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Analysis: Taming of the Shrew Thread

John Ottenhoff

Participants and participation

All members of the 9-person class participated in the discussion, ranging from Student9’s low of 2 posts (303 words) to Students2’s 5 posts (1354 words) and  Student7’s 4 posts (1371 words). Two other students posted 4 times, Student8 (963words), and Student6 (596 words). Student5 posted only twice (531 words). Three students posted three times, ranging from Student1 at 511 words to Student3 at 908words. Since this was the first play of the term and the first real online discussion (students had introduced themselves before this), I initiated the discussion with a set of framing questions; my two additional posts responded directly to a student question (asking a question in response) and to a line of discussion about performance..


As broken down below, the discussion involved 32 separate postings on 19 “threads,” but this number is slightly misleading. Not all “replies” to messages were clearly meant as obvious replies, and some obvious “replies” were entered as new threads. Since this was the first week of the discussion, some confusion might have applied.

Categories of response

This analysis is provisional, and the categories used are, frankly, tentative and evolving. For the purpose of this first response, however, I used the following categories:

· Intro (introductory remarks, opening)

· Response (direct response to others’ questions)

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

· Meta (meta-critical 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)

[The coded transcript is available in the file ToSanalysis.pdf] 

1. To simplify the following table, I largely ignored Intro and Closing entries. The half-dozen introductory statements are largely “throat-clearing” gestures (“here are my thoughts…”). Closing statements are more numerous (roughly a dozen) and perhaps more meaningful; some students simply “sign out” (“that’s my $.02 for now”), but others gestured more towards ongoing discussion (“Ok, I'm gonna keep it at that for now. Talk to everyone soon.”). These categories may be more important for a distance learning community, but for this small class on a small campus that also met twice a week for discussion, they seemed incidental.

2.  Response and Connection could easily be counted as the same kind of contribution, but I noted “connection” as a more directed response to a classmate or instructor, usually employing a name (as “Dr. Ottenhoff said…”); “response” was a clear response to another posting, often, although not always, signaled by use of the “reply to” option.
 

With the exception of Student1, all students posted something in this category (however, Student1’s question in 3.0 provokes several responses). Student9’s contributions in this area were also minimal, simply referring to previous discussion in general (“I have read some of the other discussions”). 

Student2 tended to be most direct in responding: “there wasn't all that much Latin” and “Regarding what you were talking about in reference to Sly…”; this sort of direct answer as response was relatively rare. But there was a fair amount of response to other students in a variety of ways. For instance, Student7, who has the most responses in this category (at least 6), directly agrees (“I am in 100% agreement with your thought…”), asks for response (“so let me know what you think”), and works to establish rapport (“I too struggled with the confusion of characters”). Other students, notably Student4, work to build a group dynamic with these sorts of remarks while also commenting on their own process of making meaning (“I think our discussion yesterday, when we were looking at the speeches closely, really helped me think of other ways of interpreting it”).

It would seem possible to create an “index of responsiveness” by looking at entries in these categories. Some researchers have also studied the establishment of social relations in the online discussion, and categories 1 and 2 both speak to this element. Similarly, these entries seem important for establishing a sense of authority in the classroom, an issue that merits further discussion.

3. Report and Cite classifications are also somewhat arbitrarily separated; “cite” is reserved for specific citations from the Shakespearean text, calling upon a specific scene or act reference. “Report” refers more directly to citation from history or knowledge of the world. Both are important in the discussion for establishing credible knowledge about the play and about the world at large.

Student7 demonstrates citation with “My first glimpse of this idea came to me after reading the section in 4.3…” as does Student8 with “As the banquet in 5.2 shows….” Student5 is the only other student to cite in this manner. This rather low incidence of citation from the text could be a sign of students just becoming comfortable in reading Shakespeare; on the other hand, it seems a persistent problem in college literature classrooms. 

Student6 effectively reports about the viewing of a film as a means of enriching the discussion (“The entire Sly plot was diminished”). Student8 also cites the film and other live performances but moves to another level of report with historical information (“Even this late in history it was not uncommon to have people betrothed from birth, children were no more than means of doing business in some circumstances”). The several incidences of this kind of report from Student8 carried through to classroom discussions; this student quickly became established as a historical authority and was often sought out for information and confirmation. Student4 likewise establishes a pattern of authority that developed over the classroom and online discussions, citing information from another class (post 13.2; “I am taking a Sociology of the Family class. Just the other day we were learning about the structure of the family that existed in Europe from the Middle Ages to the Industrial Revolution…”). Student7, in citing (only vaguely, however) material from the Introduction to the text offers another kind of authority-building report.

Student2, toward the end of the transcript, references another class assignment, that of “resource person,” whose job it was to read and report on some of the critical literature. The gesture here is interesting, for it involves not only reporting but evaluation: “In regards to my article, I didn't really think it was very good.”

Instances of reporting and citing are not especially common in this first thread but they are notable and worth investigating further. This seems one of the clearest ways for students to establish their presence and authority in the discussion. 

4. The Question category is obviously very broad. As this work proceeds, I will no doubt want to make finer distinctions, perhaps employing classifications of questions offered by other researchers. In Nystrand and Gamoran’s terms, one would expect few “inauthentic” questions from students, and the transcript bears that out. But students in this seminar employ many different kinds of questions. This is not an exhaustive inventory, but these are some obvious categories:

a. Student1 asks a question obviously requesting information. In fact, Student1 starts a separate thread (3.0) asking for answers to the question about the use of Latin in the text (“Anyone else have any thoughts on this?”), that gets several responses. It’s interesting to note that the question is located within the student’s own experience (“Was anybody else bugged…”?); similarly, Student7 in post 7 asks a direct question in reference to not knowing (“I am confused about some of the line spacing issues within the play …is there a reason for starting lines at different margins?”).

b. A number of students work toward interpretive points by asking questions about Shakespeare’s intentions. Student6, late in the discussion, illustrates this point most clearly (“Did Shakespeare in fact know how great he was and that his plays would be read for hundreds of years after he wrote them???”). Student5 asks a somewhat more sophisticated version of the intention question, “So, what does Shakespeare accomplish by framing the real theme?”, a question repeated in different forms by several students.

c. A number of posts also ask questions about characters’ intentions. Student8, for instance, asks about Katherine, “how much of her shrewish behavior is out of her own personality or just wanting attention?” Again, one might describe different levels of sophistication in asking about characters.

d. A very common pattern is the use of questions to frame a student’s interpretive opinions. Here’s Student4 in post 4.0: “Could the play within the play, the Kate and Petruccio story, stand on it's own? I would think that with a framing story, that is watching the other story take place in the form of a play, that there would be more comments as to what is going on and what the characters, like Sly, would think about it.” Student5 does something very similar in post 9.0: “So, what about Bianca and her suitors? Again, an addition for comic purposes. She was the ideal woman every man sought after, but no woman is perfect, right?!” These are, in a sense, “inauthentic questions since the student apparently knows a possible answer to the question. But it also seems an effective discourse strategy for developing opinions.

e. Student8, who asks the most questions in this transcript, uses questions to develop the reporting points noted above. In post 18.0 (“Elizabeth and Strong Women”), Student8 asks, “would these characters have appeared (if at all) if someone else were on the throne?” The question could be taken as an assertion but is immediately followed by a disclaimer—“I wish I knew the answer, but I do not know much about the theatre produced during the reigns of Henry VIII and Edward VI. (There was theatre again at this point, right?)”—and an invitation for further dialogue and research (“It would be interesting to look and see how women were portrayed.”). This is an interesting pattern of discourse, one that only Student8 uses at this point in the conversation.

f. Student7 asks a fairly rare type of question, “So where do I go from here???,” that points ahead to the interpretive work facing the class but also characterizes the student’s own situation.

5. The Opinion classification is still broader and will undoubtedly require fine-tuning and modification. The most widely found class in this transcript, “opinion” statements come in a variety of forms, and it isn’t clear to me whether meaningful distinctions can be made. Perhaps, it is the context of opinion statements that is most interesting: opinion modified by metacritical qualifiers or frame by questions or informed by historical report may have a very different force. At times in the transcript, I use the designation opinion qualified to signal what seems a conscious effort to restate or modify a statement. These are some examples of the opinion category: 

a. Student1 offers a most direct and personal form of interpretive opinion: “I was kinda bugged by the whole Sly thing.”

b. Similarly, Student1 offers a general statement of truth, rarely found in the transcript: “Shakespeare was not writing literature here. He was writing PLAYS.” Most statements of opinion are far more qualified and embedded.

c. Much of the discourse concerns interpretation of characters, but these remarks differ to a great extent. Student8 appeals to personal response, common sense, and typical behavior in observing that “It seems obvious to me that Bianca is the favorite daughter, maybe this is all a ploy on Katherine’s part. How many kids do you know who act out to get attention from their parents?” Student5 offers a more historically framed opinion (“Perhaps the way in which Petruccio treats Kate is too harsh, even for the time period in which the play was written. Yes, wives were more submissive to their husbands, but the man was responsible for the well being of his wife.”) 

d. Student2 in post 8.0 offers an opinion about performance options: “I think the tune of the play could be changed depending on the way in which it is performed.”

e. Many of the statements of opinion are framed within reports about personal reactions and reading issues. Student3, for instance, notes that “I was also surprised to notice exactly how many sexual innuendos there were in the play” and goes on to generalize that “perhaps dirty jokes were always in style.” Student7 writes, “However, then I realize that since my whole take on this story is that of the ‘identity crisis,’ this magic taming does make sense.” More will be said about this in the analysis of the “meta” classification.

f. Similarly, as noted earlier, many opinion statements are framed within reports of information from other sources. Student8, as noted above, draws on reports several times. First, in citing a film version, Student8 strongly states the Induction is wisely cut, “I can see why, it’s offensive, irrelevant to the play’s plot, and frankly, I found it boring. Later, the same student, as noted above, offers speculation about Queen Elizabeth and says, “it seems like Shakespeare wrote a lot of strong female characters during Elizabeth's reign”—but leaves the point rather general. 

g. Also, as noted above, many opinions are framed within question formulations. Student5, in post 9.0, uses this formula 3 times to good effect.

6. The Meta classification is perhaps the most interesting and complex. I use the category to capture, broadly, instances of students’ self-reflection, analysis of what they know and the process of knowing, statements of “not knowing,” and other discussion about the process of reading and learning. Several types can be discerned, again, many embedded in other discourse processes.

a. Student4, for instance, makes a statement about Shakespeare’s possible intentions, “It also seems like he is almost poking fun at certain people in this play”; then acknowledges doubt about the conclusion, “I haven't really figured out who yet”; and reaches out to the class for assistance, “Anyone have any ideas?”

b. Student2 expresses uncertainty as an introduction to one of the most extended postings of interpretive opinion and speculation: “I can't seem to understand Shakespeare's motive behind this play.” 

c. Student5 characterizes a position of knowledge vis-à-vis the rest of the class, “Okay, I have to admit, I am not the Shakespeare buff the rest of you seem to be, judging by your responses and comparisons to other plays, but I’ll give this a shot.…” Student7 does something very similar in acknowledging “my experience with Shakespeare is quite minimal. This being said, it will not be hard to understand my confusion and possible alternate views of what Shakespeare may be trying to portray in his writing.”

d. Student7, who does the most reflecting in this mode, posts the most comprehensive summarizing statement reflecting on the week’s discussion in 14.0. Here Student7 reflects on what has been learned (“So, the long and grueling Shrew-filled week is over, and surprisingly, it has left me, the Shakespeare novice, with a much better understanding of not only the play, itself, but also the idea of theater today and in the 16-17th centuries”), on changing attitudes (“I see things much differently”), and transitions (“So where do I go from here??? I am not entirely sure, but I do know that through this I have re-familiarized myself with some basic knowledge about history…”).

e. Several students also used subject headings in their posts to convey meta-critical comments. Student7, for instance, titles post 7.0 “Help” and follows us with an explanation (“The ‘Help’ title I chose is not as much a cry for help as a description of what my face might look like during subsequent discussions in class...however, I am much less apprehensive now than I was when I purchased the book.”). Student7 titles post 14.0, noted above, “Getting the hang of this….” Similarly, Student3 titles post 8.0 “Still trying to figure this out”

7. Conclusions
The descriptions offered above point to some of the richness and complexity in this online discussion and suggest some of the difficulties in describing how this interpretive community shapes meaning. It would seem that a healthy combination of question asking, stating of opinions, and reflection help to shape this discussion; yet, without important activities of connecting, citing, and responding to classmates, this would simply be a set of random comments rather than the discussion it seems to be.

This framework also helps to describe student achievement in this forum; at the same time, looking at student achievement might well help us make conclusions about the nature of this kind of discussion.

Student9 (303 words), Student1 (511 words), and Student5 (531) were the least productive writers in terms of sheer output, but that measure is misleading. Student1, as noted above, offers a very limited range of input; the statement of opinion is framed with no citation or direct connection to other students; meta-critical commentary is limited to one general observation and the sole incidence of reporting cites a high school teacher and personal response. Other than the successful attempt to enlist discussion about Shakespeare’s use of Latin, one might say the style here is pontificating rather than collaborative.

Student9 writes fewer words but shows slightly more range. Yet the connections in posts 11.0 and 16.0 are very general, and no true response is offered to other posts. The questions asked tend to be unanswerable “(Did audiences seeing these plays catch on to these ‘word games’ or was this Shakespeare's personal joke?”); most statement of opinion are heavily couched in qualifiers and focused on character (“I think Petruccio helped her realize this. So perhaps he did, in a way, tame her.”). I would suggest that both Student9 and Student1 fail to establish much authority as interpreters of the text through these strategies.

Student5, on the other hand, also posts only twice but establishes a considerably more complex and varied discourse style. Post 6.0 begins with a meta-critical assessment of knowledge and connection to classmates. From there, Student5 repeats a strategy of asking a question as a means of framing opinions. Within this discussion (and my categories are not particularly helpful in making these distinctions), Student5 uses a vocabulary that suggests some critical sophistication, talking about the Induction in terms of a “seconding framing” device, Shakespeare’s “intentions” in terms of “distancing” from the audience, and the characters’ actions in terms of societal norms. Post 13.1 is similarly complex offering some of the only true citation from the text and some interesting meta-critical commentary. Student5, although fairly brief in commenting, offers a powerful summary and change of opinion with “After having discussed this in class, I now can see the comic side to this play….”

On the other end of the scale, Student7 establishes a richly varied style of posting, beginning with a statement expressing some anxiety upon first reading, moving to two responses to classmates’ postings, and concluding with an extended summing up. The frequent references to this student’s work in the preceding discussion indicate the rich texture of this work. The opening post (7.0) shows both a high level of self-awareness and a willingness to venture an opinion, backed with citation from the text. That opinion (about the function of the Induction) is also framed in terms of figuring things out (“I had not thought of the described identity issues until that point and I am sure that there are other connections”), which assists in establishing communal interpretation. Post 8.1, a response to another student, also mixes agreement and establishing connections with a willingness to venture opinions (“However, then I realize that since my whole take on this story is that of the ‘identity crisis,’ this magic taming does make sense”). The “however” here is interesting, signaling not exactly disagreement with the other student but a movement from agreement to diverging ways of reading. Similarly, post 9.2 mixes agreement, meta-critical reflection (“I too struggled”), reporting (about the film version), citation of classroom discussion, statement of opinion (“Today, it is not uncommon for people to move up in the class system, where it is still thought of as such. So, possibly for our purposes, the Induction was not as necessary for the overall understanding?”), and, finally, an invitation for further dialogue (“Just a thought...work with me here:)”). 

Student7’s fourth post is similarly complex, offering substantial reflection on the week’s discussion and on changing perspectives. Two major points about the play follow, picking up on discussions about the social dimensions of theater and on the actions of characters. While this is not sophisticated literary criticism, it does display a striking awareness of the critical enterprise, acknowledging the reader’s position (“my head hurts from putting together random thoughts into my disjointed analysis”), the ongoing discussion, a social dimension to the plays (through a good question about women in Shakespeare’s society), and a focused conclusion. All in all, it’s an impressive body of work in 1300+ words over the course of a week.

Student7 has good company in this online discussion. Student2, for instance, responds to two other posts and works hard to establish connections to the ongoing discussion. Student2 also does a fine job of establishing authority as a reader, citing other Shakespeare plays and a critical article (which comes in for pointed criticism); self-reflection also ties back to the classroom discussion (“In conclusion, I guess I'll say that although it was very interesting to discuss, and I certainly found new ways of looking at the text, Taming of the Shrew still remains one of my least favorite Shakespearean plays”). Similarly, Student8 displays a richness of approach in making meaning in this community, leading the way with historical information and citation from the text. Student8 shows a strong awareness of how to blend personal response with respect for the text and understanding of the context.

It goes without saying that this analysis is partial and provisional. I think it captures some of the richness of this online discussion, but it lacks both a fully explanatory analysis framework and, more seriously, the connection to the 160 minutes of classroom discussion that informed, prompted, and contextualized this discussion. Future work in this mode will continue to investigate this analytical framework and will investigate ways to connect to the classroom discussion. Another powerful line of future work would involve bringing students into this process of analysis.

(This skeleton summary of the online discussion for Taming of the Shrew derives from the annotated transcript (ToSanalysis.pdf). Since the analysis of the transcript is ongoing, this summary is no doubt out of date.)

	1.0

941w
	Instructor
	I posted the first thread on Thursday afternoon, trying to establish a framework for talking about the plays and suggesting a set of questions that might help students in their first reading of Shakespeare, at least in this class. The posting lists 4 areas for investigation and lots of questions

	2.0

125w
	Student1
	First posting Sunday; picks up issue from instructor’s post;

QO

intro, closing

	3.0

98w
	Student1
	Q for group re: use of Latin in text; from personal exp. to request for info (‘Was anyone else bugged?’)

	3.1

75w
	Student2
	Response to Q; 1 additional Q

	3.2

25w
	Instructor 
	Response to Q: 2Q

	3.3

76
	Student3
	Response to Q and to Student2; connection

	4.0

387w
	Student4
	4 topics; no explicit connection to others but on topic of instructor’s post; 1: QQQO; 2: OQO

-1 Q for class: “I haven't really figured out who yet. Anyone have any ideas?” 

-intro, closing

	4.1

134w
	Student2
	Response; O w/ cite from other play; Q for others in class (“anyone who knows what I'm talking about, or just has a theory…”)

	5.0

544w
	Student2
	(“why?…”); Meta (“I can’t seem to understand…”); connect (“As I think – said”); O mostly: from personal response, reading, interp

	6.0

333w
	Student5


	Intro/Meta/Connection (“I have to admit, I am not the Shakespeare buff the rest of you seem to be”); pattern 3 times: OQO: states a reading, asks question, consolidates reading

	6.1

84w
	Student6
	Response/Connection; O 

-closing

	7.0

549w
	Student7
	Intro/Meta/Connection (“As I have mentioned previously in class, my experience with Shakespeare is quite minimal. This being said, it will not be hard to understand my confusion and possible alternate views of what Shakespeare may be trying to portray in his writing.”); Q-O

>Cite/Meta (“My first glimpse of this idea came to me after reading the section in 4.3 on page 183 where Horensio admits that he cannot pretend to be someone he is not. I had not thought of the described identity issues until that point and I am sure that there are other connections.”)

Q; Meta

	8.0

593w
	Student3
	Intro/Meta; Q-Connection-O

Meta/Connection (“The Taming of the Shrew' is now only the third Shakespeare play that I've read entirely, so I am nowhere near as understanding about him and his writings as some others in the class seem to be. However, I did find quite a few things to be interesting while I read it, and I do have a lot of questions about the play.”)

Q-O; Q-O; Q-Meta-O; Q-Meta-O

	8.1

129w
	Student7
	Response; O

Meta-Connect (“Anyways, that is my random spouting of thoughts...I am interested in thoughts about this... so let me know what you think.”)

	8.2

141w
	Instructor
	Response; cite

	8.3

98w
	Student4
	Response/Connection/O

	8.4

59w
	Student6
	Response/O

	9.0

241w
	Student6
	Meta (“Let me tell you, reading this play is no easy task.”); Report (“After reading this play, I decided to rent the movie w/ Elizabeth Taylor, to further understand…”); O

-Response (to 3.0)

	9.1

57w
	Student8
	Response

	9.2

126w
	Student7
	Response/Connection/Meta; O

Meta/Connection (“Just a thought... work with me here”)

	10.0

534w
	Student8
	Meta/O/Report; OQOO; report (“Even this late in history it was not uncommon to have people betrothed from birth, children were no more than means of doing business in some circumstances.”); O/Cite (“As the banquet in 5.2 shows”)

Meta/Report (“Sorry to sound the cynic but at this time marrying for love was a rare thing among the aristocracy”)

	11.0

168w
	Student9
	Meta/Connection/O; Q/Connection/O; O

	12.0
	Student8
	Meta/O/Q

Report/Q/Report

Q (“Does anyone know from other lit classes other authors portrayed women”)

Meta (“I’ll try and look into it, but I don’t know how much time I’ll have at the moment”)

	13.0

239w
	Student3
	Meta/O/Meta (“I did like reading this play, a LOT more than I thought I would. I feel like I learned not only about the play itself, but also a little bit of what the time period actually was like, so I'm definitely looking forward to reading the next play”)



	13.1

198w
	Student5
	Connection/O/Cite/Cite; Meta/O/Meta

	13.2

290w
	Student4
	Connection/O/Meta (“I agree with everyone else so far. I definitely saw the play differently after we talked about it in class. I personally was not sure…”)

Connection/Meta/Report

	14.0

567w
	Student7
	Meta (“So, the long and grueling Shrew-filled week is over, and surprisingly, it has left me, the Shakespeare novice, with a much better understanding of not only the play, itself, but also the idea of theater today and in the 16-17th centuries.  As you are all aware, my thoughts on the play and its overall ridiculous theme have been fairly consistent.”); Connection; Meta/Report/O

O/Meta/

Meta (“Ok...now that my head hurts from putting together random thoughts into my disjointed analysis…”); Connection/O/Q

	15.0

429w
	Student8
	Meta (“I got so much out of Taming of the Shrew by discussing it than I ever did before.”) /Q/O/Q

Q/Meta/O; O/Meta/O

	15.1

288
	Student1
	Meta/O; Report/O

	16.0

135w
	Student9
	Connection/O

	17.0

276w
	Student2
	Meta/O; Meta/O; Meta

	18.0

212w
	Student6
	Meta/Q/Meta; O

	19.0

400w
	Student2
	Connection/Meta/O/Report/O/Report


� Some analyses of online discussions emphasize the “reply” to function, but for this discussion, it seems to be a fairly minor feature of “threadedness.” Students find a number of ways to connect their discussion, whether or not they interlink responses with “reply to.”





