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When | signed up for this class, my counselor (whoisa
woman) told methat | shouldn’t have to worry, that it wasn't
a“male bashing class.” | wasn't worried at all but this just
reveals the attitude that society has toward classes like this.

(Quote from amale student, 15th week of the semester)

Over thelast several years, | have cometo therealization that teach-
ing a class that challenges the basis of students' fundamental socializa-
tion must incorporate pedagogical techniques specifically designed to
help studentsreconcilethese“old” and “new” viewsof theworld. Thisis
especialy crucial as multi-cultural elements are incorporated into core
curriculumsin our collegesand universities. For example, with the advent
of arevised core curriculum, my lower division gender course (Women,
Politics, and Public Policy), which had been an elective, became one of a
dozen gender coursesthat could fulfill the new gender requirement. The
course, which had been populated by students* predisposed” to the course
material through “self-selection bias” underwent a major transformation
when it became part of the Liberal Artscore. Suddenly, | was faced with
sectionstwiceaslarge, populated with mainly skeptical (and sometimesa
few hostile) students now predisposed to resisting the theoretical and
analytical modelsof gender that serveasan interpretative basisfor under-
standing women'’s palitical roles and policy issues.

Even before the course moved out of its elective status, | required
students to keep journals responding to issues raised in the course. My
experience with journals initially taught me several important lessons.
First, writing challenges most students to think more critically. Second,
most students struggle with similar issues. Third, many students use
journals to engage in a dialogue (with me) as they search for answers.
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6 Language and Learning Across the Disciplines

Fourth, | found myself acting asan ideamediator between individualsand
the class at large; yet, | had very little success in generating classroom
discussions on the very topicsthat were clearly salient to many students.

About ayear after the course became acorerequirement, | replaced
thejournal with acomputer “discussion group” for two main reasons: (1)
thelarger size of the class made weekly journal reading and grading simply
too time consuming; and (2) even more than in past years students with-
out prior background or interest were struggling with core concepts. There
was heither enough time for me to read and individually respond to each
student’s inquiry nor time enough in class to address and debate these
perspectives among the students.

Pedagogical Goals

Students now write and submit personal reactions to each other
electronically (see Appendix A for assignment details and Appendix B for
technical details). Every student in the class reads and responds to any
entry that capturestheir interest, or they write about an entirely new topic.
This written peer interaction has advantages beyond classroom discus-
sions. Whenwewrite, wethink more deliberately and critically than when
we speak (Emig 1977; Fulwiler 1982; Sills 1990). Additionally, acareful,
reflective, and interactive mode of communication provides studentswith
(2) the opportunity to evolve, over time, in their thinking about atopic; (2)
the ability to respond to topics brought up in class whenever they are
inspired or motivated to do so (Hall 1993); (3) therealization that they are
not alone in their perspectives and interpretations; and (4) the ability to
find peerswho can relate to their concerns. Importantly, the audiencefor
this writing component are their peers, not the instructor, and receiving
credit for the postingsisbased upon criteriafree of instructor judgment of
the content (see Appendix A) thereby allowing students to take intellec-
tual risks(Martin, et al. 1976). The pedagogical goalsfor the newsgroup
assignment arelisted in Table 1.

As one of six types of writing assignments in this course,! the
newsgroup serves avery specific learning and writing purpose: to allow
students a forum for expressing their opinion (see Fulwiler 1982 for de-
scriptions of different writing purposes). Inorder to grapple with material
that challenges a student’s beliefs about the world, especially when the
issues touch their personal world, | have come to believe that students
must be afforded an outl et to expresstheir opinion in order to form higher
order thinking skills (also see Britton 1970; Martin, et al. 1976). And, after
numerous conversations with colleagues over the years, | am convinced
one of the most common substantive writing problemswe encounter with
undergraduate students is the inappropriate use of expressive writing.
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For example, too many times studentsincorporate their personal opinions
in analytical writing assignments — seemingly unaware of the difference
between stating their opinion versus providing supported arguments.
Computer newsgroups— or any sustained expressivewriting format (e.g.,
journals) — serves to address both problems. Encouraging students to
engage the readings, lectures, videos, and class discussion from a per-
sonal standpoint allows them to confront issues and concepts that cut at
the core of their socialization and legitimizesthisimportant struggle (also
see Gannett 1992). This expressive writing is crucial for struggling and
coming to terms with new ideas (Fulwiler 1982) and when this type of
writing is directed at peers, who are struggling with the same issues, it
serves as a written equivalent to everyday speech. Moreover, | would
assert that because the computer newsgroup is interactive (though time-
delayed), it actually mimics conversational speech thereby providing a
natural inclination to combine purely expressive writing that is personal -
ized, implicit and self-revealing with transactional writing that is public,
explicit and product-oriented (Britton 1970; Fulwiler 1982). Itisthiscon-
ceptual movement acrossthe writing continuum (see Britton 1970, p.174)
that helps build the foundation for critical thinking (Martin, et al. 1976;
Fulwiler 1982). Atthesametime, forcing expressivewriting into aspecific
writing format helps the student begin to distinguish between opinion,
assertion, and grounded argument, thereby providing at |east one impor-
tant conceptual tool necessary for writing papers free of unsupported
opinions. Throughout the semester, | stress the importance of engaging
the literature first from a persona standpoint and second from a well-
reasoned and theoretically and/or empirically grounded standpoint.

Tablel
Pedagogical Goalsfor COMPUTER NEWSGROUP
Writing Assignments

Writing Purpose:
To devel op expressive writing skillsthrough
- responding to course content (readings/lectures/videos)
- questioning information/concepts
- connecting course content to other courses/own life
Class Purpose:
To create more communi cation among the students
To develop peer learning
To engage students in active learning outside the classroom
To improve small group classroom discussions/learning
Course Purpose:
For studentsto help each other reconcile old and new information
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Perhaps, the most important feature of the computer newsgroup is
providing aforum for interactive peer learning made possible through its
design as a student-centered activity (Beauvois 1995).2 In fact, | have
discovered that through this forum students “teach” each other, espe-
cialy through the sharing of personal stories, on the very topicsthat are
often perceived to be “touchy” or controversia subjects (e.g., gender
socialization that constructs and privileges masculinity over femininity).
While class discussion often serves asimilar purpose, the newsgroup has
additional advantages in that it allows all students to participate (Hall
1993), provides enough time and spaceto say asmuch or little asdesired,
and allows students to feel free to personalize the issue. In addition,
students who would normally not talk in class become known to each
other through the newsgroup (even if only by name), thereby creating
classintimacy (i.e., the newsgroup helps somewhat to lessen the detach-
ment that naturally formsinlarger classrooms).

Descriptive Analysisof Newsgroup L earning

Asprevioudly discussed, interactive expressivewriting forums such
asthe computer newsgroup serve anumber of pedagogical purposes. My
latest interest, however, as | have read and monitored the forum over the
last four semesters, is to examine how students relate to concepts intro-
duced in the course, respond to differences of opinions, and present past
personal storiesasways of (re)learning (see Jarratt 1991 for adiscussion
on productive conflict in feminist pedagogy). Theremainder of the paper
will examine several different topicstoillustrate how studentsengage one
another.

Feminisms: Inmy lower division gender politicscourse, early inthe
semester | introduce studentsto what | 1abel as*“ enduring issues,” which
arethree main themesthat underlie the politics and policies of thewomen's
movement in the United States. These three issue areas are “Equality
versusDifference,” “ Gender versus Sex,” and “ Conceptions of Feminisms.”
My initial pass on feminism is quite unorthodox. Rather than describing
thevariousbranchesof feminism (e.g., liberal, radical, Marxist, etc.), | start
with the assumption that most students have, at best, vague and mostly
negative stereotypes of feminists, therefore by association, feminism.
“Conceptions of Feminisms” introduces students to three views loosely
representing feminism, anti-feminism, and what | call post-feminism. The
following readings are used:

Feminist selection: Kamen, Paula. 1991. “ Connectionsto the“F” Word.”
(chp.1) Feminist Fatale. New York: Donald Fine. pp.23-53.
Anti-Feminist selection: Schlafly, Phyllis. 1986. “ The Positive Woman.”
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Barber and Kellerman, eds., Women Leaders in American Palitics.
Englewood Cliffs, NJ:Prentice-Hall. pp.154-164.

Post-Feminist selection: Paglia, Camille. 1992. “The Big Udder.” Sex, Art,
and American Culture. New York: Vintage Books. pp.86-90.

Ontheday of classdiscussion, each student is asked to write down
on 4x6 cards “three essential features’ of each “type” of feminism.> The
characteristics are then listed on the blackboard under the three catego-
ries as students offer up their ideas. A class discussion ensues. After
class (during the next few weeks), the computer newsgroup entersinto the
learning process. Students begin initiating the discussion on the three
conceptions of feminism by posting original messages and/or responding
to other students' postings on the topic.

Following are selections that illustrate how students think about
and come to understand concepts of feminism via course readings and
class discussion. Note that many of these entries are highly personal in
that students are reacting to the material. As | argued earlier, opinion-
laden expression is not only inevitable but necessary so that a student
can maketheissuetheir “own” and move beyond the personal dimension.
The next set of quotes are typical examples of the postings early in the
semester aswell as an early grappling with anew issue:

Janiswrites:

Many of the attitudes about feminism expressed in
Kamen'sarticlel have heard beforefrom friendsor other people
| know. Most of my guy friendsview feminism asbeing male-
hatersand bad, while my girlfriendsare split. Someare proud
to call themselves feminists and others just try to pretend it
doesn't exist. | have a problem with this....I strongly feel if
morewomen call themsel vesfeminists, positive connotations
will start to develop....After al, feminismisso broad, theonly
restrictionsto it arethe onesthat people makefor themselves.
So go out and start calling yourself afeminist and be proud of
it!

Shannon replies:

I'mwithyoual of theway. Beforel took thisclass| was
one of those peoplewho said, “1’m not afeminist but...” Now
that | see what feminism truly means and how much these
stereotypes hurt all women, | can safely say I'm afeminist.

Renee says:

My mother feels feminists are women who can't get a
man and associ atesthe word somewhat with amorality. Just a
few days ago she mailed me an article detailing how women
are realy nicer, more mora people than men, and how the
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feminist movement was really hurting the world because it
was dissolving morality. | cringed. | now believe feminism
entails equality (social, political, etc.) for men and women.
Having the opportunity to choose one's own destiny or path
inlifeisimportant for all people, not just women.

Janis appearsto have been exposed to the tenets of feminism before
and thisfamiliarity probably accountsfor her public pronouncement based
on personal considerations to “...go out and start calling yourself a
feminist....” However, both Shannon and Reneeareat an earlier stagein
their exposure to feminist thinking and contain their writing within the
expressive mode as they begin to try out the ideas for themselves.

Of course, feminism does not resonate so positively in all students.
Thefollowing excerpts demonstrate the use of expressivewriting to create
aconversational space of sharing and learning astwo studentsfind away
to connect their respective experiences.

Annwrites;

| have found myself to be neither a feminist or a post-
feminist. It surprisesmebecause prior to our classdiscussion,
| thought | was. | havefound myself to believe strongly inthe
tenets of Anti-Feminism. | believe the status-quo is
comfortable and not in need of change. | fear my boyfriend/
future husband will leave meif | am or try to fight for civil
rights for women openly and publicly....| have been nurtured
and raised asachild to believe that men are superior and they
as intellectuals can be the only ones to handle money,
contracts...and capable or aggressive enough to be in the
businessworld. | would probably be Schafly’s best friend in
her anti-feminist campaign. Thisfact, however, scaresmeand
angersme. | feel too comfortablein thisacceptancethat men
are superior and that my only choice in the future isto be a
housewife. | still believe in my anti-feminist tenets but I'm
trying hard to escape them.

In response, Deborah says:

So what do you intend to do about this? What types of
things will you teach your children? My family was always
just easy going but my ex-fiancé€'s family was totally biased
against women. | alwaystold myself that | would never let my
kids be subjected to this crap, but with hisfamily they would
havefelt it. | am now searching for the perfect husband that
will know that weall areequal. | am searching for thefather of
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my kids to raise our children in an environment like mine at
home. Don't you think you deserve this, too?

It appears that Deborah has personally experienced the anti-femi-
nist attitudes that Ann is struggling to overcome. Deborah begins by
confronting Ann with the dilemma Ann will facein her desired roleasa
traditional housewife/mother (here “traditional” refers to the patriarchal
attitudes and values associated with being a housewife/mother rather
than the role itself). While the response has undertones of being judg-
mental, by Deborah sharing her experience of an ex-fiancé santi-feminist
family and offering up her own future goals (that align with feminist te-
nets), she provides Ann with both a supportive reaction and an alterna
tive scenario to contemplate. An interaction that did not and would not
happen in the classroom if for no other reason than Ann rarely speaks up
in class.

While some exchanges mimic apersonal conversation between two
people sharing their experiences in life, as Ann and Deborah’s postings
illustrate, other peer discussions are a combination of expressive and
transactional writing — a shift to public discourse via the assertion of a
personal opinion as a directive to others. Take another look at a set of
exchangeson Anti-Feminism.

Nicolewrites:

| agreewith Phyllis Schiafly...." The Positive Woman looks
upon her femaleness and her fertility as part of her purpose,
potential, and power. Sheregjoicesthat she hasacapability for
creativity that men can never have.” Itistimefor womenin
our society to stand up and be proud of their rolesasafemale
without alwaysfeeling offended.

Elizabeth agrees:

I, too, feel that | don't alwayswant to beequal toamanin
the sense that | do enjoy some of the traditional things that
take placein aman and woman’srolesin society such ashim
opening thedoor for me....Even though | do want to be ableto
dothings such asgetting equal pay injobsand trying different
things, | do feel secure enough withwho | amto befeminine.

And so does Alison:

After reading Phyllis Schafly’sview of feminism, | have
concluded that | agreetotally with her. | aman anti-feminist. |
believethat God created differences between men and women
and we are to just accept them and | also believe that women
should be grateful for these differences.
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Here we see Nicole and Alison initially responding to the articles
fromtheir personal experience and values but moving toward the transac-
tional space asthey de-personalizetheir emotive response and frameitin
terms of valuesthat all women should hold. Elizabeth, on the other hand,
remainsin the purely expressive mode. Itisimportant to note, however,
that none of the women have moved far from the expressive center, as
even the assertions come from personal experience rather than structured
argument based on multiple evidence—external aswell asinternal.

The first strongly transactional writing appears as counter argu-
ments offered to the above subset of postings. This posting isdone by a
mde.

lanwrites:

The ideas that you say you agree with in “The Positive
Woman" — that men and women are not created to be equal
and each has distinct purposes — is not really the point that
sets anti-feminism apart from the other conceptions of
feminism. Infact, many of these“ideals’ can befoundinthe
article“ TheBigUdder” [Paglia] which outlined our view about
post-feminism. Do you agree with some of the anti-feminist
beliefsabout gender rolesin afamily, the businessworld, and
politicsaswell? | personally agreewith theideathat menand
women are not “meant” to be equal, but | find the ideas that
women are suppose to keep men happy at any cost a little
dangerous.

Amy then adds:

| agree with Phyllis Schafly that women are biologically
different from men and that women should celebrate these
differences. | do not believe though that these differences
require women to be docile, subservient, and weak. What |
basically get from this article was that women are less
intelligent, less aggressive, and more emotional than men. |
do not believe that thisis true. Women will continue to be
treated unequal if this stereotype persists. What makes it
worse is that it is a woman that is perpetuating this idea.
Women will never be able to rise up if we buy into this
stereotype.

By the end of the semester, students were still coming back to this
topic but with lessand less purely expressive writing and more acombina-
tion of expressive and transactional writing that increasingly utilized ex-
ternal sourcesto support their assertions. For example, Stephanie writes:
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| respect the fact that everyone is entitled to his or her
opinion; however, | must say that | completely disagree with
these views of feminism. Have you read “The Handmaid's
Tale?' | think your views may change somewhat after reading
it. My fear of the anti-feminist viewpoint (that women should
be the only ones to have to take care of the children) is that
motherhood can get in the way of allowing women to pursue
their own personal goals. So my questioniswheredo personal,
private rights and freedoms for women come into play in the
anti-feminist position?

As was typical of postings on a subject that generated a lot of
interest, students held strong opinions and continually revisited the topic
throughout the semester with the intent of not only grappling with the
issue themselves (expressive) but convincing others of their ideas (trans-
actional). The previousquoteisagood example of how expressivewriting
movesfarther into the transactional space as studentsacquire more knowl-
edge. Whileitisstill opinion-based, Stephanieis making connectionsto
literature (the novel we read during the last week of the semester) to
bolster her opinion (not merely making assertions based only on personal
experience), demonstrating that opinion and course material are being
integrated to form an initial basis of an analytical argument. It isat this
juncturethat studentsare ableto move from mere personal reaction (inter-
nal struggles), to public discourse (externally directed assertions), to
grounded argument thereby forming the elementary building blocks of
critical thinking (Fulwiler 1982).

Sometimes students only tangentially address the course material,
focusing instead on personal experiences as examples of the topic under
discussion. Not surprisingly, stories from high school days are common
and usually generate many responses. For example, Renee begins by
writing:

Beforel entered thisclass| wastold that feminismwasa
bad thing. | wasmostly told thisby older male teachersat my
high school that basically believed women were to stay at
home and that if they worked then they should only do so if
their husbandsaren’t ableto....| think that our society should
stress in the school systems that women can do anything
they want to and if they want to stay at home then that isfine
but if they chooseto work, that’sfinealso. Thebottomlineis
that women should know they have a choice.
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Stephanie adds:
| must say | am extremely disturbed at how | have been
reading in several peopl€’ sentriesthat their male high school
teachers often made anti-feminist comments. Through reading
these entries, my memory was spurred as to how some of my
male high school teachers, too, would occasionally make
slanderous comments about women. Comments such as
“females will never be President because they suffer from
PMS’ to “don’t wear short skirts to class because it might
excite the boys and you might be putting yourself in danger”
areappdling! Yet, | remember hearing these cutting comments
on aweekly basis. In high school, | was too uneducated to
realizetheerror of these statementsand pretty much accepted
themasfact....I think that over ChristmasBreak I'll go over to
my old high school and give the administrators a piece of my
mind — and encouragethemto require“PC" classesfor al of
the high school teachers.
Chris(amale) disagrees:
| guess | couldn’'t help but get a little frustrated while
reading your entry. Once guysget to college, they understand
how awoman should be treated, and they act accordingly. If
you went back to you high school and said something about
being (PC) you will makethewholeissueworse.
Which generatesaquick reply from Annie:
Comments from male chauvinist teachers should not be
accepted. Teachers make a big impact and they need to
remember that.

While these exchanges do not focus directly on the readings or
class discussion, integration of the materia (e.g., feminism) and subse-
quent learning (i.e., re-evaluating prior experienceswith anew, abeit very
underdeveloped, conceptual lens) is clearly taking place as the students
(re)consider their livesin high school through expressive writing.

Students Judging Instructors. Approximately halfway through
the semester | provide the students with a handout of statistics on how
students evaluate their instructors based, in part, on their gendered ex-
pectations of instructor behavior and competence. The statisticsreport a
meta-study of 50 studies and demonstrate over ten ways that gender
affects these evaluations. These statistics and class discussion should
be but one more way to demonstrate the insidious nature of gendering —
atopic that isintroduced early in the semester as one of the “enduring
issues’ and reinforced weekly through readings and discussion. Of course,
the policy implications of gendered evaluations force students to recon-
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sider, again, the social bases of affirmative action policies, and theorize
why women’'swages continue to belessthan men’s even after controlling
for occupation, educational level, and seniority.

Of al thejob-related research we examinein class, theinformation
on student evaluations of teachers hits closest to home. These statistics
are talking about them — or not, as most students argue vehemently
during the class discussion and afterwards on the newsgroup. In fact,
this is the topic that generates the most passionate and defensive writ-
ings. Thefirst newsgroup entry on thistopic was posted the day after the
lecture. Laurawrites:

Hearing the statistics on how female instructors were
rated by their students versus how maleinstructorswere rated
by their students really upset me. First of al, | have no
predetermined notions about how afemaleinstructor should
be or how amale instructor should be. Theway | judge my
instructors is fairly simple: Does he/she know what she is
talking about, and does he/she explain his’her knowledgeina
way that | can understand? If the answer is yes, then the
instructor isgoing to get agood evaluation. It doesn't matter
if the instructor is a man or awoman or adog. If they can
teach the material, that's good enough for me....So before
anyone starts|ooking up my addressto come over and kill me
in my sleep, I’'m going to end by saying it's what you learn,
not who you learn it from that matters.

This posting spurred seven additional postings within 48 hours.
Four of the seven agreed with Laura, though there were interesting quali-
fiers that students began to incorporate into their thinking about the is-
sue. For example, one student suggested that none of “these statistics
apply to Science/Engineering related fields’ because she perceives the
natural sciences as “fact-based” knowledge (unlike the “let us discuss it
liberal arts classes’). Interestingly, the notion of the course content as
being “objective’ leads students to believe that gender is absent — not
only in the course material but in their own subjective experience of the
class.

There was one dissenting opinion that attempts to persuade (via
transactional writing based solely on opinion) the other readers that their
personal opinions are blind to the reality of the workplace.

Janiswrites:
| completely disagree with you. How can you say you
have “no predetermined notions” on how a male professor
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should act versus afemale professor? Areyou implying that
existing ideologies held in our society do not affect your
opinions or judgments? Since you don’t have any
predetermined notions on sex, does this mean you would not
be bothered if your male professors taught you in dresses
and told you about his family as long as he gave you all the
information you needed to know to pass the exam? ... My
point is teacher evaluations may seem insignificant to you
now, but just wait until you areintheworkforce, workingina
mal e dominated field because the peoplethat aregiving Y OU
evaluationsaren't YOU! This meansthey may not be aware
of underlying stereotypes or experiences they have had with
women before and how those stereotypes unconsciously will
show in their evaluations of you.

Thepostingsthat followed Janis' demonstrated areflective quality.
A perspective that neither completely accepted nor rejected the statistics
presented in class but rather began to consider the possibility that while
such evaluative outcomeswere possible (“ Thedataisin, and | can’t argue
with what the results show...”) it was the interpretation of the data that
was important to consider. At this point, students moved to integrate
class material with the hypotheses that type of class (natural science
versus socia science/humanities) was an important factor in how gender
was played out. Rather than argue gender was absent in one arena but not
the other, Renee dissects how gender is present in both but gets played
out differently:

....| think lower ratings received by professors who are
not self-disclosing are a function of the subjects they teach,
and that this would hold true for male and female professors
(though likely to alesser degree for men), meaning that male
humanities professorswho are not self-disclosingwould likely
be rated more negatively than male math professors who are
not self-disclosing (as has been found for their female
counterparts)....

By the end of the week, students were writing about and reading
from each other more nuanced ways of understanding the gendered na-
ture of performance evaluations. What began as outright rejection of the
material (students who spoke up in class overwhelmingly disputed the
statistics), was transformed by the students themselves into a problem-
atic phenomenon that was both present AND absent in varying degrees
depending upon specific contextual factors.
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Student Evaluation of Computer Newsgroup

Interestingly, of the six different WAC methods| utilizeinthecourse,
the newsgroup isthe most controversial. | have spent sometimetrying to
interpret student ratings and written eval uations, leading me to conclude
that three factors are mainly responsible for the mixed reaction. First,
some students are not comfortable with more advanced features of com-
puters (i.e., non-word processing functions) and the rel ationship between
discomfort and use seems to be particularly salient for the women stu-
dents (Clawson, Choate, and Rockeymore 1998). Second, despite the
construction of the assignment as“writing to each other” (not theinstruc-
tor) asmall group students are uncomfortabl e expressing their opinionsas
reflected in their stilted postings. Finaly, the size of the class is the
strongest predictor of ratingsfor all the WAC assignments. Nevertheless,
the overall ratings and comments demonstrate that for most students the
method is effective in meeting the stated goals and objectives as well as
providing an engaging writing method.

Before | present the student evaluation ratings, | want to address
the themes identified above. First, with regards to computer literacy, it
continues to be the case, even in alarge research university, that a small
but significant proportion of Liberal Artsundergraduate studentsarewary
and uncomfortable with computers. These students are frustrated by the
technology and tend to see the newsgroup as a waste of time because
they “haveto makeaspecial trip to the computer lab” where, they believe,
“the same thing could be accomplished by classroom discussion” with-
out the “headache of posting and retrieving messages.” Since the first
time | incorporated the computer newsgroup into my course (in 1994), |
have worked with thelab techniciansto create more user friendly formats.
At this point, the technology and its availability to our undergraduates
have greatly simplified the process. Additionally, in place of onelecture
day, students are required to attend a training session in the lab and
demonstrate competence (post and reply) in the system before leaving
(otherwise, they must set up an appointment with me during that week to
solve their problems). Advances in software and changes in class in-
struction have lead to higher usage and lessfrustration; yet, there remains
someresistance. Clawson, et al. (1998) discovered agendered dimension
tothisresistance: women, morethan men, need to feel “comfortable” with
the computersin order to use them suggesting additional training should
beavailablefor studentswho lack familiarity with computers.

The second observation that not all students want to express
themselves is more interesting from a pedagogical standpoint than isthe
problem of student discomfort with computers. These peer interaction
anxieties could be driven by either the specific content of the course or,
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aternatively, these students would find it difficult to engage with their
peersregardless of the subject (i.e., onlesscontroversial topics). Written
commentsreferring to thingslike “the class became more and more femi-
nistic [sic] asthe semester progressed” suggests to me that the former is
amorelikely explanation. Yet, thisis precisely thereason | instituted the
newsgroup so students could begin to work through these difficult social
and political issues. Asl haveillustrated in the main body of this paper,
confronting, learning, and sometimes even resolving internal and external
conflicts with regards to the controversial topics did happen on the
newsgroup. It just did not happen for everyone.

Third, just like student evaluations of courses more generaly, the
size of the classis directly related to the evaluation of the WAC compo-
nents. As the data on the computer newsgroup in Appendix C demon-
strates, the small class (n=10) received substantively higher ratings than
the larger classes (n=41; n=47). On a scale of 1to 5, where 1 = “The
purpose was definitely met” and 5= The purpose was definitely not met,”
theaveragerating for the small classwas 1.6 whereasthe averageratingin
the larger classes was 2.3 for a combined average of 2.0 (“The purpose
wasmostly met.”). Thesomewhat lower average of thelarger classeswas
dueto the extreme negative assessment from ahandful of students, which
isrelated to the previous observations stated earlier aswell asarejection
of the WAC pedagogy more generally. The larger the class, the more
variation there was in student satisfaction due, | suspect, to the increas-
ing instructional and emotional distance between instructor and student.
Nevertheless, | think it is important to see the moderate scores from the
larger classes as indicating success, too; especially since it was a lower
division social science course in alarge research university where most
undergraduate students never have a writing assignment outside their
English courses (at most, they are assigned the infamous “term paper”
due at theend of the semester). Indeed, implementing WAC in my political
science courses requires a sustained dialogue with the students through-
out the semester about the “relevancy of writing” to learning course mate-
rial and developing critical thinking skills— a perspective that most stu-
dents came to appreciate. Though mostly successful, there are usualy a
handful of students every semester who insist that my demands for fre-
guent and varied writing assignmentsare simply “inappropriatein apoliti-
cal science course.”

Despite the small group of disgruntled students each semester, the
vast mgjority eval uated the computer newsgroup positively. Written feed-
back also supports the mean scores. Frequently students noted that the
newsgroup provided the opportunity to create adialogue with their peers.
For example, one student wrote “ The newsgroups are great: good oppor-
tunity to discuss what is going on in class’ and another said “ The com-
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puter network was also a strength allowing students free interaction of
opinions on topics.”

Finally, let me just mention that it is important to note that the
newsgroup did not stand alone, asit was one of six WAC methodsusedin
the course for atotal of 22 separate writing assignments (see footnote 1).
The great benefit of the newsgroup was its contribution to creating a
forum where one particular type of writing —expressivewriting —could be
freely pursued thereby allowing other types of writing, e.g., descriptive,
interpretative, analytical to be identified, better understood, and more
competently developed. Though students did not tend to think of the
WAC assignments in these pedagogical terms, they did articulate other
values of using multipletechniques. Asonestudent put it, “ The different
types of assignments are a strength. They made us think and apply the
information rather than simply memorizingit” (emphasisin student’sevalu-
ation).

Conclusion

Expressive writing is a pedagogical technique that can enhance
students' interest and integration of information that challenges (even
disrupts) their understanding of the social world. For example, learning
how to examine socialization and its effects on women and men’s public
and private lives inevitably challenges students' personal lives, thereby
generating strong opinions. This personal engagement and struggleisa
necessary component of learning, which can and should be nurtured (Mar-
tin, et al. 1976; Jarrett 1991; Gannett 1992). By promoting expressivereac-
tioninaparticular forum, students engage the course material in personal
termsallowing themsel vesto absorb theinformation in waysthat transac-
tional writing alone may stifle thinking and learning (Martin, et a. 1976;
Fulwiler 1982) Moreover, the students develop the ability to distinguish
between mere opinion and supported argument. The use of computer
newsgroups as an expressive writing forum provides an additional benefit
of allowing studentsto learn from each other’s struggles. An analysis of
entries submitted to a newsgroup set up for a lower-division course on
“Women, Palitics, and Public Policy,” indicatesthat over the course of the
semester or with familiarity of the subject, most students’ postingsto the
newsgroup become more complex. As expressive writing merges with
transactional writing, reasoned argument begins to emerge. Sustained
expressive writing, therefore, has the potential to transform itself from
unexamined opinion reactions to the construction of more persuasive
opinion driven arguments as students become more comfortable in ex-
pressing themselves in weekly postings, experienced in responding to
their peers’ opinions, and more knowledgeable about topics.
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Notes

1 The six components of WAC in this course are (1) Computer
Newsgroups, (2) Microthemes, (3) Free Writings, (4) Group Essay, (5)
Photo-Collage with Short Essay and Critical Reflection Essay, and (6)
Short Answer and Essay Tests. See McLeod and Soven (1992) for a
comprehensive introduction to developing “Writing Across the Curricu-
lum” courses.

2 Only the students post to the newsgroup now. | learned from
previous semestersthat when | posted a message, regardless of the infor-
mational type (e.g., clarification of aclasslecture, additional information
on the issue being discussed, or an alternative argument to consider), it
closed down the discussion.

3 Thisisan example of another WA C techniqueincorporated into
the class: short in-class note card writing assignments to help students
focustheir thinking prior to class discussion (see Bullock 1994).

APPENDIX A
Instructional Guidelinesfor Computer Mail Entries

PURPOSE: The computer facilitated discussions should enhance
your understanding of the reading material, lectures, and class discus-
sions by engaging other students in the course to consider issues you
find compelling. While there are no right or wrong answers, there are
satisfactory and unsatisfactory entries: the talk group is an extension of
thoughtful classroom discussion, not a forum for personal complaints
about classpoliciesor classmates. Ultimately, thiscommunication forum
should help you learn how to critically reflect upon the course content
and devel op more complex views of issues as you write about your opin-
ions on course topics.

Regardless of how often you participate in classroom discussions
you must also participate in the computer talk group at least 10 times
during the semester (participation beyond the minimum will earn bonus
points: 1 point per satisfactory entry up to 20 extra points).

CONTENT: While the bulk of your “conversation” will revolve
around the course material from (1) thoughts regarding the course con-
tent, and (2) responsesto your classmates, everyone should also feel free
to relate this course to other knowledge or situations you have experi-
enced. The mail entries should link issues from the assigned readings,
lectures, class discussion, and/or video presentations. The content of
and approach taken in writing the entries can vary, but basically | want
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you to FIRST identify an important aspect of your chosen source and
SECOND towriteyour reactiontoit. Sincethisisaninteractive medium,
many of your entrieswill bein response (at |east partially) to other student’s
comments. Absolutely no flamingisallowed: courtesy isrequired.

MECHANICS Three computer training sessions have been sched-
uled during the first week of classes. You MUST sign up for and attend
one of the sessions. The dates and times are listed in the schedule of
readings.

APPENDIX B
GuidetoUsing Netscapein Purdue Computer L abs

Netscape is located within the Applications window. To start
Netscape, double click on the Netscape icon.

The Purdue University homepage will appear. Follow these steps
once you are in Netscape:

1 Choose Options from the menu bar.

a) Select Preferencesfrom the pull-down menu.

b) Within Preferences, select the Mail and News tab.

1) Intheappropriate boxes, typeyour name and email address. Use
themouse or tab key to move between fields. When you arefinished, click
<OK>,

2 To access the class “talk” group, open the class newsgroup.
Highlight theinformation in the L ocation box using the mouse then hit the
backspace key to erase the information.

a) Now type news:.purdue.class.pol222 (do not include underline).

b) Hit the return key and wait for the newsgroup to appear.

¢) Once you have opened the newsgroup, click on the appropriate
icon.

Example 1: If you want to post a new message, click on the post
new articleicon. A messagebox will appear. You should typeasubject on
the appropriate line and type your entry in the big box. Do not worry
about the other lines; the appropriate newsgroup appears automatically
and the “mail to” line can be blank. When you are finished typing your
entry, click on Send. Don't beimpatient, it may takeit afew momentsto
send your message. When the main newsgroup screen reappears, click
on the Reload icon to get an updated listing of postings (including the one
you just sent).

Example 2: If you want to read a message on the list, drag the
mouse to the listed posting and then click onit. Thetext of the message
will appear. To close the message, click onthe Back icon. If you want to
post areply to the message, after you openit click on the Post Reply icon.
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A new message box will appear. You will not need to typein the subject
line because it will automatically use the subject line from the message
you arereplying to preceded with“Re:” (asinregarding). Typeyour entry
in the big box. When you are finished typing, click on Send. After your
message is sent, you will see the message to which you replied. Hit the
Back iconto return to the main newsgroup screen. Click on Reload to get
an updated listing of postings.

4. Sometimesarticlesthat werelisted seemto have disappeared. To
find them, go to the bottom of the main newsgroup screen and click on
Show Read Articles. After clicking on it the articles you had read that
“disappeared” will reappear. You will also noticethat theiconwill change
to Hide Read Articles. If youwant to hidearticlesfrom thelisting that you
have read during a session, click on Hide Read Articles.

5. To exit the newsgroup and Netscape, drag the mouse to the
upper left hand corner of the screen and either double click on the corner
[-] marker or pull down the menu from the corner [-] marker and then drag
the mouseto Close. The applicationsfolder will reappear. Inthe bottom
corner of the screen will be alog out box. Click on logout when you are
done with your session.

APPENDIX C
STUDENT EVALUATION of POL 222 Writing Assgnments
L.Kathlene

Instructions for students: As explained in the beginning of the
semester, this class was designed to incorporate “Writing Across the
Curriculum” assignments. In order to help me design future classes with
writing assignments AND to help the School of Liberal Artsevaluatethe
program, please take a few minutes to judge whether the following pur-
poses were met. Using a scale from 1 to 5, circle the number that best
corresponds to your evaluation, where:

1= Yes, the purpose was definitely met;

2 = Yes, the purpose was mostly met;

3 = Neutral, the purpose was sort of met/sort of not met;
4 = No, the purpose was hardly met;

5= No, the purpose was definitely not met.

If you feel you cannot evaluate a particular purpose, for whatever
reason, then DO NOT circleany number, just leaveit “blank.” If you have
specific suggestionsfor how to better reach aparticular purpose, feel free
towriteit on the doted line after the statement. For more general sugges-
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tions'comments, pleasefeel freetowriteat the end of the survey. THANK
Y OU for your thoughtful feedback.

STATISTICAL RESULTS
(of Computer Newsgroup only)

M ean Scor es
May'95 FdI'95 Spring' 96
(n=10) (n=47) (n=41)

Writing Purpose:
To develop expressive writing skills through responding to course
content
- questioning information/concepts
- connecting course content to other courses/own life
14 24 23

Class Purpose:
To create more communication among the students
17 22 24

To develop peer learning
18 22 23

To engage students in active learning outside the classroom
16 22 24

To improve small group classroom discussions/learning
16 24 23

Course Purpose:
For studentsto help each other reconcile old and new information
16 21 24





