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How do students in a literature seminar class establish both a sense of community and personal interpretive authority? That has been the central question of this inquiry, but I’ve learned that it opens up a host of embedded philosophical questions that beckon for attention. To speak of a “final report” about my work, then, is not accurate. This is, more precisely, a report about the commencement of scholarly work that will occupy me for many years to come. 

The central issue I grappled with—and drew my students into discussion about—is how we understand and establish “interpretive authority” in talking about literature. What “counts” as a constructive contribution to the emerging community in the seminar class? What matters most in building understanding of a literary work and in students finding their own voice of authority, moving beyond the readings of their professor or other authorities? How do students gain confidence in their readings? What does it mean to “know” a Shakespeare play?

Beyond these philosophical and theoretical questions, I’ve also been committed to exploring the ways in which technology, in the form of an asynchronous discussion board, shapes the nature of both community and authority in the classroom. This use of technology, I believe, changes the nature of student writing and provides a means of establishing public, authoritative voices. Technology in this seminar class, I believe, helps students develop critical skills in writing, argumentation, and interpretation and contributes to building an interpretive community; the electronic discussion both extends the classroom discussion and enhances it.

But my beliefs about the impact of technology on the seminar and my theories about authority and community in the literature seminar must be pieces of future research projects. The focus of this project at this point must be considerably more constrained. For now, I am asking simply What was the nature of the online work in my Shakespeare seminar? Using methods of discourse analysis, augmented by some reflection and discussion from students, I examine the transcript of class discussion in an asynchronous discussion board, looking for patterns of interaction, knowledge building, and shaping of interpretive authority. In asking essentially “what happened in the online discussion?”, I might better understand the dynamics of student discussion about literature and might contribute to the emerging body of knowledge about use of technology in teaching and learning.

Background and Focus

My research questions draw from many years of classroom teaching of literature and heavy involvement over the last decade with instructional technologies. Over the years, I have experimented with seminar formats, highlighting student participation and research, and with online discussions to supplement our class meetings. I have used these practices most successfully in my upper-level Shakespeare course, where I’ve enhanced our two weekly class discussions with a lively online discussion. For many years now, I’ve used this format:

· We read one play each week, meeting in class Tuesday and Thursdays for 80-minute discussion periods.
· Before our first Tuesday discussion about the play, students are expected to post to our Blackboard discussion board an initial comment “one that poses questions and first reactions.” The assignment goes on to specify, “If you do the reading early in the weekend, you can seek clarification for problem passages, ask questions about puzzling scenes, and suggest items for discussion in class. I don’t expect these initial postings to be finished or definitive: make them exploratory.” (See Resource Bin for the course syllabus and the full assignment.)

· By the end of the week during which we discuss a play, students were expected to contribute a “follow-up posting” that commented or reflected on classroom discussion. “Use this posting to continue our in-class discussions, write what you didn’t get to say in class, react to the views of your classmates and professors, offer links to helpful articles and websites.”

· I told students that I would periodically review the online discussion and would assign grades (check +/check/check -); the online discussion, as outlined in the course syllabus, could constitute 15% of the final grade.

· My presence in the online discussion was minimal. For the first two weeks, I made introductory postings for the plays, identifying key questions and suggesting lines of interpretation. For the rest of the term, I largely remained quiet, occasionally posting replies or pointing to resources. Toward the end of the term, I occasionally shaped the discussion, as with this framework for our discussion of Othello: “I look forward to discussing Othello with you this week. One additional wrinkle in your postings: Those who are the first 3 to post should strive to give comprehensive postings, working especially to get the central questions identified for our discussion. The next three who post should take particular care to respond to the first three posts, getting at their own concerns, certainly, but working hard to say something to the first three. The last 3 of you to post must work to identify what hasn't yet been identified in the discussion--what has been left out? What are some other ways in which we might start talking about the play?”

It’s very important to recognize that the online discussion in this course was an assignment deeply embedded within the discourse, methodology, and structure of this class. Any conclusions that might be drawn about this online discussion must keep that embeddedness in focus. The patterns of communication I established from the first moment of the class, my willingness to share authority with students, my attitudes toward the shared construction of meaning all influenced our discussion. These are complex issues that demand further study and discussion. The online community, I believe, reflects the values and procedures of the face-to-face community I establish in the classroom—just how the two facets of community interact, however, will have to be the focus of future research. In this study, however, I can examine the nature of the online discourse community and make some tentative conclusions about how students discuss literature and shape interpretive authority.

Interpretive Authority

Quite frankly, I have struggled throughout this project to adequately define my sense of the “interpretive authority” I was seeking to foster in my class. My course syllabus identifies as a key aim that students “become better readers, thinkers, and writers” as they shape their “own interpretations and encounter a range of critical opinions about Shakespeare’s plays.” Further, in assigning the online discussion, I emphasized that “there’s also no substitute for our communal discussion of the works: the give and take involved in discussing literature forces each of us to shape our own opinions and to confront other ideas; being a full participant in this process is crucial for understanding the material and for developing the critical skills this course seeks to teach and is far more valuable than receiving ready-made, tidy sets of Meaning from the Professor.” In seeking to promote student discussion and interpretation, I was aware both that I needed to help my students learn how to read and talk about Shakespeare’s plays and to get out of their way; I needed to help them shape an understanding of the plays that was open to their constructing of meaning yet responsive to Shakespeare’s authorship. My students and I discussed this issue of authority and interpretation throughout the course, and I am satisfied that they came to significant realizations (see findings). 


My understanding of “interpretive authority” has been substantially enhanced by the work of Peter Rabinowitz and Michael Smith in Authorizing Readers: Resistance and Respect in the Teaching of Literature. Smith writes in the Preface, 

Our book is about authorizing readers in two senses. Like most contemporary teachers and theorists, we use the phrase authorizing readers to mean giving readers power, freeing them from passively accepting their teachers’ interpretations. But at the same time the phrase carries for us a second meaning, one that limits readers’ freedom, at least for a time. In that second sense of authorizing, we mean helping readers develop the conventional knowledge they need to engage intelligently with authors. We believe that such engagement depends on paying authors and their characters some initial respect. These two meanings are not, however, at odds with each other: Indeed, our argument hinges on the belief that the first is dependent on the second. For only after readers learn how to respect authors can they resist them. Such resistance is an assertion of the readers’ authority in the strongest sense. (xv)

Rabinowitz eloquently states what I have sought in my pedagogy: their aim, he writes, is to find “a theoretical frame that can help us simultaneously to teach our students to respect authors and the texts they produce without falling back on authoritarian pedagogy” (2).


Much remains to be done in this area, and building on discussions such as Rabinowtiz’s and Smith’s and debates represented by Gerald Graff and Jane Tompkins (see Bibliography), it’s clear that my discipline is struggling with issues of pedagogy, interpretation, and authority in an age of anti-foundationalist and post-modern epistemologies. Similarly, understanding the dynamics of the seminar is another line of research, and the CASTL-CILA group on the seminar promises to be a fruitful resource for these inquiries.

Evidence gathered and methods

The major evidence I have gathered is the entire transcript of the Blackboard online discussion conducted by my students in English 354. Unfortunately, Blackboard access is limited to on-campus participants; however, you will find in my Resource Bin pdf versions of some individual threads (tos.pdf = the thread for our discussion of Taming of the Shrew, the first play to be discussed; ham.pdf = our thread for Hamlet, discussed midway through the term; m4f.pdf = the thread of our discussion of Measure for Measure, late in the term.

I collected additional information from the members of my seminar, although it is not clear at this point how useful it will be. This includes

· a brief questionnaire about seminar classes administered early in the term;

· one tape-recorded classroom discussion from late in the term;

· ongoing but sporadic reflection about the class on the “Meta thread” in the Blackboard discussion board;

· reflective analyses of some discussion board postings by some members of the class;

· two hour-long focus group discussions with some members of the class; these discussions, held during the winter term, took place in my office, with 2 students in one group and 3 in the other; 3 other members of the class did not respond to my invitation;

The analysis of the transcripts is not complete at this point. One major challenge of this research is to shape an adequate rubric for analyzing online discussion. As a first step, I simply began to label different discourse strands in the discussion, including:

· Intro (introductory remarks, opening)

· Response (direct response to others’ questions)

· Connection (explicit linking to other members of the seminar, naming of others)

· Meta (metacritical commentary about one’s own knowledge or approach)

· Question (asking a question)

· Opinion (stating an opinion)

·  Report (offering information from a secondary source or personal experience)

· Cite (direct citation from the text)

· Closing (closing remarks, signing off)

I am currently in the process of testing this framework as I analyze the transcripts. I will perhaps change the rubrics, partly through the influence of these discussions from other researchers:

· Gunawerda, Lowe, and Anderson use a framework for analyzing a global online debate, using a 5-phase model: (1) sharing/comparing of information; (2) discovery and exploration of dissonance or inconsistency among ideas, concepts, or statements; (3) negotiation of meaning/co-construction of knowledge; (4) testing and modification of proposed synthesis or co-construction; (5) and agreement statement(s)/applications of newly-constructed meaning. The authors’ initial hypothesis that “a rough judgment of the quality of a computer conference could be based on the degree to which the conference proceeded through all five of the steps” seems highly problematic. But some aspects of their emphasis on co-construction of knowledge and exploration of dissonance should most likely be brought into my model.

· As reported in Meyers, Purves and Rippere’s 1968 NCTE monograph (Elements of Writing about a Literary Work: A Study of Response to Literature) proposes four basic response categories: (1)Engagement-involvement (E-I), (2)Perception (P), (3)Interpretation (I), and (4)Evaluation (E). “Engagement-response questions inquire about personal reactions to and recreations of the literary work; perception questions deal with the analysis of its literary and rhetorical devices and structure; interpretation questions seek to uncover meaning in the work, often through inference and generalization; and evaluation questions ask for judgments about the work” (Meyers 65-66). It isn’t clear if these categories help to refine my categories.

· Sringam and Geer offer yet another method of analyzing online discussions, based on classes in Australia and Thailand; their rubric looks at (1)Planning, (2)Sharing/comparing/contributing information, (3)Identifying or clarifying inconsistency of ideas, concepts or statements, (4)Negotiation of meaning/co-construction of knowledge, (5)Testing and modification of proposed synthesis or co-construction of knowledge, and (6)Agreement statement(s) and application of newly constructed knowledge. 

Since the entire online discussion could be considered “co-construction of knowledge,” it isn’t clear to me that a rubric must or can differentiate instances of such contributions. Different kinds of questions and assertions, however, could be noted, and I plan to analyze the differing kinds of contributions students make at various points in the term. 

Conclusions and Implications

At this point, I have no definitive results from this study; my analysis of the discussion transcripts will soon yield what I hope will be interesting observations, but these are unlikely to be “well-measured” results that carry predictive authority beyond my classroom. But I hope that I will be able to find some answers to the following questions:

1. If my goal is to have students become contributing members to a community that builds knowledge collaboratively, what are the signs of success?

2. If my pedagogical goal is some combination of “understanding Shakespeare” and becoming confident interpreters, of having read with comprehension and having become an effect critic and member of an interpretive community, how do my students demonstrate success?

3. If students in fact gain a sense of interpretive authority and expertise, what are the signposts and evidence in the online discussions?

4. Can we point to activity and interactions that suggests online discussions enhance the identity and cohesiveness of an interpretive community, especially that of an intimate seminar class?  

I do have some anecdotal evidence that my goals for the course were fulfilled and that my students could articulate surprisingly powerful statements about “interpretive authority.” Cori, for instance, posted this on our “meta thread”: 

On the topic of authority, I think that through this class, we have gained a bit more knowledge to become authoritative in discussions involving Shakespeare, among other things. In the beginning, Dr. O and a few other Shakespeare buffs tended to use the authority they had, but in the end I think we all took a larger role. I think I have figured out that authority can be very easily paired with knowledge. I know that I certainly would not claim to have authority of a discussion on Shakespeare if I had never read one of his works.


In our education classes, they teach us that our content knowledge is less important than things like classroom management and other such administrative things, like relating to kids, for example. However, they also tell us that though we may not use it as much as we are able, we need to have that content knowledge, so that when we are challenged, we can claim our authority over the class, by demonstrating that knowledge. The same goes for this class and others.


On another note, I think that true authority, in our terms, has a lot to do with "open mindedness." People who are authoritative often times has their very own specific opinions on topics, however, the ability to see and understand others' opinions is key. If for nothing else, simply to make sound arguments against their claims.

Alice wrote this on the same thread,

As far as authority goes, I don't know if I feel like I have more or less of it since midterms. Seven weeks ago, I thought I was on the road to knowing what these plays were about. By last week, I think I had more questions than I started with. But, at the same time, I have much more insight into these texts and Shakespeare as a writer. So, perhaps that is a sign of authority.


More than anything, I learned to question myself through these plays. By looking at the way I originally interpreted characters and themes, then putting them up against all of your ideas, I realized more about myself than I thought I would. As Cori said, maybe I was one of those people who tried to have authority over a play to start with (even if I didn't always voice it), but then learned that authority meant looking at it from other perspectives as well.


As my last real term at Alma, I would have to say this has been my hardest, yet most favorite class. I wanted to come to class; I wanted to read your posts; I wanted to learn. So, next year, when I have to really "grow up," I will appreciate college more because of experiences like this one.

These are powerful testimonials to the shaping of community and authority in this class. I anticipate that my further analysis of the class’s online discussion will reinforce such analyses.

Much work remains to be done for this study and beyond. Among my questions for further research are these:
1. To what extent does the hybrid form of the computer conference—written talk, talking through writing—truly change the nature of student interaction and reflection? That is, does this less formal means of writing promote more interaction than traditional essays, and does the greater structure of the written word (as opposed to oral discussion) promote more critical reflection and sustained argument than in classroom discussion?

2. To what degree should the instructor be present, directive, or intrusive in discussions, both online and face-to-face? And in what ways can instructors shape different modes of interaction by using electronic resources? What measures of monitoring and reward are helpful for fostering true discussions and interactions?

3. To what extent does an active online discussion enhance in-class discussions? How frequently do we find meaningful interaction, constructive reflection about in-class activities in the online discussion, and active reference to online discussions in class? What factors enhance these elements?

These are important questions to pursue for my own pedagogy. I have assumed certain things about my classroom practice and uses of technology, but it would be very useful to inquire more actively into the effectiveness of my practice and to engage in scholarly reflection on my teaching. But this inquiry is even more important for the teaching profession at large, for we have with increasing frequency embraced the headlong push to incorporate technology into our classrooms without pausing very often for reflection, let alone scholarly research. I think it is especially important to turn our attention to uses of technology in seminar classes, for the preponderance of attention has been focused on “distance” education.

 
Finally, I cannot overstate the impact this research has had on my practice in the classroom. Not only did this project make me very aware of how I interacted with my seminar class, but it opened up a line of talk with my students about what we do together to make meaning in the seminar. The investigation forced me to re-examine the criteria I use for evaluating student participation in classroom and online discussions, made me re-evaluate my role in discussions, and changed the dynamic of the classroom as my students gained a stronger vocabulary for shaping and understanding their experience.
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