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Busker


When the Teacher is a Sysop and the Sysop is a Teacher: Negotiating Authority on Asynchronous Discussion Forums

The question of authority on-line has been a particularly troublesome one for researchers. Networked classrooms have often been hailed as an egalitarian space, one where the hierarchical relationship of student and teacher is replaced by a collaboration of equals. Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire argue that on-line communication tends to level hierarchies, allowing “group members to participate more equally in computer communication” (1125).  Marshall Kremers outlines a classroom plan in which “authority is shared, decentralized, distributed, and even communal” (33).  Lester Faigley presents transcripts of an on-line class in which “utopian dream of an equitable sharing of classroom authority, at least during the duration of a class discussion, has been achieved” (167).  Cynthia Selfe and Paul Meyer contest these claims, presenting a study of Megabyte University (an academic listserv) which demonstrates that existing social hierarchies still play a prominent role in on-line behavior.  And Selfe and Gail Hawisher point out that a Foucaldian analysis reveals that the networked classroom actually has the potential to be more authoritarian than a traditional classroom, because on-line, “the gaze is everywhere” (Foucault 195) . That is, the work produced on-line is at all times visible to the authority figure.  While Selfe and Hawisher admit that this dystopian vision (like the more optimistic vision of other scholarship) is more of a potential  than an actuality, such potential creates a caution for teachers who “incorporate computers into their classes without the necessary scrutiny and careful planning that the use of any technology requires” (55).


In February of 1997, I found myself sitting in front of my computer puzzling over what appeared to be two very different questions of on-line authority. The first situation involved a first-year composition class I was teaching in a computerized classroom. Like most first-year college composition classes, my class was made up entirely of freshmen, twelve men and thirteen women, all of whom were under twenty. One of the components of the class is an out-of-class discussion forum on which the students discuss current events, topical issues, and anything that might be of interest to them.  The purpose of the assignment was to provide the students with an opportunity to write in a real discourse community, and to give them practice in the challenges of on-line writing.

As sometimes happens, several students on the forum were doing some minor grumbling about the class, things that they would be very unlikely to say to my face.  The thread had begun with the following post, and went on for two weeks:

==================================

Entry   : 10 (212 words)

Author  : BOMBSHELL

Subject : confused??

Written : 02/27/97.02:17pm

To my fellow sub forum members:

        I’m not quite sure what exactly I’m supposed to be doing, but I noticed that you all said “hi” so that’s what I’m doing.

                        “HI!”

This past week I wasn’t here, so I’m totally lost on this whole project. But from what Rea said, I’m just supposed to pick a subject or the week’s prompt and write about it.  Well, the subject I would like to discuss today is, why on earth is english required in college.  I honestly feel that if we couldn’t write when we got here, how on earth are they going to

change that in two semesters. I have to answer essay questions all the time in anatomy and phisiology and if I couldn’t effectivley answer the question I would get it wrong.  Therefore, I must already have the skills to communicate effectivley on paper and don’t need to practice for a grade. Thanks for listening to me- I would love to hear from somebody who does or

does not agree with me!!

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

While I could certainly speak to these issues,  I was not sure that I should. In particular, I was mindful of cautions like Maxine Hairston’s that a teacher who expresses a direct viewpoint on a topic students are already loath to discuss might silence the students.  While Hairston specifically addresses political issues, certainly issues of course goals and policies are equally intimidating to students.

The second situation was a post I was composing to a non-academic electronic bulletin board devoted to political debate.  I had been appointed “sysop” (system operator) of the board less than three months earlier.  As the sysop, I am responsible for reading all posts, and for deleting those which violate system rules against advertisement, adult content, and personal attacks against other posters.  I am also responsible for generally “keeping the peace,” a duty which often involves making appeals to the discourse community at large.  In the week previous to the post I was composing, the personal attacks, insults, and just plain nastiness had been getting out of hand.  Remarks like “How such an idiotic idea could even be conceived, much less written,”  and “Boy, it must get old being wrong every single time you post” were becoming the rule rather than the exception.  I had been deleting as many as one in twenty posts for rule violations, and the ones I left weren’t exactly pleasant reading.     I had already attempted polite appeals to the discourse community, ranging from “Hey, folks, can we tone it down a little,” to a post which reproduced the specific rule against personal attacks.  These appeals had not worked, and I was preparing to go into what others on the system have called “zero tolerance mode” (a state of almost excessive vigilance used in extreme situations).  The post I was composing  called on participants to obey the rules of the board and to engage in civil, if not friendly, discourse.  The tone of the post was giving me problems, however: a cool, formal post seemed both inappropriate to the informal terms I was on with most of the board’s participants and unlikely to make the necessary point. On the other hand, a more emphatic post that reflected my annoyance would be constructed by some as either a challenge or (in the words of a fellow sysop) a “hissy fit.”

These two posts addressed significantly different issues in significantly different discourse communities.  And yet, as I puzzled over the both of them, I realized that the core of my dilemma was the same in each: how was I to position myself within those discourse communities and negotiate both my participation and my authority within those spaces?  As a teacher, I was already mindful of the problematic nature of authority in the classroom. As Peter Mortensen and Gesa Kirsch point out, the social constructionist view requires a de-centering of authority, and yet “while equality might be an admirable ideal characteristic of community, we know of no community in which it consistently prevails” (5578). That is, the idealistic goal of the de-centered classroom is often confronted with practical realities which require the teacher to act as an authority figure.  The key challenge, as James Berlin argues, is the negotiation of the teacher’s role as authority in a classroom that aims to be “democratic and participatory” (103).

The attempt to negotiate the role of authority figure takes on new dimensions on-line. What cautions and considerations must I keep in mind as I both post and moderate? In a composition course, is it legitimate for me to enter any discussion, much less one about the class?  Do I, as Hairston argues, have an obligation to be as seemingly neutral on all issues as possible, never revealing my own views on the topics which might arise in on-line discussions?  Or, as Faigely and Kremers argue, does the on-line environment inherently allow me to de-center the classroom enough that my voice becomes just one among many? On the Political Forum, how did my past (and present) participation on other areas of the system, my relationships with various members of the forum, and even my own ideology figure in my sysoping duties?  In each case, I knew what I wanted: I wanted to participate in my class’s discussion, and I wanted to let loose with all my annoyance at my forum’s participants. Yet I also knew that my own wants should be sublimated to the needs of the discourse community; and so I continued to struggle to define my role as teacher and as sysop.  And while the needs and demands of those roles and their discourse communities are often very different, I have found that the lessons learned from one can just as often be valuable to the other.

While the majority of scholarship on networked computer classes focuses on “students as they write on computers” (Klem and Moran 143), some literature does examine teachers’ on-line behavior and their role on class forums. Susan Claire Warshauer presents five models of teacher response in on-line discussions: passive (no involvement), participatory (involved in discussion but not directive), intervening (entering a discussion to redirect it), dominating (stopping the discussion for teacher directives), and outside ( a response to the discussion made outside of the class forum) (99-100).  These models (based on Warshauer’s personal correspondence with Locke Carter) are primarily based on and applied to synchronous, in-class discussions, but can, I would argue, be applied to asynchronous, out-of-class discussions as well.  

Inherent in Warchauer’s model, particularly in the separation of participation from intervention, is the notion that the teacher (and indeed any on-line authority figure) occupies multiple roles.  Those roles are often broken down into  a binary between a persona of authority and a persona of participant.  While Warshauer and others (Kremers; Gruber) examine the role of authority figure, others, such as Faigley, examine the role of participant. 

The occupation of multiple roles by an authority figure is not limited to on-line scenarios: in Embracing Controversies, Peter Elbow discusses the conflicting roles teachers are often called upon to play, specifically the roles of ally and evaluator. On one hand, we wish to work with our students, to be on their side; on the other, we have an obligation to the academy, to “society” (a term Elbow uses with caution), and even to the students themselves to evaluate work honestly (143).  Likewise on-line, a teacher or moderator must negotiate between a desire to participate as a peer in the discussion and a need to deal as an authority figure with problem behavior such as racism or “flaming,” or to uphold predetermined rules. However, while Elbow and others have discussed the negotiation of multiple roles in the classroom, little research has addressed the interaction of on-line roles, and how each problematizes the other.  


I would argue that the negotiation and  interplay of the roles of authority and participant is of paramount consideration both for the teacher of a networked composition class and moderators of non-academic forums.  In “What is an Author,” Michel Foucault defines the “author-function” as the author which both operates in and is constructed by the text. Because the author-function is separate from the physical author, one text may have multiple author-functions; in on-line terms, a writer may have multiple personae or roles, each of which plays in any given post. While the teacher often has daily face-to-face interactions with her students, “the written ‘I’ is not the same as the ‘I’ who appears in face-to-face encounters” (Feenburg 24). Thus, while the teacher’s on-line personae (I use the plural deliberately) may be in part constructed by face-to-face interaction, like the author-function, they will largely be constructed by the text.  The on-line moderator’s personae are even more a function of the text: while some systems have get-togethers, most on-line forums are made up of people who have never met in “real life” (I, for example, have had face-to-face encounters with only four of the ten regular posters of the Political Forum).  In the absence of non-verbal cues, the possibility for tension between multiple roles, particularly the roles of authority and participant, increases. Teachers often downplay their own authority on class forums, while moderators underestimate the impact their own participation on a forum has on how their moderation is perceived.  And yet, the necessity for an awareness of how authority functions actually increases on-line, where personae are constructed entirely through textual acts. 

Teacher and Sysop: Situating the Study


The majority of scholarship on computer-mediated communication has been conducted in the arena of the classroom.  Some studies have ventured into the corporate world (Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire); others have explored academic listservs (Selfe and Meyer); some have addressed non-academic on-line systems like the WELL and smaller computer bulletin boards (Rheingold; Wittig).  Still, most research focuses on pedagogical uses of both synchronous and asynchronous electronic media.  


Unlike many of my colleagues, I came to computer-mediated communication first as a participant on non-academic forums. My use of computers in the classroom came only after several years in a variety of virtual communities (to borrow Howard Rheingold’s term), and both my use of computers in the classroom and my perception of that use is inevitably colored by that experience.  And, as I stated above, I have found that I have faced many of the same issues as both a teacher and as a moderator of a non-academic forum, often in a sort of “mirror image” in which each faces a reverse dilemma that informs on the other.   


The political issues board mentioned above is one of several hundred that make up Tri-State 

On-line, a community bulletin board system in Cincinnati, Ohio.
  While TSO (as its members call it) has over 20,000 registered members, most boards have a discourse community of fewer than a dozen regular posters (with a larger circle of occasional visitors).  The Political Forum has a fairly tight-knit regular community of  ten regular contributors.  Of those ten, only one is a woman: me. The nine men who make up the rest of the community range in age from thirty to seventy-nine, but only one of those men is younger than forty.  Six of the nine have some form of college education, ranging from technical college to law school, but none are academics. The ideological make-up of the community is fairly homogenous.  Of the ten regular posters, only I and one other poster tend to express more liberal views.  The eight other posters are all self-identified conservatives, several radically so. 


Thus when I agreed to sysop the Political Forum in January of 1997, I knew that my position would be a tricky one to negotiate.  As a young, liberal, female academic in charge of a discourse community dominated by older, conservative men, I expected challenges to my authority.  In order to mitigate possible conflicts, I chose as a co-sysop a man more similar to the other members of the forum.  This choice has had mixed success, as will be discussed later in the paper.

At the same time, I was entering my second semester in a networked composition class at Arizona State University.  ASU is a large, urban, public university with over 40,000 students.  In an average spring semester, over 6000 students are enrolled in composition classes.  As of the fall semester of 1997, the program offers sixty sections of various composition classes in networked computer classrooms.  These classes meet in computer labs and use a variety of on-line media, including e-mail distribution lists, a bulletin board system called the Electronic Forum, and web-based conferencing software.  Discussions are conducted both synchronously in-class and asynchronously out-of-class.  Most in-class discussions focus on paper topics, some of which are fairly controversial.  Out-of-class discussions focus primarily on social issues.  

While the most obvious challenges in these writing classes were technological (at least one key system became inaccessible in the second week of classes and remained inaccessible for the rest of the semester
), other issues quickly arose, in particular what role I was to play in both in and out of class on-line discussions. In traditional classrooms I generally find myself in the role of moderator whether I wish it or not; non-participation on my part often leads to silence on the students’ part.  On-line, however, I had other options.  I could simply choose not to participate; “silence” in asynchronous discussions, while not unheard of, is rare.  When one topic “dies,” another is quickly begun. I could also adopt a pseudonym and pretend to be a student, or I could post under my real name but not overtly moderate. 

However, I had already learned from past experience on-line that I had to consider my actions carefully.  I had, in fact, recently ceased participation on one of TSO’s boards because of ill-considered behavior on the part of the moderator.  “Vlasta” (the moderator’s system id), who had set up a board to discuss spiritual issues, had developed a bad habit of deleting all posts which expressed views contrary to her own, or even just posts written by those participants she didn’t like.  She frequently expressed a desire for a free, non-judgmental exchange of ideas while silencing opposing voices.  In the absence of clear standards of behavior, even those who agreed with her views became frustrated and eventually left. I took this incident as my caution in the networked classroom. Knowing that sharing  writing often requires a tremendous leap of faith on the part of students, I carefully considered how my own behavior might inadvertently silence them.  

Also, one of the perceived benefits of the networked classroom is that students form written discourse communities which allow them not only to write to a real audience which can provide almost immediate feedback but also to learn about how discourse communities form and operate (Selfe and Hawisher 57).  My behavior then becomes crucial: as Selfe and Hawisher point out, an unexamined use of computers in the composition class often leads to a reinforcement of the very behaviors we are attempting to undermine.  In particular, rather than analyzing and responding to the on-line discourse community, students continue to produce writing “aimed at pleasing the teacher” (61).  


Just Another Voice: Authority On-line and Participation


Despite the attention paid to the nature of on-line authority both in and out of the networked classroom, little research has directly addressed how that authority might affect teacher participation, or student construction of that participation. Both Faigley and Warshauer imply a model in which the teacher’s role as authority figure may be separated from her involvement in class on-line discussions.  However, a closer examination of their transcripts of class sessions calls into question the ability to separate these roles.


In Fragments of Rationality, Faigley examines the egalitarian promise of on-line discourse,  indicating that the rapid nature of synchronous exchanges such as Daedalus Interchange make it impossible for the teacher to control the discussion. Faigley  presents exchanges that (he argues) demonstrate ways in which computer conferencing de-centers the classroom, thus allowing the teacher to participate as just one voice among many. He attributes this distribution of authority to “the degree of anonymity” afforded by the computers “even when real names [are] attached to the responses” (181).  One of his students argues that the “students’ comments were just as important as the professor’s,” but that “this would not have been the case had the professor’s comments been highlighted” (182).  That is, the computer strips the teacher of the authority granted by placement at the front of the room or a standing position when the rest of the class is seated or any of the dozens of ways in which the teacher becomes the center of the discussion.

On the surface, Faigley’s transcripts seem to bear this out. While Faigley engages in very “teacherly” behavior in the class discussion in which he does participate (particularly directing students to specific places in the text), his comments do not appear to have any more weight than those of his students.  Indeed, aside from a “Correct, Lester” and a direct “Dr. Faigley” (178), his posts seem to get comparatively little response.

A closer analysis, however, calls into question whether Faigley’s voice is as neutral as he claims – that is, whether he truly blends into the discussion as just another participant, or whether his role as teacher follows him into the discussion and dictates others’ responses to him.  While Faigley points out a student’s rebellion (“let’s not discuss the reading”) in a thread in which he did  not participate (193),
 there is little oppositional response to his own postings.  Even mild disagreements like “Well, Karen, I think I will have to disagree with the statement you made about women dressing to please the male population” (173) are conspicuously absent from responses to Faigley’s own posts. 

Warshauer focuses more overtly on the authoritarian role of the teacher.  Using her models of teacher response, she “locates [her] own teaching behavior as shifting between ‘passive,’ ‘participatory, and ‘intervening’” (100). Participatory responses are those in which a teacher is merely taking part in the discussion; intervening responses are those in which “the teacher comments on remarks made by students to re-direct or set the terms of the discussion, or to ask pointed questions” (99).  Warshauer claims to have made both participatory and intervening responses during the sessions; however, because she is arguing for a model of greater teacher intervention, the responses recorded in her study appear to be intervening.  For example, in response to a student who claims that people may be “victims” of homosexuals if they are “affected by the actions of homosexuals,” Warshauer responds, “how do you mean that people (non-homosexual people, I presume) would be victimized by homosexuals affecting their actions?  In what way do you mean they’re affecting non-homosexuals’ actions?” (103).

Warshauer labels this response and others as “oppositional” and thus intervening in that they attempt to direct the discussion (103).  However, her separation of participation in the discussion from those responses which attempt to direct or set the terms for the discussion, or even from “pointed questions” (99), raises questions about the nature of computer-mediated communication. David Kolb argues that the “rhythm” of such media as electronic bulletin boards encourages “quick movement from what you just said to the arguments and presuppositions behind it.  Positions get examined from a variety of angles, and there will be a demand for backing on specific points” (16).  In short, electronic media, perhaps even more so than speech or paper writing, encourage the asking of pointed questions; more so than speech because participants have more time to consider the statement or re-read it (it is difficult to “re-hear” any statement, as repetition frequently involves re-statement), more so than writing because of the speed of reply.  Warshuer’s responses to her students, in which she demands clarification of certain points and openly contests others, are generally similar (if perhaps better written) to the posts I see daily on the Political Forum, and in truth are not terribly different from the responses offered by several of her own students. The line, then, between participation and intervention becomes blurred.  Am I intervening every time I disagree with one of my students?  Is only that participation which expresses agreement (or at least non-disagreement) just participation? Or does my roles as authority figure inevitably complicate any post I might make?

I would argue that it does.  In “Situated Knowledges,” Donna Haraway points out that any statement about the “real world” is made from a distinct and situated subject position, and while I might try to construct my subject position to be just another participant, the reality of the classroom “is that the teacher holds all the power,” if for no other reason than because I am the one who gives the grades (Hairston 188).  As Peter Elbow points out in “Embracing Contraries,” as much as I might wish to be my students’ ally and collaborator,  I will eventually be assigning a grade (143).  For  on-line discussions, grades are either largely “did/didn’t complete assignment,” or (even more threatening) a result of my overall impression of the student’s work.    In short, “as teachers we are authority figures” (Selfe and Hawisher 64), whether we wish to be or not.

Awareness of the teacher’s subject position is particularly true in asynchronous, out-of-class discussions when more time is afforded the participant both to read and to respond. I have found that while my postings are often “ignored” in that they are not responded to, they can put a stop to a thread even when this is not my intention.  In a discussion begun by “Bombshell” (see above post) on why first-year composition was required at all, I believed I had something to say to questions like the following:

--------------------------------------------------------------------------

WCAI102.george [11]: 

Entry   : 12 (206 words)

Author  : MONTGOMERY

Subject : RE: confused??

Written : 02/27/97.05:03pm

Bombshell-

I agree with you, almost completely. I mean, obviously if we got into

college in the first place, we should know how to write a paper. Like you

said, if we didn’t know how to write, we wouldn’t be able to pass any of

our other classes! It seems ridiculous that we have to take English 101

and 102. I wouldn’t mind taking two english classes -- of my choice. But

to be forced into a basic composition class, regardless, is ridiculous.

---------------------------------

I posted the following response in an attempt to turn the question back on them:

===============================

Entry   : 26 (247 words)

Author  : REA

Subject : RE: confused??

Written : 03/04/97.01:29pm

“Bombshell,”

You raise a question (why should students need college writing courses -- shouldn’t they have those skills by the time they get there?) that’s a really hot topic in English studies right now [and, in an interesting coincidence, that is addressed in the very book I’m reading for a class right now].

There *are* a lot of people, both in and out of English departments, who think we shouldn’t need writing courses, who think that the high schools should take care of that.  The chair of the department where I got my B.A. called freshman comp “a concession to a lack of basic skills.”

Now, I have all *kinds* of answers, most of which would probably bore you all to tears long before I got tired of talking about them (hey -- it’s my job; gimme a break ;), but I’d like to really hear from you all (or, as they say across the river from my home town, “y’all”).

If you assume for a minute (humor me) that there is a reason for these courses, what might some reasons be?

For that matter, what underlies the assumption that you shouldn’t need more practice and instruction in writing?  What does that say about how we view literacy?

You (plural you) don’t actually have to answer this, of course: you hit one of my pet topics, and I wanted to respond.

TTYL,

Rea

-----------------------------------------

Not surprisingly, I received no responses; the thread, however, stopped for over a week, reappearing only as a tangent on computers in the writing class.  Would the thread have continued on its current course had I not posted?  Perhaps, perhaps not.  However, I find the fact that it stopped as soon as I posted part of a recurring phenomenon: as soon as I make my presence (and thus, perhaps, my gaze) known on a thread that involves even the mild student rebellion of questioning the assumptions behind the class, the thread stops.  Thus, a possible venue for discussion about the assumptions behind the class is closed.

More importantly, genuine discourse gives way to the teacher-pleasing behaviors mentioned by Hawisher and Selfe.  While I might not have agreed with the posts, as an instructor, I recognized solid use of rhetorical strategies.  “Bombshell” appealed to her fellow students based on common experience with writing in other classes, making her case to her peers.  While she miscalculated her audience to the extent that she forgot I was a part of it, this very independence on the part of the discourse community is part of what the networked classroom promises.  And while I felt a responsibility as a teacher to address the issue at hand, I did so at the expense of the very student-centered environment I was trying to foster.

Do as I Do: Participation and On-line Authority

I have thus far focused primarily on academic forums, with good reason: an authority figure’s role as authority figure affects the construction of her participation to a  far lesser degree on non-academic forums.  This is primarily because a moderator or sysop in general has far less authority than does a teacher.  Most moderators have the option of simply removing a participant from the forum, an option seldom afforded teachers: removing a participant from a forum on which she is required to post for a grade is a far more complicated matter than banning someone who is not required to post. However, participants face far fewer consequences for disagreeing with moderators than do students for disregarding a teacher’s directives.  Although some sysops on Tri-State On-line have been known to delete a person who disagrees with one of their posts, few actually move beyond that to suspension or banning from the board for other than flagrant violation of system rules.  Thus, the very worst that could happen to a participant who vehemently disagrees with the sysop is that the post will disappear after a few hours.  As stated above, participants are under no obligation to post to any forum, and face no penalty for not posting.

If, however, the effect of a sysop’s role as authority figure on the construction of her participation is lessened, the effect of her participation on the construction of her actions as authority figure (such as deletions) is, I would argue, increased.  That is, while I would argue that the participants of the Political Forum may not give my viewpoints any more weight or be any less likely to argue with me because I am the sysop, they are far more likely than my students to hold my own participation up as a counter-example when I discipline them for infractions of the rules.  As bell hooks points out, students have been heavily socialized to obey teachers(147), and they are perhaps too accustomed to teachers who create one rule for the class and another for themselves.  Even if it strikes students as unfair that we do not accept late papers even while we do not return graded papers by the promised date, they are unlikely to say so, for they are “already trained to view themselves as not the ones in authority” (Scapp, quoted in hooks 144).  Sysop authority, however, comes with no such past baggage, and bulletin board participants (at least the ones on my bulletin board) are only too quick to point out what they see as a double standard of behavior.

 I have seen this principle played out recently on the Political Forum.  One of the prime “offenders” in the general nastiness I mentioned at the opening of this paper was, in fact, my co-sysop.   This placed me in a nearly untenable position: when I took other participants to task for flaming and other unacceptable behavior, they point to such posts by my co-sysop as a model:

----------------------------------------

     To: /govern/politics/politicalbb      Msg #: 16674     Size: 88/7

   From: pop (Kevin B****)                    On: 04/08/97  02:59

  About: #16669(above)                   Replies: 2

Subject: Re: hey

Were I 20 points fewer on the IQ scale, I might ask you what you meant ...

pop

========================================

One irate participant bluntly asked me how I could expect him (the participant) to be polite when my co-sysop had called him a moron. 

Like Warshauer and Faigley, “pop” (my co-sysop’s on-line ID) argues that his roles as authority figure and participant can be separated.  I recently asked him to “ease up” on the confrontational responses to a more liberal poster who had only recently returned to the Political Forum after a prolonged absence, having been driven off by the vehemence of opposition to her views.  Pop agreed to my request, but added that he “[has] yet to see that [his] behavior has any real effect.”  While his problematic behavior is unacceptable for anyone on the board, he is essentially following the paradigm which has (unfortunately) been established on similarly volatile boards: push the limits of the rules until the sysop tells you to stop.  “Pop” does not expect that his posts will be left standing because he is the sysop; that is, he is not attempting to institute a double standard of behavior.  He has often stated that he regards it as one of my duties to keep him in line, and expects me to delete any of his posts I feel are inappropriate (interestingly enough, we did not discuss whether his duties included keeping me in line). While I have no compunctions about deleting “pop’s” posts, I do not always get to them before other participants have read them, and they not only set a poor precedent for expected online behavior, but they damage his ethos as an administrator, and thus by extension, mine.

Disguising the Discourse: Pseudonyms and Subject Positions

 
If the separation of roles on both class forums and non-academic forums like the Political Forum is at best problematic, one answer researchers like  Faigley propose is the use of pseudonyms. That is, if everyone is using an assumed name, no one will know who the teacher is, and thus her voice truly becomes just one among many. While this seems an ideal solution, I’ve found that it has one very real hitch: the students quickly figure out who I am.  In Selfe and Meyer’s study of Megabyte University, participants in an existing discourse community were assigned pseudonyms.  Selfe and Meyer’s findings are that existing social hierarchies of power and gender still came into play even when status and gender are not immediately obvious.  One conclusion which I would draw from that study  that Selfe and Meyer  do not mention is that on-line personae become identifiable fairly quickly, and that imposing anonymity upon a community which is already likely to know one anothers’ discursive style is not likely to produce true anonymity.  A colleague who studies Internet Relay Chat has likewise related several stories of participants who have changed “nicks” (on-line pseudonyms) in an effort to create new personae, only to be quickly identified as their old “selves.”  

In my own classes, I have found that unless I make a deliberate effort to disguise my discourse, I am quickly found out.  As both a teacher and a graduate student, I have access to a privileged discourse which my students are only beginning to learn (Bartholomae ), and both my content and my vocabulary often give me away.  Early last semester, in their out-of-class discussion forums, my students were discussing regulation of the Internet.  Because these forums used pseudonyms, I had entered on group’s dialogue as “Reyntri,” a name I often use on anonymous Internet forums.  My first responses were generally brief: when one student expressed the notion that (a) the Internet did indeed need to be regulated, and (b) that commercial services like Microsoft and Netscape should be the ones to do it, I responded

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Entry   : 9 (60 words)

Author  : REYNTRI

Subject : private regulation

Written : 09/24/96.09:14am

But Cheesehead, do you really want a bunch of guys who are out to do

nothing more than make money to regulate the Usenet?  I mean, won’t that

make knowledge into something only rich people can afford?  Personally, i

think knowledge should be made as available as possible.  Knowledge itself

isn’t good or bad, it’s what we do with it.

-------------------------------------------------------------- 

The student’s response was quite direct: 

------------------------------------------------------------

Author  : CHEESEHEAD

Subject : RE: private regulation

Written : 09/26/96.08:37am

        Im sorry, but I refuse to buy into this class warfare.

Regulations are always done by a powerful ELECTED few. The references to

knowledge for only a few rich people make no logical sense. that ended

in the dark ages

--------------------------------------------------------------------------


My response to “Cheesehead’s” post, while still under a pseudonym, made little attempt to disguise my identity:

=================================

Entry   : 13 (93 words)

Author  : REYNTRI

Subject : RE: private regulation

Written : 09/26/96.08:49am

But nobody elected Microsoft or Netscape.  I’d be perfectly happy with a

Net-elected regulatory system.  What I’m dubious of is allowing those with

a product to sell to determine who has access to the information.  The

great thing about the Net is its democratic potential; do we really want

it to turn into just another business?

As for class warfare: long live the glorious struggle <g>.  Seriously, I’m

not a socialist, but I do believe in questioning the established

paradigm.  Don’t you ever ask yourself *why* something is done the way

it’s done

-------------------------------

This post was perhaps the first clue I gave my students of my “insider” status in the academy.  I later learned that my joking “long live the glorious struggle” began the speculation of “Reyntri’s” true identity, as did the phrase “established paradigm,” a scholarly term if ever there was one.

The student’s next response (written, it is worth noting, after he had begun to suspect he was arguing with his teacher) was more conciliatory: 

-------------------------------------------------------

Entry   : 14 (113 words)

Author  : CHEESEHEAD

Subject : RE: private regulation reply

Written : 09/27/96.08:16am

I am afraid that i have not been lucid in my writings. Netscape and

microsoft have no need to be elected. They founded the intenet as we know

it today. It is not a democratic system. They are businesses,run by men

and women who wish to make a profit. If I own a service that you are

using, and I want to regulate it, you cannot elect me into some sort of

office. I would tell you to get lost. This is my compoany and i will run

it the way i want to. The point is, you view the internet as something we

all own. But that isnt true. They are businesses.

---------------------------------------------------------------

Being both a cyberspace participant and a scholar of the Internet,   I could not let that remark go unchallenged: I launched into a polite but definite “quick and dirty” history of the ‘Net, informing “Cheesehead” that Microsoft and Netscape “are only cashing in on someone else’s technology,” and that indeed, no one entity does own the Internet.


That post pretty much did it: before posting a quick “i shouild have done a little more research before opening my mouth, or pcomputer,” “Cheesehead” called me over to his computer and asked point-blank if I were Reyntri.  Since I had never expected my anonymity to last even that long, I admitted it.  While I hasten to point out that this student was never particularly shy about disagreeing with me face-to-face, I did see a clear difference between his on-line responses to “Reyntri” before and after he began to suspect she was his teacher.  Moreover, the incident made clear to me that unless I made a conscious effort to disguise my discourse, I could never remain anonymous for long.  After all, it does not take the entire class realizing that “Lucy” (one of my other common pseudonyms) writes an awful lot like “Rea” – it only takes one student figuring it out and passing it along.  


Of course, the option of disguising my discourse is still left to me.  However, to the extent this can even be achieved (and I will confess that I’m not very good at it), I feel that it raises troublesome issues of honesty in the classroom.  While Hairston, in discussing ideology in the composition classroom, argues that teachers have an obligation to conceal their own ideology, Patricia Bizzell responds that “teachers, whether they are conscious of doing so or not, are always promoting various ideological agendas” (4).   That is, a teacher’s ideology will figure into her teaching whether she acknowledges that ideology to her class or not. Likewise, a teacher’s role as authority will figure into her posting regardless, and thus it might be argued that she should be upfront and open about that as well.  

Also, bell hooks points out that as teachers, we often ask our students to take risks which we ourselves do not take (21).  Students cannot escape their roles on-line.  While they can construct their on-line personae to a certain degree, part of those personae will be the knowledge that they, like other participants, are students.  If the teacher should attempt to construct her persona without allowing participants the knowledge of her subject position as teacher, is she not to some degree requiring an honesty of her students that she herself will not adopt?  


I should clarify here that my objection is not to teachers participating on class forums under a  pseudonym per se. My objection is to the notion that the teacher can do so in an unproblematic fashion, without considering the potential results of her actions. In a recent discussion on my out-of-class forum, students began expressing homophobic sentiments.  I wanted to challenge some of their assumptions, as well as make certain that students with opposing views (particularly those who might themselves be gay or lesbian) were not being silenced by the number of posts expressing homophobic sentiments. However, I was also mindful of how previous posts had silenced discussion, which I felt would be counter-productive.  I was tempted to post under a pseudonym, presenting an opposing point of view as if from another member of the discourse community, i.e., a student, thus (I hoped) opening the way for students to present opposing views. 

However, the discussion with “Cheesehead” recounted above had raised a disquieting possibility: “Cheesehead” was never a very restrained poster, and did at other points in the semester “flame” several of his fellow students.  I was forced to wonder how I might have reacted had “Cheesehead” (or any other student) flamed me without knowing he was, in fact, flaming his teacher. One of the questions asked by Warshauer and others is how a teacher might respond to discourse which personally offends her, and certainly many of the posts in the discussion were already offensive to my own values. As Belenky et al point out, “the teacher wields very real power over the student … and it is dangerous for the relatively powerless to rip into the interpretation of the powerful” (106).    And while one of the goals of the networked classroom is a leveling of the teacher-student hierarchy, a “flame” from a student directed (even unknowingly) at the teacher is bound to affect the student-teacher relationship. I would therefore question whether it is fair to students to place them in a position of unknowingly insulting their teacher.  

I would also question the use of a pseudonym and a deliberate disguising of discourse in order mask actions taken as teachers as just another response, and  my concern is the temptation teachers will face to attempt direction of the discourse without acknowledging their authoritarian subject position.  Warshauer discusses teacher response to homophobia on-line, advocating what she calls “oppositional response”(102).  However, in using her real name, Warshauer is being overt in her direction of the discourse, following Bizzell’s recommendation that teachers use their authority to “frankly acknowledge” the promotion of values (5).  When I posted to my class forums in this discussion, I was in fact overtly promoting certain values.  To attempt to hide that promotion behind a pseudonym would not only have been dishonest, but (I felt) less than fair to those students who might have held similar values but felt silenced by the sentiments of their peers.

Passive Voice: Non-Participation and On-line Authority


Not all research on the networked composition classroom assume participation on the part of the teacher.  One of the promises of the networked classroom is that the students “take control of their own discourse … [and] compete among themselves for influence in the group through the force of their language and the clarity of their arguments” (Kremers 33).  Thus, a teacher wishing to decenter a networked computer class might simply adopt Warshauer’s passive model and stay out of the discussion entirely.

However, if participation is never neutral, non-participation has its difficulties as well.  Selfe and Hawisher point out that in many computer-aided composition classes, the principle of the  Panopticon  comes into play: that is, merely the knowledge that the teacher can observe the discourse shapes how the students behave on-line, and that the teacher can in fact be more of an authoritative force through non-participation. Indeed, they argue,  this authority can be all the more “oppressive” for its seeming invisibility (63).  


The likeness of the networked classroom to the Panopticon is best seen not in the “real” space of the classroom, but in the “virtual” space of the network.  As an example, one of my class’s most successful brainstorming activity uses 4-5 person e-mail distribution lists.  Students free-write on their topic, send that e-mail to the others in their group, and then respond to each e-mail, generating a series of e-mails that helps each student further develop her topic.  When we as a class created these e-mail lists by putting addresses in five columns on the wipe-board and then putting those addresses into our e-mail address books, my address was at the top of very list.  Moreover, even when students reply only to the author of the e-mail, they “Cc” their reply to me.  Thus, every piece of writing that occurs, and by extension the entire work of the class, is visible to me, far more so than small group work in the traditional classroom, where I can neither observe all discussions simultaneously nor observe them after the fact as I can an e-mail discussion.


And like the gaze in the panopticon, my gaze is not only visible to the students (through both my presence at the teacher station, my occasional replies, and even my e-mail address in the list), as long as I remain silent, it is also unverifiable, a necessary component of the exercise of power.  In the Panopticon, an inmate will “assume responsibility for the constraints of power” (Foucault 202) because he both knows he can be seen and yet does not know if he is being seen.   In his critique of the process model, Paul Heilker points out that the “coercive power” of the visibility we impose on all stages of the writing process “operates even when we do not look at the process notes and drafts” (8).  Thus, while my students have no way of knowing if I actually read the nearly 100 e-mail messages I receive in a  typical brainstorming session, they must behave as if I am closely scrutinizing everything they write, merely because they know I can.  

Absence, then, can also pull students away from discourse aimed at the very real audience of a community of peers and into the teacher-pleasing behavior described by Hawisher and Selfe.  I have in fact seen students parrot many of my responses to student writing; “Who is your audience?” appears frequently in e-mail brainstorming.  Many times this question is followed up by a thoughtful analysis in which the student helps his peer adapt her argument to the audience in question, at other times it is asked in isolation by a student who appears to have nothing else to say but knows I will approve of that comment.

While I do not necessarily see this oppressive potential actualized in quite as sinister a light as either Heilker or Hwaisher and Selfe, I have seen Foucault’s principles played out on the Political Forum. As in the networked classroom, my “gaze” on the Forum is both visible and unverifiable, although both to a lesser degree than in my classroom.  As a sysop, I am assumed to be reading all posts; however, given both the asynchronous nature of the system and my own geographical distance from the participants, I would argue that my presence is more easily forgotten than in my classroom.  At the same time, TSO does allow any participant to verify when any other participant was last on.  Thus, while the participants of the Political Forum have no way of knowing when I am actually reading the board, they can tell if I have been on-line since a potentially troublesome post was written.  

When I first accepted the position of sysop of the Political Forum, I considered carefully my own subject position and how best to avoid what I saw as inevitable challenges to my authority.  As indicated in the description of the discourse community, I am strikingly at odds with the majority of regular posters, both from a demographic perspective and an ideological perspective.  Further, I am very aware of how I have been constructed by many of these men in past conflicts, and I knew I would be open to charges of ideological bias in my sysoping duties.  In some ways, I was facing the mirror of the teacher’s dilemma over announcing her political and ideological beliefs to the class: while the teacher must be concerned that her position as authority figure will figure in the construction of her ideological beliefs (that is, that students will feel obliged to parrot those beliefs), the sysop must worry that her ideological beliefs will figure into the construction of her role of authority figure.

While my age and my profession are both issues in that construction, I would argue that the key issues have been my sex and my confessed liberal leanings.  In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler points out that women have to some extent been constructed as a homogeneous group, both from the outside (that is, by the patriarchal establishment), and from the inside (by feminist attempts at solidarity) (4).  In an early e-mail in which we discussed our collaboration, my co-sysop suggested I let him “handle the boys,” since, as a woman, I was likely to be perceived as being “overly sensitive” on certain matters.   Thus, while my male colleagues are often constructed based on past familiarity and behavior, by sheer virtue of my sex, I was constructed as having a given response to almost any situation (a response, I might add, that would most likely not be approved of by the male participants).  Likewise, Donald Lazere points out that while the term “liberal” covers a wide spectrum of ideologies, it has been constructed as a term describing a homogeneous, consistent set of beliefs (198).  Thus, based on previous conflicts in which I had expressed liberal sentiments, the participants of the Political Forum had placed me in a pre-set category from which (they believed) any response could be predicted.  This construction of me as liberal was complicated by the demonization of the term by this discourse community, in which participant “yesiam” expressed the sentiment  that “nothing is worse than a liberal.”

Knowing, then, that I was already vulnerable to charges of bias, I decided not to participate on the forum, thinking that the inevitable ideological conflicts I would have with the majority of the discourse community would leave me even more vulnerable to such challenges. After my opening “welcome,” I did not post for nearly two months. During that time period, I deleted approximately five posts a week, and  nearly every deletion I made was met with hostility, ranging from mild argument to outright rage.  

Towards the end of my second month as sysop, a discussion arose about a column by Walter Williams bemoaning contemporary education.  One of the tangents of that discussion was an echo of “Why Johnny Can’t Write” articles, arguing that the quality of student writing has gone down over the last fifty years and calling for more instruction in (to quote “rush,” a frequent participant), “basic syntax and grammar”   As a graduate student in rhetoric and a writing teacher, I felt I had something to contribute to the discussion. At one point, I argued that a focus on formalized rules of language was not the most productive avenue, pointing out that people had communicated as efficiently before these formalized rules as after.  “Rush’s” response was this (“cereta” is my TSO nickname):

----------------------------------------

     To: /govern/politics/politicalbb      Msg #: 14984     Size: 545/11

   From: rush (Robert M. C*****)            On: 05/17/97  15:19

  About: #14947(above)                   Replies: 1

Subject: Re: Walter William

I'm glad, cereta,  that you stated that "people SEEMED to communicate just dandy before that" (emphasis mine). It sticks back in the far crevices of my sometimes feeble mind that I have read that there is much conjecture just how much communication there was before formal rules of language came about.

==============

I did not initially reply to “rush’s” post, knowing that my reply would likely begin an extended argument that would find me at odds with the discourse community.  However,  after “mdolan” specifically inquired as to my opinion, I finally posted:

----------------------------------------

     To: /govern/politics/politicalbb      Msg #: 15009     Size: 401/11

   From: cereta (Rebecca Busker)              On: 05/19/97  16:45

  About: #15002(above)                   Replies: 1

Subject: Re: Walter William

Mike,

<shrug>

If Bob wants to argue that in 3000+ years of written and spoken communication,

only in the last 200 years have people *really* communicated, I'm not going to

argue with him.  It might come as news to the ancient Greeks, or the Bard

(whom Mr. Connelly holds up as superior to contemporary <post-rules> writers),

but Bob is certainly free to hold whatever opinion he likes.

Rebecca

=================

After this discussion, I found myself participating more frequently, on a variety of issues.  As I had expected, I was frequently at odds with the majority of the other participants.  However, I began to notice that the responses to my deletions were changing: while I still received some argument, the tone had changed from unbridled hostility to reasoned disagreement.  Just as often, I received good-natured teasing and even shamefaced agreement with my assessment of the post.
  Even “rush,” to whom I was admittedly less than kind in the above post, became less hostile.

As I reassessed the situation, I realized that that my very absence might exacerbate the hostility of a deleted poster.  Like many radical conservatives (indeed, many political radicals of any leaning), the participants of the Forum are suspicious of authority as it is.  From a Foucaldian perspective, my absence may have increased their suspicion.  In some ways, I was attempting to create Hairston’s notion of the apolitical classroom on the Political Forum by remaining silent about my own views on the topics at hand.     However, while Hairston’s  labeling as “naïve” the belief  that a teacher “should be direct and honest about his or her political beliefs” because “then the students will know where they stand and everyone can talk freely” (189) has some merit, so does Lazere’s counter that students are often “immensely relieved” to have teachers openly discuss their own biases and how they might or might not affect grading (196).  I had in a sense become the disembodied gaze described by Harraway, the knower distanced “from everybody and everything in the interests of unfettered power” (581).  Certainly of the participants’ only contact with me is in the form of a rebuke (no matter how polite or friendly), it can hardly engender good will.  While my participation did not give me a body in the physical sense, it did embody my gaze in a virtual persona, one that apparently was not as threatening as the one constructed by the participants through my absence.

Conclusion


In this examination, I have sought to complicate issues of authority and participation in the networked classroom and on non-academic forums.  In so doing, I have (I hope) ruled out a conclusion in which easy answers are offered.  I still struggle with my dual roles both in the my classroom and on the Political Forum, with questions of participation and authority, with my desire to create an egalitarian space and the reality of my responsibility to the discourse communities.  I do not advocate any particular model of teacher (or sysop) behavior on-line: what I advocate is critical examination of the effects of that behavior, and an awareness of our own subject positions.  


This awareness is all the more critical in light of the educational goals of the networked composition classroom and indeed of the university at large (to whatever extent such goals can be generalized).  As both William Perry and Belenky et al point out, the perception, negotiation, and renegotiation of their own position relative to authority is key to students’ overall cognitive development.  Students must learn both to question authority and to work within established systems.  In their study of e-mail practices in corporations,  Kiesler, Siegel, and McGuire argue that established systems of authority are altered with the introduction of on-line communication.  Employees are more likely both to contact and to challenge upper-level management through e-mail than through other modes of communication.  If their findings are any indication, students will themselves have to negotiate issues of on-line authority in their future careers.  The networked classroom represents an opportunity for them to begin this process, but only if the teacher is herself aware of the complexity of on-line authority.

As Hawisher and Selfe point out, “Unless we remain aware as our electronic classrooms as sites of paradox and promise … and unless we plan carefully for intended outcomes, we may unwittingly use computers to maintain rigid authority structures that contribute neither to good teaching nor to good learning” (64).  Thus, the teacher (and the sysop) must maintain an awareness of her dual role, and just as Peter Elbow examines how the role of ally and evaluator may be reconciled, she must struggle to occupy the roles of participant and authority figure in a way that best serves her discourse community.

� All posts are reproduced as they originally appeared, including typos.  All posts reproduced with express written permission of author.


� Tri-State On-line is owned and operated by the Greater Cincinnati Consortium of Colleges and Universities, and is run by three paid administrators and over fifty volunteer sysops.  The system is ten years old, and services primarily the tri-state area of southwest Ohio, southeast Indiana, and northwest Kentucky that surround Cincinnati. 


� This system was the aforementioned Electronic Forum, a UNIX-based asynchronous conferencing system.


� It is worth noting that this post was largely ignored.


� In honesty, I should point out that as of this writing, I am being rather stridently attacked by a frequently deleted poster, although he is not a frequent member of the discourse community.  Ironically, he is a self-identified “liberal.”





