is what I found,” it’s believable. But then when Taka 

said something, I thought, “I should probably check this.” And I’m thinking, 

“Why didn’t I check it the first time when [what the woman in my other class 

was saying] sounded unbelievable?” A little introspection there. 

Abby said that she planned on apologizing to Taka during the next class meeting 

because she felt she should speak to her FTF. 

In the week following the discussion, however, Taka e-mailed Abby five 

times to express her anger about what she had said. Unfortunately, the messages were 
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not directed to Abby’s primary e-mail account, so she did not receive them for several 

days. When she finally checked this e-mail account, she had received five messages 

from Taka, including one with the subject line, “You hurt a child.” Abby reported that 

Taka berated her by saying, 

What you said in class was horribly wrong, and I can’t believe you said that… 

You are culturally insensitive, and my son read [your comment in the CMD] 

because I was so upset, and he came over and asked me why was I upset, and 

I showed him your message, and he started crying… Why are you even in the 

education school? What do you study? Do you study just tearing up children? 

How can you do that? How can you be in the education school and believe 

that criticizing another country is a way to make a point? What am I supposed 

to tell my son when he reads this? Do I tell him that Americans are all 

ignorant? Do I tell him that Americans are all insensitive? 

Abby said that she was stunned that her comments had caused Taka such emotional 

pain. As soon as she received the messages, she sent Taka an apology in which she 

admitted, “Yeah, I was ignorant. You’re right. I was completely ignorant… We’re 

lucky that we have venues like this so that we can correct thinking that’s ignorant.” 

Abby apologized to Taka again during the next class session. For Abby, this 

emotional experience surrounding an earlier CMD not only introduced to her 

alternative ideas about education in Japan, but also it inspired her to search for 

information on her own that pointed to a major misconception that she quickly 

corrected. 
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ILLUSTRATIVE CASES 

 Of the 10 students included in this study, I chose to describe four more 

closely. Abby, Domenic, Irene, and Taka were chosen because they illustrate clearly a 

number of the themes represented in the model as well as the complex relationships 

among the themes. In addition, these participants, in particular, were willing to 

express their ideas and opinions about the discussion, and all were noted as 

significant in some way to most of the other participants. In this section, I highlight 

the themes and relationships that were most important for each of these four 

participants. 

Relationships Among the Themes Most Central for Abby 

 Abby frequently was mentioned by the other participants as someone who was 

knowledgeable and whose comments they tended to read. She was outspoken and had 

plenty to say about all aspects of her experience in the discussion. 

Abby’s Individual Background Variables 

Abby’s background as a reading instructor (part of her autobiographical self) 

informed most of her ideas and opinions about the material in the course, as well as 

her goals and sense of authority in the discussion. She spoke at length in her interview 

about her belief in the importance of the reader’s response to a text. As a reading 

instructor, she had seen both children and adults who were unwilling or unable to 

trust their own opinions about what they read. She worried that the tendency to value 

the author over the reader was an indication of a deep-seated problem with early 

reading instruction in the educational system in America. She had a vested interest in 
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these issues not only as a reading instructor but also as the mother of two small 

children. When she described her anger about one of the assigned readings, for 

example, she mentioned, “I wouldn’t want my son to be in that classroom!” 

Her ideas about reading informed her interests, goals, and sense of authority in 

the discussion. Not only was she interested in discussing these particular issues, 

which happened to be germane to the course, but also she was determined to trust her 

own responses to the assigned readings and to the comments in the discussion. Her 

major goal for the discussion was to push herself and to be challenged by the other 

participants to adjust her responses to the readings. With her background as a reading 

instructor, she felt that she had the experience to support her convictions, and she saw 

herself as an authority on the material in the course. She valued her own ability to 

“tear up” the readings, and she expected similar critical reading skills from her 

classmates. She frequently felt that she had something new to contribute to the 

discussion, and she judged the quality of others’ comments by this same standard. 

Influence of Abby’s Individual Background Variables 

on Her Navigational Strategies 

 All of these individual background variables together influenced Abby’s 

navigational strategies. She approached the discussion with full energy, and she held 

as a personal standard for good discussion the degree to which others challenged her 

to alter her thinking. To this end, she generally read all comments in the discussion 

consecutively, but she tended to order them in importance based upon a quick 

determination of how much she thought the comments might challenge her. She 
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especially sought out comments by her “two favorites,” Irene and Domenic, because 

she saw them as best able to help her achieve her goal of learning from the 

discussion. 

Influence of Abby’s Navigational Strategies on Her Discussion Processes 

 Abby’s navigational strategies, in turn, influenced her processes of reading 

and writing. She generally read through each comment quickly, but she slowed down 

when she felt that she could learn something new. In addition, she was a highly 

strategic writer. More than any of the other participants, Abby considered the possible 

effects of her contributions. She frequently used capitalization and punctuation to 

indicate her tone, and she monitored continuously whether her contributions pushed 

the discussion in a new direction. She described not posting her immediate reaction to 

Irene and Polly, for example, because she worried that an unsupportive response 

might smother that thread of the discussion. 

Influence of Abby’s Discussion Processes on Her Responses to the Discussion 

 Through the processes of reading and writing, Abby’s participation in the 

discussion directly elicited her emotional response. She described in detail how her 

frustration grew after she posted a comment (38) and waited for others to respond. 

She expected her classmates either to post comments that would challenge her to 

rethink her opinion of one of the assigned readings or at least to post comments that 

she could argue with. As she read comment after comment that did not meet her 

expectations, her frustration turned to anger. She felt that she had not pushed the 

discussion forward, and she was disappointed in her classmates for not helping her to 
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achieve her goal of learning from the discussion. Her emotional response culminated 

with the posting of a comment (102) in which she revealed her extreme opinion of 

one of the assigned readings. She said that she wanted the other participants to 

understand just how angry she was about the article. 

Integration of Abby’s Responses Back Into the Cycle as It Occurred 

 Abby illustrates well one of the most important and complex processes in the 

model, the recycling of the individual’s internal effects (e.g., emotional responses) 

back into her characteristics as a participant (e.g., her sense of authority) as the 

discussion occurs. This is represented visually in the model by an upward arrow 

linking the effects of the discussion within the individual back to the individual’s 

background variables. 

In particular, Abby’s emotional response as the discussion occurred 

influenced her goals. She continuously monitored whether she was learning from the 

responses to her comments (38, in particular) and whether she had pushed the 

discussion in a new direction. It also influenced her sense of authority, as she grew 

more confident that she had understood at least one of the assigned readings at a level 

unmatched by her peers. Although she did not describe in detail how this change in 

her goals and sense of authority then influenced her navigational strategies, she did 

mention that her strategies shifted after posting what she called a “hook.” Instead of 

reading each comment consecutively without regard to the author, she became 

particularly interested in responses that addressed her directly, especially if they were 

posted by Irene or Domenic. Finally, she described how this influenced her processes 
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of speculating on others and considering effects. As her frustration grew, she became 

less concerned about her tone or the impression others might construct of her, and she 

eventually posted a comment (102) that she had been unwilling to post earlier. 

Integration of Abby’s Responses Into Her Individual Background Variables 

After the Discussion Ended 

 The relationship represented by the upward arrow also implies that the effects 

on the participant (e.g., knowledge growth) cumulatively influence her 

autobiographical self, beliefs, and other characteristics after the discussion ends. A 

participant’s experiences in the discussion, for example, necessarily are incorporated 

back into her autobiographical self as the discussion becomes one of her prior 

experiences. Abby’s emotional and cognitive responses to the conflict she 

experienced with Taka earlier in the semester already had been integrated into her 

autobiographical self, and it changed her participation in this particular discussion. In 

her interview, Abby often revisited the conflict as a way of explaining her thoughts 

and reactions to the current discussion. She even mentioned that some of the 

comments she posted that were directed at other participants (e.g., 54) actually were 

intended for Taka as well. 

Relationships Among the Themes Most Central for Domenic 

 Domenic was described by the other participants as someone whose remarks 

during the oral discussion were intelligent and helpful. In the CMD, however, his 

classmates found him so difficult to understand that most revealed that they regularly 

skipped his comments altogether. This discrepancy in how Domenic was perceived 
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between the oral and online discussions is even more interesting given his 

determination to make simple, useful comments in the CMD. Although he intended to 

contribute comments that others would find practical, direct, and lighthearted, his 

classmates suggested that he often failed to accomplish this goal. 

Domenic’s Individual Background Variables 

 Domenic was auditing the course in the hopes that the experience would help 

him make a decision regarding graduate study. He completed the assignments and 

participated in both the oral and online discussions just as much as his classmates 

who were enrolled traditionally. He was the father of two small children, and this 

aspect of his autobiographical self informed most of his interests in the discussion. He 

sought to learn more, in particular, about topics that were practical and could be 

applied to his or his daughters’ lives (e.g., standardized testing). He usually relied on 

the CMD to learn about others’ interpretations of one or two specific articles. On the 

day of the discussion considered in this chapter, Domenic had not finished reading the 

articles that had been assigned. He reported that he had been working instead on his 

applications to graduate school. This, coupled with his belief that the think-aloud was 

a performance, affected his sense of authority in the discussion. He described feeling 

anxious, confused, and inadequate. He was sure his classmates had a better grasp on 

the material, and he worried that they would be able to tell somehow that he had not 

finished the readings. His primary goal in the discussion was to contribute comments 

that others would find practical and appealing. 



 

161 

Influence of Domenic’s Individual Background Variables and Socio-Cultural 

Context on His Navigational Strategies 

 Domenic said that he typically skipped two-thirds of the comments in the 

discussion after reading the first sentence or two of each to get a general idea of the 

topic. He almost always skipped comments by the international students because he 

did not enjoy the second-language perspective they tended to take, and he felt that 

they approached the discussion too seriously. This strategy reflected his goal of being 

strategic in pursuing only certain topics and kinds of comments. 

 In the discussion considered here, however, Domenic’s navigational strategies 

were different. Instead of being informed directly by his overarching goals for the 

discussion, his strategies were informed more by the ways in which he made meaning 

of the socio-cultural context in which the discussion took place. Domenic’s 

participation in the think-aloud procedure, for example, was particularly salient for 

him. He mentioned several times during the interview that participating in the think-

aloud made it seem as if this discussion was “a lot more dense.” He viewed the think-

aloud as a performance and explained that participating changed the strategies he 

used. Instead of relying on his usual strategies of following certain threads over 

others, skipping certain participants and threads, and making decisions based on style, 

Domenic began to read all comments consecutively. Although he did not say that he 

followed any threads over others in this particular discussion, he did mention that he 

“perked up” at the thread on CMC, a topic in which he typically was uninterested, 

because of its immediate relevance to the socio-cultural context. 
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Influence of Domenic’s Discussion Processes on His Responses to the Discussion 

 The more Domenic read and wrote, the more anxious and overwhelmed he 

became. He was increasingly convinced that he could provide no useful information 

in his think-aloud protocol, and he continued to worry that he might reveal somehow 

in one of his comments that he had not yet finished the assigned readings. He was 

disappointed in his performance in the discussion and think-aloud, and he felt that he 

let his classmates down by failing to consider the effects of his writing. After 

experiencing a misunderstanding with Tory, for example, he said that he “blamed” 

himself for “not having said [his comment] better.” Domenic reported that, by the end 

of the discussion, he had worked himself “into a frenzy.” When asked about his 

immediate reaction to one comment near the end of the discussion, for example, he 

said, “I probably didn’t even understand what she was saying… I didn’t really 

understand anything [at that point].” 

Relationships Among the Themes Most Central for Irene 

 Before enrolling in the course, Irene never had participated in a CMD. 

Although she described herself as “floundering” in this environment, she was 

mentioned most frequently by the other participants as someone who was experienced 

and helpful. Her classmates tended to read Irene’s comments over others when they 

needed help making sense of the assigned readings and oral classroom discussions. 

Irene’s Individual Background Variables 

 Irene had taught first grade for more than twenty years and had raised several 

grown children. Although she never had participated in a CMD before enrolling in the 
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course, she valued the experience and believed that electronic discussion was a “new 

frontier in literacy teaching.” One of her goals in the discussion was to keep her 

classmates on track in discussing the assigned readings and the ideas that she saw as 

relevant to the course. In addition, she typically tried to introduce her own 

experiences into her comments as a way of illustrating the material and making the 

assigned readings easier to understand. Her classmates repeatedly mentioned their 

respect for her experience as a teacher, but Irene believed that this part of her identity 

never had been valued by others. As a result, her sense of authority in the discussion 

was weakened. She found it difficult to believe that her classmates actually might 

appreciate her perspective or want to hear what she had to say. 

Influence of Irene’s Individual Background Variables 

on Her Navigational Strategies 

 For Irene, the most important factor in her choice of strategies probably was 

her inexperience with CMD. She chose to read all comments consecutively, and she 

seemed puzzled by the idea that other strategies might be available to her. In contrast 

to her classmates, she did not see herself as having made a choice among a variety of 

strategies and instead wondered how else she could participate if she did not read all 

the comments consecutively.  

Influence of Irene’s Navigational Strategies on Her Discussion Processes 

 Presumably also as a result of her inexperience with CMD and her lack of 

knowledge of navigational strategies, Irene read very few comments. Although she 

assumed that she had read all of the comments at the close of each discussion, she 
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actually neglected to read most of them. In this particular discussion, for instance, she 

was convinced that she had read all of the comments when she actually had read less 

than 10%. Strangely, her classmates completely were unaware that Irene had read so 

few of their comments. They viewed her contributions as especially thoughtful and 

relevant, and one participant even speculated, “She tries not to miss anybody’s 

message, so her reading skill must be very good.” 

Irene revealed that, as she composed new comments, she rarely remembered 

what she had read or written earlier in the discussion. Despite Barbara’s 

encouragement to the class to include in their comments the names of the participants 

to whom they were responding, Irene almost never did this. She preferred to reflect 

on the ideas more generally and then post comments to the whole group. This might 

explain why the other participants viewed her comments as relevant even when she 

had read so little of the discussion. Thus, Irene managed to meet her goal of 

contributing comments that appeared authoritative and based on her experiences, 

even without reading many of her classmates’ comments. 

Influence of Irene’s Discussion Processes on Her Responses to the Discussion 

 Irene’s emotional responses and knowledge growth occurred primarily as a 

result of reading the few comments she read. Her most emotional reaction, for 

example, occurred when she misunderstood a comment that she thought had been 

posted by Taka. Typical of Irene, however, she was able to compose a thoughtful and 

seemingly relevant response (101) that did not include the name of the participant to 
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whom she was responding or reveal that she had misunderstood the original 

comment. 

 Irene described several instances in which the process of reading comments in 

the CMD inspired her to realize connections among ideas expressed in the assigned 

readings, oral discussions, and outside class. As described in greater detail in the 

section on knowledge growth, one of Barbara’s comments (36), for example, sparked 

her to recall a remark made during an oral discussion earlier in the semester. She 

began to see a connection she never had considered before, and as a result, she posted 

a comment in the thread on CMC, a topic in which she previously had been less 

interested. 

Integration of Irene’s Responses Into Her Individual Background Variables 

After the Discussion Ended 

 Just as Abby had integrated her earlier conflict with Taka into her 

autobiographical self, Irene had integrated the knowledge growth she had experienced 

in response to a comment Abby posted earlier in the semester. Described in greater 

detail in my discussion of knowledge growth, Irene had evaluated and modified her 

own ideas about comprehension in response to Abby’s comment, and her new 

understanding of comprehension had been incorporated into her autobiographical self 

as prior knowledge for the discussion considered here. 

Relationships Among the Themes Most Central for Taka 

 At the time of this particular discussion, Taka was viewed by most of her 

classmates as intelligent and thoughtful. For her, the themes most fundamental to her 
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experience in the discussion were the socio-cultural context and her autobiographical 

background as a Japanese woman and nonnative speaker of English. She focused on 

aspects of these themes consistently throughout her interview, as well as in her 

response papers and in the oral and online discussions. 

Taka’s Socio-Cultural Context and Individual Background Variables 

 Taka had experienced great difficulty adjusting to life in the United States 

after recently leaving her homeland, Japan, for graduate study. When the United 

States declared war on Iraq during this semester, she felt that her perception of 

Americans as uninformed and insensitive had been confirmed. 

Her sense of authority in the discussion was influenced by the socio-cultural 

context in which she was learning and the ways in which she understood this context. 

She was a nonnative speaker of English, and although she spoke the language very 

well, she felt less competent participating in discussions conducted in English. She 

reported that she always felt overwhelmed when participating, and she worried that 

the “cranky, non-real-time CMC system” would lend itself to frequent 

misunderstandings among participants. Although she believed that writing inspired 

her to think more deeply about her ideas than simply discussing them orally, she did 

not view CMD as a worthwhile learning experience. She held the same goal in every 

discussion: to be stimulated to think about something entirely new or to find an idea 

that would surprise her. 
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Influence of Taka’s Individual Background Variables 

on Her Navigational Strategies 

 As a nonnative speaker, Taka tended to be interested in threads in the 

discussion that had to do with second-language issues. In addition, because 

international students seemed to populate these threads, she followed them almost 

exclusively. She felt that she could relate better to Asian than to American students. 

Taka was very strategic, and most of her strategies centered on certain criteria 

for skipping comments and threads that she thought would not help her accomplish 

her goal of being surprised by ideas in the discussion. She tended to skip comments, 

for instance, that she saw as less serious or intellectual. If she found even a single 

word that she thought did not “fit” in an academic discussion (e.g., fancy in 

Comments 15 and 21), she skipped the comment altogether. In addition, she skimmed 

each comment before reading it thoroughly, and she automatically skipped any in 

which she found certain words that she thought indicated topics that were irrelevant 

to her. Finally, she skipped any comments that she did not understand immediately, as 

well as those that dealt with ideas in the assigned readings that she had not 

understood. 

Influence of Taka’s Discussion Processes on Her Responses to the Discussion 

 Unfortunately, the audio file of Taka’s think-aloud was nearly useless. She 

mumbled so quietly that it was nearly impossible to understand her. For this reason, it 

is difficult to speculate fully on her reading and writing processes, since it is unclear 

which comments she read and in what order she read and wrote them. 
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What is clear from her interview, however, is that Taka contributed only one 

content-related comment (28) to the discussion, and the responses to this comment 

disappointed her. She said that none of the responses surprised her or inspired her to 

think about anything new. As the discussion progressed, she became less interested 

and less hopeful that others would contribute comments that would meet her 

expectations and help her reach her goal. 

Although Taka mentioned that she never had been surprised or encouraged to 

think about anything new during a CMD, a number of participants revealed that she 

had contacted them on several occasions to invite them to continue discussing the 

topics one-on-one. Whether or not she learned from the discussions directly, then, 

participating in them seemed to inspire her to continue to reflect on the material. 

Integration of Taka’s Responses Back Into the Cycle as It Occurred 

Like Abby, Taka’s emotional responses as the discussion occurred were 

integrated back into her goals. She monitored whether the comments she was reading, 

and particularly the responses to her own comments, met her criterion for intellectual 

stimulation. When she found that her goal was not being met, her belief that 

meaningful learning could not occur in a CMD environment was reinforced. 

Presumably, this renewed belief then became part of the beliefs she held about CMD 

for the next discussion. 

Her disappointment with the responses to her content-related comment also 

affected her participation in the discussion such that she never replied to any of the 

responses to her comment, even when she was addressed by name. She reported that, 
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if she had encountered responses that surprised her or inspired her to think about 

something new, she would have responded immediately. 

Integration of Taka’s Responses Into Her Individual Background Variables 

After the Discussion Ended 

 One of the most remarkable things about Taka is that she was completely 

silent when it came to the conflict she had experienced with Abby. In fact, I learned 

of their dispute only when I interviewed Abby, after I had finished interviewing Taka. 

Surprisingly, Taka had described English as “unemotional” and said that she thought 

she was unable to experience any emotional responses to a discussion conducted in 

English. Given her exchange with Abby, however, this clearly was not the case. 

Unfortunately, without Taka’s perspective on the conflict, it is not possible to 

speculate on this discrepancy. 

One can understand, however, that Taka’s difficulty adjusting to her new life 

in the United States may have contributed to her hostile interpretation of Abby’s 

comment in the discussion earlier in the semester. It is conceivable as well that her 

interaction with Abby may have reinforced her idea that Americans tend to be 

uninformed and insensitive. This possibility is supported by Abby’s report that 

several of Taka’s e-mail messages involved questions about what to tell her son about 

“all Americans.” Her earlier conflict with Abby necessarily became part of Taka’s 

prior experience for the discussion considered here. If she came away from the 

interaction with an even stronger bias against Americans, it is possible that the 

changes she experienced (e.g., in her autobiographical self) could shed light on some 
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aspects of her participation in this particular discussion (e.g., following the second-

language threads, preferring the comments of international students over Americans). 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

 In this project, I investigated students’ experiences of a CMD using 

exploratory and qualitative methods. In the following pages, I summarize key 

findings and outline the ways in which these findings support, question, and expand 

upon previous theory and research. I then outline limitations of the present study and 

describe possible implications for research and practice. 

Summary of Key Findings 

 The findings of this study present a complex picture of synchronous CMD in a 

graduate classroom. A number of interconnected themes emerged from students’ 

reports of their experiences of the discussion. In this section, I highlight four key 

areas: (a) identity, self-representation, and related issues; (b) the important role of 

context; (c) students’ goals and strategies; and (d) individual emotional and cognitive 

outcomes of the discussion. 

Identity, Self-Representation, and Related Issues 

Clark and Ivanič’s (1997) ideas of writer identity translated well to the CMD 

environment and provided a framework with which to understand students’ individual 

background variables (e.g., autobiographical self, sense of authority) and concerns 

with self-representation and understanding others in the discussion. The CMD 

experience was different for each participant, depending upon her mental context, 

autobiographical self, beliefs, goals, and sense of authority. 
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This study extends previous research with the finding that students generally 

were concerned with much more than the surface-level content of their comments. 

They saw their comments as reflections of themselves, and they worried about how 

others would view them when reading what they posted. Just as Clark and Ivanič 

(1997) and other writing researchers have suggested, participants considered their 

readers and made decisions when writing that affected the text they produced and 

their presence or voices within it. Even those students who did not express the 

explicit goal of creating a positive impression were highly strategic in their attempts 

to present themselves favorably. Some, however, were more successful than others in 

creating a favorable impression of themselves. 

Domenic, for example, was strategic but unsuccessful in the CMD in his 

attempts to craft an image of himself as informal and practical. He tried to write 

casually, but his classmates found him confusing, and most skipped his comments 

altogether. Irene, on the other hand, was less strategic but highly successful in 

creating a favorable impression of herself. She was viewed by others as 

knowledgeable and helpful, and her comments generated a great deal of interest and 

response. 

 This study also extends previous research with the finding that participants 

were concerned with making sense of others, or understanding the people behind the 

comments they read in the discussion. As they read, students speculated on their 

classmates and tried to construct representations of them in their minds. They did not 

accept comments at face value. Rather, as suggested by a Bakhtinian view of 
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dialogue, they understood each comment as it was framed by what they knew about 

the author. Their knowledge of the authors colored how they understood comments, 

their attitudes toward them, and their decisions about whether to read or skip certain 

comments or comments by certain authors. Their views of each other were highly 

consistent. 

 Finally, although the present research did not address the extent to which 

students’ intended impressions actually appeared in the comments they posted, this 

study provides initial support for Clark and Ivanič’s (1997) proposition that the author 

inhabits the text through her discoursal self and authorial presence. Abby, for 

example, described the ways in which she inserted herself into her text. She used 

punctuation and capitalization to craft comments that she hoped would reveal a 

particular discoursal self. However, because a close text analysis of students’ 

comments was not conducted in the present study, the match between their intended 

discoursal selves and authorial presence and their actual presence as detected in the 

text is an issue for future research. 

The Important Role of Context 

Preexisting socio-cultural context factors, as well as students’ own mental 

contexts, set the stage for their experiences in the CMD. Factors were either global 

(e.g., the course, the format of the discussion) or individual (e.g., cultural 

background). 

One of the most important contextual characteristics for each student was her 

membership either in the group of American, native English speakers or the group of 
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international, nonnative English speakers. A student’s identification with one group 

or the other influenced almost all aspects of her experience. The international 

students, for example, reported feeling incompetent and overwhelmed by the 

discussion more frequently than their American peers. They were more critical of 

CMD, read fewer comments, and used different strategies than the American 

students. They also often sought out or preferred comments by other international 

students. The American students, on the other hand, tended to have more positive 

attitudes toward CMD. Although they also felt incompetent when comparing 

themselves to their classmates, they reported experiences that were more casual, 

friendlier, and easier overall. For the international students, like any other task 

associated with graduate school in a nonnative language, participating in the 

discussion required great effort. 

 These findings temper the enthusiastic picture that often is painted in the 

literature of international students finally expressing the voice in CMD that they find 

difficult to express in oral discussions (e.g., Colomb & Simutis, 1996; Mikulecky, 

1998). Although the international students in this study did participate more 

frequently in the electronic than in the oral discussions, the experiences they 

described did not resemble any sort of utopian ideal. Discussion in English, whether 

oral or written, was a struggle for them. 

 The results of this study, however, do support previous research on CMC’s 

ability to reduce social cues (Danet, 1998; McDonough, 1999; Schallert, Reed, & the 

D-Team, 2003; Wong, 2000) and decentralize authority (Amador et al., 1999; 
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Faigley, 1992; Fauske & Wade, 2003; Schallert et al., 1998). Students remarked on 

the difficulty of participating in a discussion without the benefit of seeing or hearing 

those with whom they were interacting. The text became central not only to their 

expression of ideas about the content, but also to their construction of representations 

of themselves and others and to their decisions about which comments to read and 

skip. They saw the text as a social space (Fairclough, 1995; Hoadley & Enyedy, 

1999) in which they met to co-construct meaning and interact socially. They often 

revised their comments in order to make them clearer or to alter content that might be 

construed as critical or controversial. Students also remarked on the different role that 

the professor played in the CMD. Although they still viewed her as an authority, they 

saw her as more a part of the group when they met her online than when they were 

with her in class. 

Students’ Goals and Strategies 

 Because participants never were asked explicitly to describe their goals or 

strategies, I was surprised that almost all of them easily articulated at least one goal 

for their experience in the CMD, as well as one or more of the complex navigational 

strategies they used. 

 This finding supports previous research on the particular importance of 

learning strategies and self-regulation in online learning environments (Roblyer, 

1999; Weinstein et al., 2002). In addition, it extends previous research by specifying 

two major goals that students have when learning in a CMD. Primarily, participants’ 

goals centered most on learning from the discussion. Students wanted the discussion 
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to contribute to their overall understanding of the material in the class. They often 

used it as an opportunity to learn about others’ perspectives and possible practical 

applications of the topics. Secondarily, they sought to present a favorable impression 

of themselves in their comments. Previous research has not addressed students’ 

concerns with their own personae in CMD. This is one area, in particular, in which it 

might be fruitful for researchers interested in CMC to consider the theoretical and 

research literature on reading and writing. 

Given the variety of strategies with which students navigated the discussion, it 

seems that there are many ways to be strategic in a CMD. No single strategy was 

better than another; strategy use depended on students’ goals, expectations, and the 

preexisting and mental contexts in which they were reading and writing. Their 

strategies reflected the complexity of their experiences in the discussion and the 

moment-to-moment changes that occurred in the text that then became part of the 

context in which they were situated.  

The students in this study were particularly strategic in accomplishing their 

goal of learning from the discussion. They reported using a wide range of strategies 

when reading, almost all of which were employed to prevent feeling overwhelmed by 

managing the quantity of comments and the frequency with which they were posted. 

One strategy, however, consulting comments posted earlier, was used to help them 

monitor their comprehension of the discussion.  

This study extends previous research on CMD with the finding that many 

students made judgments about comments based on their style. One possibility for 
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future research involves analyzing the text of students’ actual comments to determine 

the specific stylistic features associated with those comments that were preferred 

more frequently or that generated more response than others. A likely starting place 

for researchers interested in the connection between style and self-representation 

would be indicators of voice as they have been hypothesized in the theoretical 

literature (e.g., Elbow, 1981; Yancey, 1994) or Clark and Ivanič’s (1997) seven 

features of authorial presence. 

Emotional and Cognitive Outcomes 

This study extends previous research with the finding that students 

experienced emotional and learning outcomes in response to the discussion. These 

effects occurred both during the discussion and as they reflected on it after it ended. 

Frequently, students’ emotional responses occurred as they compared themselves to 

their classmates. They felt overwhelmed by the quantity and quality of the comments 

in the discussion, and they respected their classmates as bright and competent 

contributors. As a result, they often viewed themselves as inadequate by comparison. 

The findings of this study call into question Im and Lee’s (2003) proposition 

that students do not experience changes in their knowledge as a result of participation 

in synchronous CMD. The participants in this study reported that they learned from 

the discussion as they drew connections among the assigned readings, oral and online 

discussions, and material in their other classes. They also suggested that encountering 

their peers’ perspectives in the CMD often helped them pinpoint inadequacies or 

misconceptions in their own understanding of the material. This finding supports 
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Schallert, Reed, Beth, and Kim’s (2003) contention that learners in a CMD “us[e] 

each other’s postings to bootstrap their own understanding” (p. 31). In addition, the 

students in this study reported that they continued to reflect on the material even after 

the discussion ended. In a completely textual learning environment, then, they still 

were able to experience the intellectual proximity that Weedman (1999) suggested 

was necessary for learning. 

Finally, participants occasionally described experiences in which their 

learning was prompted by intense emotion as they interacted with others. The conflict 

between Abby and Taka, for example, caused Abby to realize a misconception and 

reevaluate her understanding of education in Japan. 

Limitations 

 Most of the limitations of the present study have to do with the sample of 

students on which the findings are based. In many ways, the students in this study 

were ideal learners. I chose to study graduate students because I expected that they 

would exhibit both better writing ability and greater interest in the content of the 

course than less advanced students. Participants were thoughtful, responsible, and 

committed to learning the material. These characteristics, however, are not 

necessarily representative of the populations with which CMD may be used most 

frequently (e.g., students in courses conducted entirely online or less advanced 

students). 

 Likewise, Barbara was both knowledgeable about and experienced in teaching 

in a computer-mediated environment. She understood the theoretical and research 
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literature on CMC and had studied CMD in classrooms herself for more than a 

decade. She was conscientious about explicitly connecting the classroom and 

electronic portions of each class meeting by discussing with the students ideas for 

managing their participation in the CMD, suggesting topics for the CMD that had not 

been covered thoroughly in the oral discussion, and following up in class on topics 

discussed online. Again, Barbara created a nearly ideal learning situation, one that 

perhaps is not duplicated often, especially in courses conducted entirely online. 

 The course I studied was classroom-based. Students met each other both FTF 

and online. As indicated by their descriptions of their classmates, students’ 

impressions were influenced not only by what they knew about them from the CMDs 

but also by what they had learned about them from the oral discussions and other FTF 

interactions. Thus, the ways in which participants constructed others in the CMD in 

this class may not be representative of the ways in which students construct others in 

a class conducted entirely online. However, given the difficulty participants 

frequently experienced in their interviews when they struggled to connect names in 

the CMD with faces they remembered from class, it is likely that much of their 

constructions of others were exclusive to the online discussion. 

 The students in this study were fairly homogeneous. Although the group 

included a mix of American and international students, all six of the American 

students were Caucasian, and all four of the international students were Asian. All 

were graduate students in the College of Education, and eight of the 10 were female. 

Without further study of students’ experiences of CMD in more representative 
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courses and with more diverse populations, it is impossible to know whether the 

results of this study generalize beyond the class studied here. 

 Similarly, I investigated students’ experiences with synchronous CMD only. 

Given the growing literature on differences between these two types of discussion 

(e.g., Im & Lee, 2003), it is unlikely that the results of this study necessarily 

generalize to asynchronous CMD. 

Finally, with the think-aloud procedure, I asked students to formulate in words 

their responses to comments as they read them. The procedure was particularly 

helpful in providing information on students’ actual behaviors in the discussion that 

would not have been available otherwise (e.g., which comments they read and in what 

order). Asking students to think aloud, however, might actually have changed their 

reading processes (Janssen, Van Waes, & Van Den Bergh, 1996). Triangulating 

students’ think-aloud protocols with the other sources of data was particularly 

important for this reason. 

Implications for Research and Practice 

 The theoretical and research literature on CMC is growing quickly, but few 

studies have focused on students’ experiences of identity and self-representation in 

reading and writing in a CMD. In this study, students described how they represented 

themselves and understood others through the text of a discussion. They focused on 

much more than issues of voice and self-representation, however. Their descriptions 

provide a complex picture of learners’ perceptions of electronic discussion in school.  
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 The intricacies and complexities of students’ experiences of a CMD are not 

necessarily obvious to teachers and researchers who simply look at a transcript of the 

discussion. In order to understand fully students’ experiences of actually being 

present in a discussion as it occurs, it is important to get a sense of their perspectives 

through in-process and retrospective descriptions. It is equally important to recognize 

that each student’s unique experience will be colored by her mental context (Edwards 

& Mercer, 1987): her own prior knowledge and experiences, expectations, reflections 

on the preexisting socio-cultural context and the context and text that are emerging in 

dialogue with others. 

 By investigating students’ perspectives, the success of a discussion can be 

measured not only in terms of the number of comments it generates and the teacher’s 

or researcher’s judgment of the thoughtfulness of those comments, but also in terms 

of the students’ enjoyment of the discussion and their own judgments of the success 

of their navigational strategies, their presentation of specific personae in their writing, 

and their learning from the discussion. 

 Authors like Clark and Ivanič (1997) have suggested that issues of identity 

and self-representation may best be revealed through the discoursal choices students 

make in their own comments. This study, however, did not address students’ 

experiences in the context of their actual comments in the discussion. A close text 

analysis of students’ comments is required both to compare their experiences and 

what they said about the comments to the comments themselves and to determine the 
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characteristics of comments and participants that were particularly successful and 

unsuccessful in generating interest and response. 

 In the present study, I employed subjective procedures such as think-alouds 

and interviews, and I analyzed these data using a grounded theory approach. This 

method allowed me both to explore students’ experiences without forcing on them the 

assumptions required for experimental or quantitative research and to retain the 

richness and complexity of discussion that is so important to our understanding of it. 

Future research, however, could build on this exploration with a more circumscribed 

approach. Students’ reports of learning with CMD, for example, might be enhanced 

with objective measures of their learning in courses with and without this type of 

discussion. 

 As CMD becomes more widely used in educational settings, it becomes 

increasingly important that instructors understand the role that each student’s 

background and the multiple contexts of the discussion play in students’ experiences. 

It is crucial, for example, for instructors and designers to recognize the difficulties 

and differences that international or second-language students experience in 

participating in a CMD. It may be possible for instructors, in particular, to anticipate 

the “cultural gap” that Taka described, as well as possibilities for conflict, expressed 

or unexpressed, between American and international students. It may even be helpful 

for instructors to address these difficulties with their students explicitly. 

 In addition, it is likely that students’ frequent feelings of being overwhelmed 

might be reduced if teachers facilitated discussion on (a) students’ beliefs or 
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preconceptions about CMD, (b) their levels of experience with it, (c) the difficulties 

or disorientation they might experience due to a lack of social cues, and (d) possible 

strategies for managing the discussion. Students’ difficulties and strategies also could 

be revisited regularly (e.g., in oral discussions or e-mail exchanges with the 

instructor). Students might benefit as well from instructors and designers building in 

(e) smaller groups within the CMD, and (f) support for students experiencing 

particular difficulties with this kind of discussion. Instructors in courses conducted 

entirely online might even consider, when available, software programs that facilitate 

CMD without reducing social cues (e.g., video-conferencing software). 

 CMD provides a unique environment for students to construct themselves and 

others through text. The results of this study indicate that issues such as identity and 

self-representation are central to learners’ experiences of this kind of discussion. 

Their views of each other, influenced by the text, affected the decisions they made 

about whether to read or skip comments, as well as the ways in which they 

understood each other and the discussion. It is crucial that instructors foster an 

environment in which students think of themselves as authors. Students, in turn, 

should understand how to compose comments that are inviting, that allow others to 

understand them, and that do not smother discussion. More research is needed on the 

particular characteristics of comments that meet these criteria. Ultimately, the 

instructor’s establishment of guidelines before a CMD, less as rules for participation 

than hints for composing comments that others might find inviting, could help 
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students not only to present themselves favorably but also to manage the discussion 

and understand their classmates and the comments they contribute. 

 Finally, students reported that they learned from the CMD by (a) drawing 

connections among the material in their classes, the assigned readings, and the oral 

and electronic class discussions; (b) identifying misconceptions or holes in their 

understanding; and (c) continuing to reflect on and discuss topics from the CMD after 

it ended. Instructors might facilitate students’ learning with activities and assignments 

that explicitly encourage students to engage in these kinds of processes. 



 

185 

APPENDIX A 

Sample Consent Form 

Computer-Mediated Interactions 
Informed Consent to Participate 

 
Background and Invitation to Participate 
 
You are invited to participate in a study of the ways in which graduate students in a 
course in educational psychology write, read, and interact during synchronous online 
discussions. This form provides you with information about the study. Please read the 
information below and ask questions about anything you do not understand before 
deciding whether or not to take part. 
 
My name is Alicia Beth, and I am a graduate student at the University of Texas in the 
Department of Educational Psychology. This study, as part of my dissertation, will 
partially fulfill my requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. You were 
selected as a possible participant in this study because you are enrolled in a graduate 
course with a significant CMC component. If you choose to participate, you will be 
one of 10-12 participants in this study. 
 
Procedures 
 
Your participation will involve two audio-taped think-aloud sessions and one audio-
taped interview. Specifically, during the in-class, online discussion on February 12, 
2003, you will be asked to audio-tape your thoughts and reactions to messages as you 
read and respond to them. This session simply will allow you to become comfortable 
with the think-aloud procedure; no data will be analyzed from the online discussion 
on this date.  
 
During the in-class, online discussion on February 26, 2003, you will be asked again 
to audio-tape your thoughts and reactions to messages as you read and respond to 
them. You will then be interviewed once, outside class, sometime during the week 
after this second discussion. This interview also will be audio-taped. Transcripts of 
these discussions and copies of your response papers also will be collected for 
possible analysis. 
 
Confidentiality 
 
Although the think-alouds and interviews will be audio-taped, these files will be 
coded such that no personally identifying information is visible. All audio files, 
transcripts, and copies of papers will be stored in a secure place, and they will be 
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reviewed only for research purposes. Any information that is obtained in connection 
with this study, and that can be identified with you, will remain confidential and will 
not be disclosed. Information gleaned from this study will be reported in a 
dissertation, but you will not be identifiable. 
 
Possible Discomforts or Risks 
 
Participation in the audio-taped think-aloud procedure may induce some anxiety 
and/or frustration. No other discomforts or risks are expected. If you wish to discuss 
these possible discomforts and risks, you may ask questions now or during a future 
class, or you may e-mail or call me or my faculty supervisor (contact information is 
listed below). 
 
Refusal/Withdrawal of Participation 
 
Your participation is entirely voluntary. Your refusal to participate will not influence 
your current or future relationships with the University of Texas at Austin, the 
Department of Educational Psychology, me, my faculty supervisor, or members of 
your class. Your signature indicates that you have read the information provided 
above and have decided to participate. 
 
You may withdraw your consent and stop participation in this research study at any 
time after signing this form. To discontinue your participation, please simply contact 
me, either during your class, by e-mail at alicia@beth.cx, or by telephone at (512) 
474-1479. You may also speak with my faculty supervisor, Diane Schallert, by e-mail 
at dschallert@mail.utexas.edu, or by telephone at (512) 471-2749. 
 
Signatures: 
 
As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, and 
possible risks involved in this research study. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Investigator      Date 
 
I have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, and possible risks, and I 
have received a copy of this form. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions 
before I sign. I have been informed that I can ask other questions at any time and that 
I may choose to withdraw my consent and stop my participation at any time. I 
voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Signature of Participant      Date 
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APPENDIX B 

Instructions for Thinking Aloud 

• Attach your microphone as close to your mouth as possible. Make sure to 
speak into the microphone, not the voice recorder. 

• Speak at a normal volume – don’t try to talk more quietly or quickly than you 
normally would. When you’re typing, speak especially loudly. 

• Try to enunciate as much as possible. 
• Please say aloud everything you’re thinking as you select, read, think about, 

react, and compose responses to messages in the computer-mediated 
discussion. 

• If you notice you’ve stopped talking, start again by noting which message 
you’re currently reading or writing and describing your thoughts about that 
message. 

• Refer to each message you read by indicating the name of the author and by 
reading at least some of the content. 

• Refer to each message you write by indicating that you’re composing a 
message and by reading at least some of the content as you type. 

• When you read, focus on describing: 
o (1) your initial judgments/reactions to the messages you read and 
o (2) your reasons for greater interest in, or response to, some messages 

over others. 
• When you compose, focus on describing: 

o (1) your intentions in composing the message, 
o (2) any concerns you have about how the message will be interpreted, 

and 
o (3) your reasons for choosing certain words over others or a certain 

style over another. 
• Don’t worry about stray remarks or irrelevant comments – The important 

thing to remember is to continue talking as much as possible about your 
cognitive processes and judgments of messages while participating in the 
discussion. 
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APPENDIX C 

Transcript of the Discussion

1 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Hello! 
  
2 Irene: 
 Hello! 
  
3 Paige: 
 hello! 
  
4 Keung-Jin: 
 hi 
  
5 Paige: 
 hello! 
  
6 Domenic: 
 hello 
  
7 Tien-Ning: 
 Hello! 
  
8 Xiaomei: 
 hello 
  
9 Tory: 
 hi 
  
10 Tory: 
 hi 
  
11 Taka: 
 hi 
  
12 Alice: 
 hello 
  
13 Polly: 
 hi 
  
14 Paige: 
 i feel like i look like i sell time 

life books! 
  
15 Abby: 
 you got the fancy headset... 

16 Polly: 
 i too feel like an AT&T operator 
  
17 Keung-Jin: 
 paige, what do you mean by 

that? 
  
18 Tien-Ning: 

I am wondering if the reading 
and writing processes in [Author 
2]'s article can be applied to the 
CMC situation.   As for me, if I 
want to say something as a initial 
question message in CMC, 
which is what I am doing now, I 
did go through the kind of 
writing processes, planning, 
drafting, revising, etc., and when 
I read your messages, I go 
through similar things as well 
(such as read them again).  
However, I think I did so mostly 
because I am using a foreign 
language to express my ideas.  
Do you all go through the 
process as well while you in this 
CMC situation? 

  
19 Tory: 
 yes, tien-ning, i agree with you 

about that. it is a  kind of reading 
and writing 

  
20 Xiaomei: 
 paige 
 that's my question, too. 
 I thought you were making a 

garden path sentence, one that 
requires more short term 
memory. 

  
21 Paige: 
 "fancy"? there used to be these 

commercials - maybe there still 
are where people sold 



 

189 

informational text and on the 
commericials people always 
word these headsets. completly 
unrelated to class! :) 

  
22 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Ok So. Those first two readings 

we discussed in class -- old 
favorites of mine as you could 
see-- take one perspective on this 
idea of whsat we can learn from 
writing.  The other two articles 
bring in something slightly 
different: The idea that one can 
read differently if one is 
planning to write . This is very 
much what I thought of when 
Irene was describing the 
experiment that is going on in 
her classroom of first graders. 

  
23 Irene: 
  I want to begin with a global 

apology to anyone who directed 
a comment my way that I 
appeared to have ignored.  When 
I read the print-out of our 
sessions I am always surprised at 
comments and questions that I 
seemed to have missed.  So, 
forgive me. 

 Now, one of the reasons I 
enjoyed the first article - the 
[Author 2] article- was that I felt 
is was teacher friendly.  Often 
there is such a disconnect 
between research and writings 
that teachers find helpful.  I 
thought this one was a good 
balance. 

  
24 Polly: 
 Tien-Ning, I think that's a great 

parallel, CMC definitely requires 
that we use our reading and 
writing processes simultaneously 
--- i hadn't thought about that 
before 

  
  

25 Keung-Jin: 
 Tien-Ning, you mean CMC as 

the hotmail messanger that we 
use on the internet? 

  
26 Alicia D. Beth: 
 you guys are so great! 
  
27 Tory: 
 i want to kind of clarify what i 

said in class.  I realize that 
linguists think about reading and 
writing.  I just never thought 
about it as reading/writing 
model--speech act theory 

  
28 Taka: 
 It was really interesting for me to 

know that we can read an 
academic paper like this week's 
article (alignment).  Although I 
often project myself into a scene 
as a character when I read a 
novel, I have never read an 
academic paper through such a 
partisan perspective. When I 
read an academic paper, I have 
always tried to read it from a 
neutral viewpoint.  But I wonder 
if this neutral stance might have 
been a hindrance for deeper 
comprehension.  Next time, I 
would like to try to read an 
academic paper both 
argumentatively and 
sympathetically!  Then, reading 
an academic paper might 
become fun!??? 

  
 
29 

 
Prof. Barbara Quaid: 

 Yes yes  Tien-ning!  So are you 
sayiong that writing and reading 
this onlune communication 
makes you aware, in the same 
way that reading and all the 
other languaging that you would 
do in English would make you 
aware of those processes that 
[Author 2]. 
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30 Paige: 
 tien-ning- 
 i think that is interesting 

question because this is such an 
unusual combination of speaking 
and writing. as barbara was 
saying in class the other day 
there is a language we use for 
talking and a language for 
witing, but here were use our 
language for talking in writing. 
although i make less spelling 
errors in talking! :) 

  
31 Alice: 
 I still have a hard time with the 

draft process.  I think that we can 
form "categories of 
comprehension" when we begin 
the reading process, or "sort" out 
what the readings might be 
about, very different from 
composing a message.  The 
sorting is more like making 
analogies to what we already 
think we know, whereas the 
writing is starting with an 
ending.   

  
32 Irene: 
 I agree Tien-Ning.  I also think 

the CMC expereince is a way 
that our children  are 
successfully using technology to 
build literacy - combining 
reading and writing as they 
commucnicate online.  This 
seems like an important place for 
teachers to build on these skills 
in the current curriculum.  
Technology is here and will 
contimue to be an important 
means of communication. 

  
33 Xiaomei: 
 taka 
 that's a good idea! I am going to 

try that, too. Even though I think 
we never begin a reading 
"neutrally" because we already 

have a position toward most of 
the topics we read.  

  
34 Polly: 
 Irene, I agree with you.  I'm a 

foreign language teacher and we 
rarely focus on writing in the 
first year, but so often i feel 
frustrated with teh gap between 
research and practical 
applications.  I appreicated teh 
fact tthat [Author 2] offered a 
much more teacher-friendly 
approach as well 

  
35 Tory: 
 Taka, i think that's a really good 

way to think about reading 
academic papers.  i never 
thought how taking a stance 
could affect  comprehension in 
academic papers.  I don't why i 
never thought about that, but 
doesn't make sense? 

  
36 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Tory -- I was not at all offended 

that you were saying that in 
linguistics you don't often see an 
appreciation of reading and 
writing processes.  I saew your 
comment as actually very much 
on-target.  I once was asked to 
give feedback to someone who 
had written a chapter on 
Psycholinguistics and he had not 
included ANY of the research on 
writing processes.  I thought it 
was so odd!  And when I 
mentioned he thought I was 
correct -- that it SHOULD be 
added in there! 

  
37 Keung-Jin: 
 Taka, as being an international 

student in the States, sometimes 
it might be hard for me to read 
an article and stop to think the 
idea of the author because it will 
take so much time in reflection. 
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that means that I might not finish 
all the reading on time though I 
really like to do so, do as what 
you just said. 

  
38 Abby: 
 So...what did you all think of the 

[Author 1] article? 
  
39 Tien-Ning: 
 Keung-Jin, I mean what you are 

doing right now in class.  On the 
other hand, I am wondering if in 
the MSN messanger we do the 
same thing.  As for me, when I 
use MSN messanger, I don't do 
the same thing, though.  

  
40 Polly: 
 Tory, I totally agree with you.  

Just a word like "utterance" 
immediately puts you in the oral 
field, however when you think of 
how it applies to writign and  
reading, it does seem very 
applicable  

  
41 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Tak-- that is such a good 

comment!  I think we all have 
the tendency to approach 
informative discourse with a 
kinda neutral stance and you are 
so correct that such reading 
might be enhanced as soon as we 
think of the author trying to 
reach us somehow with her/his 
ideas. 

  
42 Abby: 
 Irene and Polly,  I agree! 

[Author 2] seemed to be thinking 
about reading strategies that 
people (that is, good readers--
and that's something that is 
important here) use when 
reading.   

  
43 Tory: 
 Polly, you're right.  In foreign 

language, writing always seems 
to be the last skill to be taught. 

  
44 Irene: 
 The other part ot the [Author 2] 

article was that whether we are 
thinking about developent 
comprehension as readers or 
competence as writers, there  
seem to be questions we as 
teachers can ask to lead our 
students to deeper 
understandings. 

  
45 Paige: 
 abbyg- 
 loved the [Author 1] article. 

want to teach in scotland! no 
taks, no report cards, 
individualized learning, wow! 

  
46 Keung-Jin: 
 I like your points, Irene. I've 

never thought it in that way even 
though I use CMC to talk with 
my friends everywhere 
everyday. But I am wondering if 
the literacy will be limited. 
Maybe not very informative, but 
just practice what they've already 
known/learned. 

  
47 Xiaomei: 
 polly 
 it didn't occure to me that i can 

apply [Author 2]'s model to 
teaching reading and writing. but 
i think i have been doing it 
myself in   learning english. 
reading an article as if i am 
writing it helps both my writing 
and reading. so i guess this is 
something we know intuitively, 
but when we teach students we 
have to turn this implicit 
knowledge into explicit 
knowledge. 

  
48 Paige: 
 sorry for the g abby 
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49 Domenic: 
 Irene,  I agree entirely with your 

last comment/idea.  When i 
would talk to my daughter in 
Italian, she would aways answer 
in English, because her agenda is 
plain and simple to communicate 
and she knows I understand 
english.  I think the CMC allows 
kids to realize a social agenda 
that is important to them and 
learning to read and write 
become and unitended 
consequence.  Which is great for 
them. 

  
50 Polly: 
 Taka, I totally agree with you.  I 

often feel like I have to accept 
what the author is saying, simply 
because the paper has been 
assigned by a professor and 
therefore I need to figure out a 
way to understand and accept the 
ideas expressed --- just to 
manage the class --- however the 
idea of reading it from both 
stances seems like a wonderful 
idea because it would really 
cause you to develop that deep 
understandign.  And of course it 
might, maybe, make an 
academic paper fun.  Maybe! 

  
51 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Alice !!  I want to think with you 

about what you're saying about 
drafting: So what IS the 
difference between drafting what 
we're about to construct for a 
reading and drafting what we're 
about to write.  The draft of a 
wrriten piece is so likely to be 
more elaborated. Still, I can't 
help but agree with [Author 2] 
that if a reader previews and 
brings to bear what she knows 
about the piece she's about to 
read, then it's very similar to a 
very rough draft. 

52 Tory: 
 doesn't it seem like there are a 

lot fewer messages now that 
we're doing this think aloud 

  
53 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Irene -- wouldn't it be fun to get 

your first-graders into this lab 
writing to each other about 
something they've read!  I'd love 
to see it! 

  
54 Abby: 
 Keung-Jin, 
 Don't you think though that 

when we talk on this medium, 
we inform each other and have a 
chance to try out our ideas (and 
let them live or die?) 

  
55 Paige: 
 i liked the [Author 2] article as 

well. i think i find it easier to 
think about a model of reading 
that is more applicable, or at 
least that i can see as being 
applicable. working with both 
developmental young and adult 
readers i always found it easiest 
to combine reading and writing. 
and i can see that in this model. i 
think that's why i have a harder 
time with the connecitonist 
models which i personally have 
a harder time trying to "see".  

 Although, last week tosha 
mentioned other articles that 
preceeded kintsch that made ti 
easier to understand kintsch - 
anyone have recommnedations 
for article like that i could read? 

  
56 Polly: 
 Alice, when you mentioned teh 

two modalities of 
Communication & Expression, I 
didn't really understand teh 
difference.  Or I came up with 
what I thought it was, but it may 
not be what you were referring 
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to. could you give me an 
example?  

  
57 Irene: 
 What about the [Author 1] 

afticle?  I likee the way the 
researchers took a naturlistic 
approach to their work.  I also 
like the ways the students at all 
stages of reading-writing were 
valued. 

  
58 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 So Keung-Jin -- what you're 

saying is that there are times 
when a reader as to "satisfice" : 
that is, the reader has to simply 
agree that what he's done is good 
enough under the circumstances, 
even though if the reader had 
more time, he might read from a 
more rich perspective. 

  
59 Tory: 
 Xiaomei, I know what you 

mean.  When I read the [Author 
2] article, I thought about adult 
reading from a second language 
perspective.  Generally these 
readers are literate in their first 
language so so many of their 
skills transfer.  However, they 
may not remember learning to 
read and I think the article offers 
them some useful strategies and 
analogies to use when learning 
to read in the second language 

  
60 Alice: 
 Taka, I always felt that keeping 

an open mind when reading and 
deciding our own position ath th 
eend might be the best way to 
become informed, but the 
readings do come to life better in 
discussion when people's biases 
and understandings and 
experiences are brought in.  
Maybe a good place to start is 
with our own while reading 

instead of after reading.  I am 
much more able to do this in 
spoken discourse, form an 
opinion on-line instead of after I 
have sorted it through.  It is so 
much different with written 
discourse especially when 
comprehension is not automatic.  

  
61 Polly: 
 Irene, I agree wiht you.  My 

mom is a librarian for HISD for 
the deaf and multi-handicapped, 
she is always singing the praises 
for video that is captioned 
because it really seems to help 
the deaf children to see the 
written text, in order to gain 
comprehension while also 
forming their writing skills --- 
it's definitely a trickier area since 
teh kids don't have oral skills, 
but the technology really seems 
to help 

  
62 Tory: 
 Polly--maybe!!! 
  
63 Keung-Jin: 
 Xiaomei, I like your points about 

we foreign language learners 
know how to improve our 
writing through reading 
intuitively. sometimes we try to 
imitate some good writing style 
into our composition--this is how 
I learned my writing. I culdn't 
agree with your comment more. 

  
64 Tory: 
 No seriously, might it be 

helpful?  the problem is how do I 
take a stance if I'm struggling to 
understand. 

  
65 Irene: 
 I kept trying to related oral 

language development and the 
importance it plays for me as 
children become readers and 
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writers to speech act theory. 
(Actually, I believe oral 
language to be critical for any 
learner .) Any ideas about how 
these related? Am I missing 
something?  Are they not 
related? 

  
66 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Abby -- so glad you brought up 

the [Author 1] article. Isn't it 
interesting how differently 
students approached the 
"research" task?  I liked their 
distinctions between reading to 
accumulate facts and reading to 
transfer or transform 
information. 

  
67 Xiaomei: 
 i like how [Author 2] introduce 

writing into reading because 
what they do is to make reading 
process, which is less consious 
because it has become too 
automatic, become consious 
again by comparing it with 
writing process, which is harder 
and hence requires more 
conscious effort.  

  
68 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Taka !  So sorry -- in my earlier 

message I was typing so fast that 
I wrote your name as Tak!  So so 
sorry!   

  
69 Polly: 
 Keung-Jin, these articles are 

hard even for native-English 
speakers and require a lot of 
reflection on my part.  So, don't 
be hard on your linguistic 
abiliites based on teh articles in 
this class! 

  
70 Tien-Ning: 
 Barbara, when I was reading the 

article, I agreed with [Author 2].  
I just recalled that last semester 

we had an discussion about 
whether CMC is a kind of 
talking or a kind of writing or 
both.  I think CMC can be both, 
and I was wondering if the 
article about writing and reading 
processes can be applied to 
CMC.  Indeed, I think the 
processes that [Author 2] 
mentioned is the same in both 
reading books in other languages 
and CMC situation.  Speaking of 
this, however, I find that when I 
write something more casual 
(such as a letter) in my native 
language, I do not really go 
through the writing processes. 

  
71 Paige: 
 on the [Author 1] article i found 

it really interesting that the 
student's impressions of what the 
teacher thought, or what research 
was influenced their strategies so 
much! that seems like a very 
interesting dimension to study - 
students perceptions and 
strategies 

  
72 Domenic: 
 when reading [Author 3], I kept 

wondering if a lot of what he 
discusses doesn't get discussed, 
perhaps in different terms in 
English and rhetoric 
departments. 

  
73 Alice: 
 Polly, I was referring to the two 

modalities of comprehension and 
expression.  For children, it 
appears that comprehension 
precedes expression for what 
ever reason (understanding 
langauge comes before the 
complex motor-planning aspects 
of creating words).  I was 
comparing reading to langauge 
comprehension and writing to 
langauge production.   
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74 Abby: 
 Taka and Alice, 
 When I read academic articles, I 

write little notes to myself along 
the side.  They might be 
summaries, questions about my 
own understanding (like 
"what???"), questions to the 
author, ideas I might have about 
the article, things that the article 
reminds me of.  In this way, I try 
to understand the point while 
also questioning my own 
opinion.  Often my opinion 
changes while I am reading a 
piece.  For example, with the 
[Author 1] article, I was ready to 
not like it so much because I 
have read many othe [Author 1] 
articles and sometimes she really 
rubs me wrong.  But this one 
was one of her best.  So my 
opinion changed.  Not sure if 
this is any sort of answer to your 
queries, but maybe an example 
of how it might take place. 

  
75 Irene: 
 Polly - Seveal years ago I had a 

friend who was deaf and I 
learned to communicate by 
telephone on TDD.  It was so 
much more difficult for me than 
it was for my deaf friend, whose 
reading and writing skills seem 
to have been much more blended 
than mine.  I learned to read and 
then learned to write.  Back in 
the dark ages, writing was not 
taught as a part of reading. In 
fact, it was believed that you had 
to learn to read before you could 
learn to write.  Writing in a 
primary classroom was 
penmanship.  I like to think that I 
would be a better writer today if 
I had learned these two together.  
If nothing else, I think I would 
be more confident as a writer. 

  

76 Polly: 
 Abby, I liked teh [Author 1] 

article.  I initially was hoping for 
more "solutions" to be offered, 
but by the end of the article I 
really appreciated seeing what 
students actually do, ratehr than 
what researchers think they 
should be doing.  I think i 
learned a lot more from their 
"tpaigeful" strategies than ones 
that would have been imposed --
- it left me wanting to read 
another article in which the 
implications are discussed 

  
77 Tory: 
 Domenic, 
 What do you mean by doesn't get 

discussed? 
  
78 Keung-Jin: 
 Abby, I do believe that we can 

exchange our ideas or personal 
experiences through CMC 
system. Howeve, as being a 
foreign language learner, if the 
language proficiency of the 
person who i talk to is in the 
same level as I am, I start to 
wonder if I will learn more 
information or improve my 
language proficiency. I think 
what a language learner need 
more is to get exposed in the 
environment of target language. 
Just like Stephen Krashen 
pointed out, to have a native 
speaker around. Hope I didn't 
misunderstad your question. 

  
79 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Alice -- are you saying that you 

can remain more open to 
revising your comprehensiuon of 
an article if you are discussing 
the article soon after reading and 
BEFORE you're formed a sort of 
"final" opinion of what it says. is 
that wahat you're saying?  (If so, 
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I think I agree with you) 
  
80 Polly: 
 Paige, that aspect of teachign in 

Scotland seemed most appealing.  
And of course just to be in a 
foreign country too --- made me 
want to get on a plane today. 

  
81 Tien-Ning: 
 Irene, I am wondering if this 

CMC communication processes 
is the same as what we go 
through in real life.  If we learn 
reading online, do we go through 
the same process as we learn 
reading from classroom teaching 
or discussion? 

  
82 Tory: 
 Irene 
 When you say that you learned 

reading before learning to write, 
what do you mean by that?  I 
gues I don't remember how it 
was for me 

  
83 Abby: 
 Xiaomei--good point...writing 

does seem harder and thus more 
conscious...could be an argument 
against the analogy...but I think 
the analogy is still a useful one.  
Just not much of a "testable" (I 
use the term loosely) theory... 

  
84 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Keung-jin and Xiaomei -- neat 

point you two are discussing, 
that it is important when 
teaching to make explicit certain 
insights about reading and 
writing so that students can 
benefit and improve more 
quickly. 

  
85 Alicia D. Beth: 
 as it is getting closer to our usual 

quitting time, i want to make 
sure you all feel like you can 

leave whenever you need to (like 
polly, who i know has to go 
teach a class). whenever you feel 
like you normally would be 
leaving the conversation, just 
finish up as you normally would, 
hit stop (the button with a little 
square) on your voice recorder, 
and i'll pick up your recorder and 
microphone. thanks so much for 
your help! 

  
86 Domenic: 
 Tory, I was wondering how 

these issues are written about by 
other disciplines involved with 
writing.  I assume professional 
writers say pretty much the same 
things, but in more nuts and 
bolts terms. 

  
87 Alicia D. Beth: 
 p.s. also make sure you signed 

up for an interview time... i'll 
send an e-mail out tonight 
confirming interview times and 
location. 

  
88 Polly: 
 Xiaomei, i think when you've 

had the benefit of experiencing 
learning a foreign language, it 
allows you to be a very effective 
Language teacher because you 
can identify with the students are 
going through.  I continually use 
my personal experience studying 
Italian as  resource for teachign 
Italian.  I think your students 
would benefit greatly from 
hearing about how you 
sometimes approach reading an 
article as though you were 
writing it. 

  
89 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Irene -- I think I understand your 

question: are you saying that 
speech-act theory might be 
useful in explaining oral 
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language development?  Because 
if you are, certainly that idea of 
the overall communication 
contract of speaker and listener 
saying what they each believe 
the other can understand -- that's 
got to be one of the important 
pragmatic insight that young 
children develop. 

  
90 Tory: 
 Thanks Domenic--i think you're 

right.  my opinion of linguistics 
is that there are not many nuts 
and bolts in their vocabulary 

  
91 Paige: 
 i have to work this afternoon, so 

i'm signing out. very interesting 
stuff. i find it hard to keep up 
and talk aloud at the same time. 
because reading and 
comprehending and then writing 
what i understand is very 
difficult! 

  
92 Keung-Jin: 
 Polly, thanks for making me feel 

comfortable for my slow 
reading. 

  
93 Xiaomei: 
 As a translator myself, i can also 

relate to the point of reading and 
writing as similar process. A 
translator is a reader and a writer 
at the same time. It is often when 
you have to write that you 
understand whether you have 
really comprehene the source 
text. you have to get into the 
writer's mind before you can 
translate well.  

  
94 Irene: 
 In thinking about how I read 

difficult articles, I "outline" as I 
go and then  write a brief outline 
summary of the article.  I rarely 
feel like that I understand the 

author to the point I could write 
a real summary - especially after 
one reading.  When we were 
discussing the idea of having 
students write a summary to 
show understanding. I thought of 
my many ESL students who 
begin to understand and 
comprehend a second language 
long before they can translate - 
even orally.  Infact, I have 
decided that there is a point in 
the process when they can 
function successfully in a second 
language, but are not yearlly 
"bilingual" to the pint of being 
able to translate. This seems like 
a much higher level of 
development.  

  
95 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Xiaomei!  Such a good point that 

[Author 2] are making 
something that is much harder to 
make explicit -- the reading 
process by looking at the writing 
process.  Neat point! 

  
96 Tory: 
 i'm gone! 
  
97 Tien-Ning: 
 Tory, I agree. I find it hard for 

me to do think aloud and 
actually THINK what I am going 
to write or answer in the same 
time.  That takes me more time 
to compose a message. 

  
98 Alice: 
 Barbara, 
 back to the composing a draft 

while reading.  I get these as an 
analogy, but I feel that a lot of 
the reading "draft" idea is 
covered in "planning' in the 
[Author 2] article.  I don;t think 
draft gets anywhere near the 
depth in the on-line construction 
of meaning as in the depth of 
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planning involved in the writing 
process and the actual 
organization that goes into 
writing.  For me, writing is so 
much more difficult.  Maybe it is 
the level of writing that I have 
had to produce recently, but it is 
starting to overwhelm me as a 
general process, and I lose my 
meaning along the way in my 
word choices, whereas this 
doesn't seem to happen with 
reading.  The context really 
drives the comprehension 
process.   

  
99 Prof. Barbara Quaid: 
 Time to quit!  See you all next 

week. Hope you get home much 
more easily than on MOnday!   

 and thanks from Alicia for all 
your hard efforts. 

  
100 Taka: 
 I have to go.   Bye. 
  
101 Irene: 
 I'm not sure they we are learning 

reading online.  I see us as 
blending our reading and writing 
skills together in the CMC 
communication process.  I can 
only begin to imagine and 
appreciate how challenging this 
must be for a beginning reader or 
a second language 
reader/speaker who is working at 
the decoding level and at the 
ame time trying to comprehend 
and this fast pace. 

  
102 Abby: 
 About the [Author 1] 

article...and in response to your 
response, Polly...I wondered the 
whole way through why [Author 
1] (an "expert" in reading) didn't 
step in.  She spent 7 months in 
that classroom watching children 
copy from books.  I kept 

thinking, "all right, already!  
HELP THEM!"  I know this 
goes against the Naturalistic 
methodology, but as a teacher I 
couldn't believe that SEVEN 
MONTHS passed without 
anyone helping the kids out.  
That's a big chunk in a kid's life.  
So when [Author 1] comes up 
with some strategies at the end--
some afterthought about "oh 
maybe teachers should try this or 
that to avoid this situation"--I 
thought how easy it is to tell 
teachers what to do, but how 
hard it is to actually carry it out 
in a classroom.  Teaching is so 
much trial and error (and I don't 
mean thoughtlessly...but you 
come up with solutions to try to 
help kids and if that doesn't work 
you try to come up with new 
solutions...).   

  
103 Alice: 
 Irene, what do you mean by 

reading and writing blended? 
with equal proficiency? 

  
104 Abby: 
 Keung-Jin, 
 i think we're talking about two 

different things.  Because I agree 
with you about language 
learning, but I was thinking more 
in terms of writing ideas on 
CMC and waiting to see if you 
are 
received/understood/corrected...s
ort of a Vygotskian discourse 
idea 

  
105 Keung-Jin: 
 Tien-Ning, sounds like the 

writing process could be divided 
into two types: formal writing 
and casual writing like a letter. 

 formal writing like writing a 
term paper: you need to plan, 
draft, and revise it. But casual 
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writing, as you brought up, like 
writing a letter or message to a 
friend, you don't really need to 
plan the steps of the 
composition. you just write out 
with the flow of your mind--
sounds like thought stream. I 
think when we do so, we 
unconsciously have planned, 
drafted, and even revised the 
message simotaniouly at the all 
sudden. 
 

106 Alice: 
 Barbara, yes.  In a seminar 

format, I almost always never 
finalize my comprehension of an 
article because I always want to 
hear others viewpoints before I 
catalogue it in my mind as to 
how it fit in the syllabus 
heading, and how to apply it to 
possible literature reviews 
having a better range of debate 
about it's validity and impact in 
the field. 
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