ENGLISH 591  Writing in the Virtual Age 

Professor Patricia Webb 

Office:  LL 308A

E-mail address:  patricia.webb@asu.edu
Office hours:  

· Virtual office hours can be held anytime you want.  Just e-mail me and I'll respond to your question.  We can also do real-time virtual office hours in Blackboard.  Just please let me know if you need to talk with me that way.  We can also arrange to speak by phone, if that is more convenient for you.

· Face-to-Face office hours:  Wednesdays 1-3 p.m.
Office Phone:  (480) 965-2503

Required Texts:

Note:  The required texts are not at the local bookstores.  Given that this is an on-line course, I am encouraging you to use one of the on-line services to order your books.  Amazon.com is a convenient place to order your books.  They have both used and new copies of the books.  Ordering your books online, however, takes a bit of planning, so please think ahead and make sure that you order your books early.  

Many of our texts are online.  Please make sure that you check the links ahead of time so that you can notify me of any problems that you are having.  

There is also a packet which is available from The Alternative Copy Shop.

Samsel, Jon and Darryl Wimberley.  Writing for Interactive Media.  New York:


Allworth P, 1998.

Selfe, Cynthia.  Technology and Literacy in the Twenty-First Century.  Carbondale:


SIU P, 2000.

Levinson, Paul.  The Soft Edge:  A Natural History and Future of the Information


Revolution.  New York:  Routledge, 1997.

Course Description:  Writing in the Virtual Age will invite students to study three career paths for those with degrees in Rhetoric/Composition: 

· teaching writing at the college level (both university and community college teaching and both face-to-face and distance learning teaching);  

· technical writing for companies (either as freelancer or full-time employee); 

· working in the publishing field (both university press-type situations as well as corporate/for-profit publishing houses).  

The course focuses on the kinds of writing that will be involved in these career paths and the ways in which information technologies are an integral part in all these careers.  This course will serve as an introduction to these fields as seen through the eyes of computers and composition specialists/theorists/practitioners as well as professionals in those fields.  

Readings:  We will begin with articles/readings/studies done by computers/composition writers and then move outward to explore other writings in these fields.  The types of readings we'll be doing and the kinds of writing you'll be exploring will range from journal articles to how-to manuals to technical readings.  The readings will examine issues/debates/topics that are currently studied by professionals in these fields as well as readings that describe how to work in the fields.  

I expect that you will have finished all the week's readings by the time we collectively discuss them.  The readings are meant to get us thinking about the key issues of the week.  So, please read them ahead of time.  

Checking Readings Ahead of Time:  Given that many of our readings are online ones, it is a good idea to check the status of the links a week or so before you will actually be reading them for class.  That way, you can determine if you will have any problems accessing the material.  This will give you time to let me know if there are any problems or for me to help you with any problems your computer equipment might be having with the file.

Purpose(i.e. what I hope you'll get out of the course):  The purpose of the course is to introduce Rhetoric/Composition majors to possible career paths and to offer them an opportunity to study the kinds of writing done in those fields. Information technologies are having a large impact on the kinds of writing that are being done in these fields as well as the attitudes toward/beliefs about writing and writers.  This course will give the student an opportunity to explore both theories and practices associated with the different fields.  Because students will focus their final project on the career path that most interests them, they will have a better understanding of where they are headed after graduation and what kinds of writing will be done.  

The mixed delivery mode of the course (i.e. face-to-face and on-line combined) are an integral part of the course's purpose as well.  Exploring learning in two different modes can help us analyze the ways in which information technologies are changing our perceptions of education/learning/writing, give us experience in communicating in various modes, and teach us how to adjust our writing strategies and styles to various media.  

Format of the Class (or Why a mixed format course?):  This course will meet primarily on-line.  We will, however, meet face-to-face four times during the semester and some of our on-line meetings will be synchronous (meaning that we'll all meet on-line at the same time).  

The reason for meeting face-to-face is to build a sense of community amongst classmates by using familiar and more traditional means of face-to-face communication.  We will also use those times to answer questions, to analyze the experience of on-line exchanges, and to present research to the class.  

The reason for the synchronous meetings is twofold.  First, I have found that it is easier to have an engaging, interesting on-line discussion if all participants are working through the ideas at the same time.  Bouncing your ideas off someone else and having them respond immediately is a very effective way of coming to understand new ideas or further developing your knowing about a concept.  If you post a message in which you ask a question and then have to wait a day or two to get a reply from your classmate (which is typically called asynchronous conferencing), you may forget the point you were trying to make, or you may have already moved onto another idea or question by the time you receive the reply.  On the other hand, if you ask a question and receive a reply within minutes, then you can use that reply to help you formulate your understanding and to ask further questions.  Synchronous discussion, then, can be more dynamic and engaging.  

The second reason for including many synchronous discussions is a more practical one.  How do you know when you're done discussing a book?  How do you know when you've actually "completed" the assignment?  With an asynchronous discussion, the conversation can continue on ad infinitum.  With a synchronous one, all participants meet from 6-7 p.m. on Tuesday nights and then know that they have successfully completed the assignment at the end of the class.  This does not mean that the conversation must be stopped.  Certainly, Blackboard and Webboard affords many other options for continuing the discussion beyond that time frame (and I'm even assigning you to continue the conversation, in some cases), but it does mean that we have a set time in which we will work to accomplish the goal of collectively understanding and working through the texts we'll be reading.  

The face-to-face meetings will provide us with an opportunity to evaluate how well these synchronous discussions are working, to brainstorm solutions to any problems, and to compare synchronous discussions to asynchronous and face-to-face discussions.  

Finally, mixing modes of delivery and engagement in one course allows us to analyze what strategies of communication work best in different contexts and situations, which is a part of the course's goals.  

Writing Assignments:  The course assignments are designed to give you experience with writing in the three fields.  They are also designed to encourage you to explore your understanding of the ideas/concepts we'll be discussing throughout the semester.  Therefore, for each unit, there will be a mix of "traditional" grad class writings (i.e. reading responses) and writings specific to the field we're studying.  

There will also be a final project in which you explore a key issue in one of the three fields.  The format of the final project can be as varied as the fields themselves.  You can write a technical manual, create the shell of an on-line course, write a scholarly article, write an article which explores the trends in publishing, compare for-profit publishing with non-profit publishing houses, create a helpful teaching website for those who are interested in exploring on-line learning, etc.  The key requirement for this final assignment (which is explained in more depth in the assignment sheet) is that your project focus on or engage with virtual writing/writing through or with technologies in those fields.  I encourage you to discuss with me the project you might be interested in exploring.  

See assignment descriptions for more in-depth exploration of the writing assignments.  

Computer Experience required: It will be beneficial for you to have experience with using the Internet and Word Processing Programs.

I require that you when you submit your papers to me via e-mail that they are saved in (or can be opened in) a Microsoft Word for PC format.  

Course Requirements:

Attendance and Participation:  This seminar will rely heavily upon students’ input, so it is a requirement of the class that you attend all sessions and be prepared to engage in the day’s activities.  This preparation will involve reading all the required readings, completing any writing assignments, and being on time and ready to go.  If you must miss class for any reason, please contact me via e-mail ahead of time and explain the situation.  Excessive absences (more than one) will lower your final grade (by one letter grade) because you will not have gotten the full benefit of the course.  

Writings:  You will be doing a variety of writings in this class.  They are intended to help you understand the issues better.  All the writing assignments are required.

Final Project:  35 points
Reading Responses: 14 points (There are 8 total, but you only have to turn in 7;  each is worth 2 points)

On-line attendance & participation (Large group+peer groups+expert discussions): 98 points  (7 points for each of the 14 weeks)

In-class attendance & participation:  10 points (5 points for each of the two weeks)

Guidelines for Online Participation (collaboratively written):  3 points

Technoliteracy autobiography:  5 points 

Topic Proposal:  10 points
Editing paper:  10 points
Technical Writing paper: 10 points
Teaching paper:  10 points

Total points:  200 points

Late Work Policy:  I do not accept late work.  If for some reason you will not be able to turn an assignment in on time, you need to notify me 24 hours before the due date/due time and explain the circumstances.  I will be happy to give you an extension, if something significant happens.  Please notify me either by phone or by e-mail.  

I look forward to a great semester with all of you!

