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PROSPECTUS FOR USING EMAIL TO EXTEND CLASSROOM DISCUSSION TO A LARGER AUDIENCE

This paper is designed to present a problem and propose one possible solution for this problem.  It is a hyperlinked document, set up handbook style so that an educator may access appropriate segments of the document as necessary.  It is not necessarily intended to be read in its entirety only once.

At the time of publication, I have not identified any students to participate in an experiment to test the hypothesis presented here.

Any questions regarding this prospectus should be addressed to Kristin Steeger at KLSC@hotmail.com.
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1. Problem

The University of Massachusetts Boston Graduate College of Education mandates that the thoughtful and responsive educator maintains “dispositions to realize that knowledge is not a fixed body of knowledge but is ever evolving”, “skills. . . to promote growth and learning of individuals from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds”, “dispositions that acknowledge the uniqueness of individuals, yet respect their loyalty to their own community and culture” and “skills. . . for promoting all dimensions of diversity.”    Furthermore, there is an unspoken credo that we, as educators, will uphold a polycultural ideal by the widest possible array of cultural viewpoints.  However, despite these guidelines and ideals, many of us will teach in communities will sharply defined ethnic majorities.  How, then, can we vivify a multicultural perspective and broaden the horizons of our students?  We introduce a wide variety of world literature and discuss it on its own merits.  This is a solid initial step.  We must then follow this work with discussion and consideration springing from multiple perspectives.  In more homogeneous communities, such as Winthrop, Massachusetts, where I am considering teaching next year, we most rely on methods other than the students’ own experiences to provide this depth.
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2. Possible Solution

I propose that by utilizing basic technological resources of email and listservs, we can involve a wider audience in our discussions of literature and thereby transcend the boundaries of our individual classrooms and districts.  I envision two teachers in different districts working together, presenting the same work of literature to their individual classes and proceeding with regular lessons.  In addition to the regular planned lessons, the teachers will use this methodology to broaden the discussion of the work and hopefully bring new perspectives to each individual class discussion.  Those new perspectives may take the form of  “those students thought exactly the same things we did- I guess we’re not so different after all”, “a student in another class has a point I never considered” or “I can’t believe that a student in the other class thought such a thing”, among other possible outcomes.  
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3. Outline of Methodology

In this segment, I provide a high level overview of steps to conduct what I will refer to as “virtual classroom discussions.”    Several of these steps will be elaborated on later in the document.  In particular, I will provide greater guidance on the preparatory work that must be undertaken to ensure project success.

i. Pose key question on literature to both participating classes

ii. Have students free write response to question, discuss responses in class

iii. Formulate written responses that students are willing to post to the listserv and defend

iv. Post responses to the listserv

v. As a homework assignment, review list postings and be prepared to discuss at least five things that student found notable

vi. Hold in-class discussion of difference and similarities between previous discussion and postings to listserv

vii. Final unit papers can reference contents of listserv discussions as resources
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4. Preparation

From my days as a consultant, I learned that any successful implementation of technology takes abundant preparation.  When relying on the resources of a district that may not have sufficient monetary or technical support, this is especially true.  Because the Internet is still largely unregulated, we will be, in a sense, fighting an obscure battle.  The boundaries and possibilities are not yet defined and can cause problems of their own.

Using this methodology demands that a teacher feel comfortable using technology to define and communicate ideas.  The teacher must be able to appropriately model online discussions, integrate online discussions with in-class exercises and activities, respond to basic student technical questions and potentially, address parental concerns around correspondence.  In the listserv, the students and teacher will be equal contributors.

Student technological savvy must also be considered.  Although it is tempting as a techno-fiend to assume that all students have not only access to but also affinity for online communication, I know this is not necessarily true.  Particularly in instances where you will be working with a district whose resources differ greatly from your own; I cannot overstate the importance of leveling the participation field for all.  Rules for online communication (use proper capitalization because all caps is the equivalent of yelling, use the listserv only for course related discussions, public defamation of other list members is strictly forbidden) must be published, discussed and enforced.  Participants must be capable of peer commentary and student-to-student response.  It will be easiest to practice these behaviors in the classroom so that the method and thought processes are established before introducing the electronic dimension.

Establish a rubric for student participation at the inception of this project.  It should include items such as “timely and thought provoking contributions to online discussions”, “utilized new information from online discussions in own responses (written or oral)” and “used appropriate style for medium.”  I predict that revisiting this rubric will be necessary as the project continues to accurately reflect student abilities to participate in this discussion format and to integrate their knowledge.  Additionally, clear consequences for misuse of the forum must be established.  For severe infractions, removal from the list and receipt of no points for these activities would not be inappropriate.

Back to contents
5. Suggested Pilot Step

Since this procedure has numerous areas with potential roadblocks, I suggest the implementing on line discussion for each participating class before utilizing the protocol for interclass and inter-district communication.  This will allow teachers and students to learn to meld on line and real time discussion without the added complication of communicating with others.
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6. Technology Access

Each student must have an individual email account for this project.  I suggest establishing a new account for the sole use of the project so that you can mandate its content and use.  This can either be done through your school or district technology supervisor or through any commercial provider.  Using district resources may involve bureaucratic delay and possible bankruptcy, as in the recent dissolution of massed.net.  Using a commercial provider means exposing students to sponsor’s advertisements, which may range from 1-800-flowers to online pornography offers.  Determine which is the lesser of the evils.  Also, consider establishing a convention for naming the accounts.  If you are corresponding with a class with a sharply different and very identifiable ethnicity; for example, a school with a large Vietnamese population is likely to have students with names like Lu, Nguyen or Duc.  Such names may effect the direction of discussion of Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried.  Similarly, students may select possibly incendiary names if allowed to choose for themselves.    A user name like “SanDimasFootballKicksButt” may only distract from the discussion if you are corresponding with San Dimas’ archrival.  Avoid these problems and designate user names that are perhaps the students’ initials followed by birth date (“TPD120485” for Trang Pham Dao, born December 4, 1985 and “”EMJ071886” for Eric Michael Jackson born on July 7, 1986.)  

The teacher must have an individual email account for this project.  I recommend a mailbox solely for the use of this project so that you do not open yourself up to endless student correspondence regarding issues other than the discussion at hand.

Very often, network reliability is not within your control.  What are the ramifications if local Internet service is not available for a particular evening’s homework? You should establish time within class to access school Internet connections to ensure that all students have the opportunity to participate.  Also, for those who cannot access the Internet independently, you may want to consider producing a paper copy of all messages on a regular basis.
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7. Cross Cultural Resources

Vital to success of this methodology is finding a partner teacher to work with.  Among other options are contacting local groups (like Boston Writers Group), unions and online discussion groups to find like-minded educators.  Geographic proximity is not necessary.  In fact, finding a co-operating class as far-flung from you as possible, maybe even non-native English speaking, will bring more nuances to the discussion.  The challenge then is to select a text which can be treated equally by all participants.

Any suggestions for sources for cross-cultural collaboration should be directed to the author at KLSC@hotmail.com.
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8. Online Facilitation Guidelines

· Reference students’ response in comments

· Keep the discussion on track by providing leading questions

· Allow in-class time for addressing technological concerns

· Start with a welcome message to all participants to establish a good climate for electronic communication.  This message should also be printed, distributed and discussed in each class.

· As the facilitator, you must monitor the virtual discussion and ask appropriate leading questions to refocus when necessary.

· If an unanticipated and non-germane subject generates interest, you should suggest offline discussion and refocus the line of thought.

· Occasionally, summarize the progress of the discussion.

· Involve whatever technical support you have at your disposal early on.  You may need their speedy assistance later.
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8. Pedagogical Benefits

The proposed methodology establishes an environment where student thought drives the class discussion and the students include more than those just contained on the class list.   Because students will communicate with non-classmate peers via writing, they will necessarily become clearer writers so that they can make their point.  They will learn to write appropriately for a mixed audience of peers and teachers.  By removing the immediacy of an approving teacher to validate student opinions, we may allow greater autonomy and originality in student thought.  The methodology relies heavily on Eleanor Kutz’s and Hepzibah Roskelly’s theories in An Unquiet Pedagogy of using writing to formulate knowledge.  Utilizing electronic communication will also make participation easier for those students who find it difficult to participate in live discussion, whether because of physical disability or personal preference.
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9. Ties to Massachusetts Department of Education Frameworks

The following English Language Arts frameworks are specifically addressed by using the proposed methodology:

· Guiding Principle 4:  An effective English language arts curriculum emphasizes writing as an essential way to develop, clarify and communicate ideas in persuasive, expository, narrative and expressive discourse.

· Guiding Principle 5:  An effective English language arts curriculum provides for literacy in all forms of media.

· Language Strand, standard 1: Discussion:  Students will use agreed-upon rules for informal and formal discussions in small and large groups.

· Language Strand, standard 2:  Questioning, Listening and Contributing:  Students will pose questions, listen to the ideas of others and contribute their own information or ideas in group discussions or interviews in order to acquire new knowledge.

· Composition Strand, standard 19:  Students will write with a clear focus, coherent organization and sufficient detail.

· Composition Strand, standard 20:  Consideration of Audience and Purpose:  Students will write for different audiences and purposes.

· Composition Strand, standard 23:  Organizing Ideas in Writing:  Students will organize ideas in writing in a way that makes sense for their purpose.
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10. Other Similar Uses

Numerous colleges and universities have utilized Internet discussion groups to extend discussion of work.  Most have been successful, but limited to a single class or section.  Several companies have attempted to use the Internet to conduct “virtual focus groups” in an attempt to avoid the costs of live focus groups.  These attempts have met with mixed results—many market researchers feel that there is a vital element missing from purely textual response.  However, I found very few reported instances of using collaborative Internet discussions either in a high school setting or in a cross-cultural context. 

All was not fruitless.  In her doctoral thesis, Jamie Osbourne Little follows the problem solving activities of five earth sciences classes to “assess the effects of interschool electronic collaboration on the quality of student final written projects” (Little, 1999.)  The classes were tasked with solving an ill-defined problem.  All participants worked in groups in their own classrooms, but some worked in conjunction with another class via email discussion.  Little refers to the email collaborators as “parallel groups.”  She hypothesizes that the parallels groups will produce higher quality work, but this turns out not to be true. In fact, she goes on to conclude “electronic communication via email was a detriment to student performance.”

Little’s study differs from this prospectus in the following vital ways:

· The participants were asked to solve a problem, not simply discuss their thoughts.  The problem solving required real time exchange of ideas and when students did not receive immediate feedback from collaborators, their frustration mounted quickly.

· Explicit in class reference was not made to the on line collaboration.

· Student evaluation was not tied to effective collaboration.

· Student evaluation was based solely on final product.  Their process reflects were seen as a distraction to that production.

Despite these differences, she concludes, as I do, that the potential for enhancing student learning via electronic collaboration is great.  My hope is that careful facilitation and a requirement for participation will produce different results.
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12. Appendices

a. Possible Works

I have designed this prospectus with my future high school English classroom in mind.  This methodology may also work for other subjects and grade levels.

The Massachusetts Department of Education lists the following authors (among others) in the English Language Arts Curriculum Framework.  I have provided possible titles for consideration.

· Maya Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings
· Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart
· Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street
· Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried
· Amy Tan, The Joy Luck Club

· Elie Wiesel, Night
· Athol Fugard, Master Harold and the Boys
In addition, I would recommend Shakespearean tragedies, as various directors have interpreted them in different cultural milieus and versions of the stories (Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet) are prevalent in many media.
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b. Setting Up a Listserv

Listservs were originally conceived as being public forums where any interested party with an email address could receive any and all messages from the moderator and any other members.  In more recent parlance, a listserv simply refers to a mailing list.  LISTSERV, however, means a particular product, like Xerox or Kleenex.  You need a license to run LISTSERV.

Some organizations have a LISTSERV license and subsequently have an automated process to create listservs.  Your district’s technology liaison would be the best resource for exploring this.  Lacking a technology liaison, you can also use any commercial service to create a mailing list.  Try http://groups.yahoo.com/, they provide a simple method to establish a list and make moderation options available.  Be aware that by using a free, commercial service like Yahoo! Groups, you will be exposing your students to advertisements that have included such things as online casinos, “e-diets” and “The Great American Smokeout.”  The content of these advertisements is totally outside of your control. 
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c. Sample Written Welcome Message

Fields that require editing have been highlighted.

Date
For the next several weeks, we will be studying Literary Work by Canonical Author.  As part of our exploration of themes, we will be discussing the work with another class from Different High School in City, State via a moderated Internet discussion.  You will be expected to participate in these online dialogues just as you participate in our class discussions.  You can reference the online discussion as a source in your final papers.

Please keep in mind the following rules of “netiquette” when communicating online.  Violating any of these rules will be grounds for failure of this segment of the course.

· Use proper capitalization.  Writing in all caps is the equivalent of SCREAMING.

· Protect anonymity of all listserv members.  Do not forward messages outside of the list.  

· Similarly, use the list only for class discussion related threads.  

· Do not post inflammatory personal judgments (“flames”).

I am the moderator of this discussion and as such, I will see all messages before they are posted to everyone.  Please keep your audience firmly in mind when you write.  I will review the “inbox” at least twice each school day and all appropriate messages will be posted to everyone.  I will not be accessing this mailbox after 5 pm or on weekends.

Please sign, date and return this document in the designated spaces to display your acceptance of these guidelines.  Your parent or guardian should do the same.

If you or your parent/guardian have any questions regarding this project, please feel free to contact me at school or via my school email address, teacher@schoolsystem.edu. 

