THE LEARNING SUITE:

A Collaborative, Technology-Rich Environment to Support Writing/Composition in a Digital Age

OVERVIEW

Currently, the Department of English operates two computer labs, one teaching lab and one open lab for student use. The open lab serves any student enrolled in a computer-intensive English class, which carries a $50 lab fee. The bulk of the students served are general-education students (i.e., non-English majors) who are taking the required first-year and second-year composition classes—English 1010 and 2010. Each year the English department serves more than half of the incoming students in 1010 alone. Due to the limited space and technology available in the department’s open lab, few 1010 or 2010 students are able to take advantage of learning and using new technologies in order to better their writing. Instructors are limited to suggesting that students use the open lab to type and print papers, which is only a small picture of how students could be using the lab and learning about writing processes, should more space and technology be available. 

Current research shows that much of the real-world writing that takes place (in workplaces and in homes) does not fall into the older model of individual writing projects. Due to technological innovations and more complex modes of communication, most writing projects are collaborative in nature and are highly mobile. That is, they are often begun in one place, revised in another space, and presented to many colleagues and peers throughout the process. For instance, collaboration occurs in writing classes in the form of peer-review and group projects, but also happens outside of the class, informally, when students take part in one or more of the following activities: 

· share ideas in instant messenger programs (like IM and Skype), 

· get feedback on papers via social networking sites and content management systems (like WebCT and Syllabase), and 

· work on projects that use more complex modes of communication, such as creating a documentary video to support a research paper. 

It is this new type of writing—digital writing—that the Department of English has been unable to support with its current facilities. Thus, what we propose is a re-envisioning of the open lab into a Learning Suite, modeled on the collaborative spaces of campus locations such as the Living and Learning Communities, which will make USU a leader in digital, collaborative writing among its peer institutions and will service the most critical of our student population: first and second year students.

The rest of this Innovation Fund proposal presents 

· a description of the proposed student-use computer lab, 

· evidence of how our peer institutions are implementing these ideas already,

· the educational outcomes and student retention measures supported by such a lab, and

· a budget.

LEARNING SUITE LAB DESCRIPTION

Picture This: Imagine you are a new college student, 18-years old, and it’s your first time away from your parents, high-school friends, and the comforts of your community. On the first day of class, you find your classroom, choose a seat close to the door, and listen while the teacher outlines the syllabus to a roomful of people you’ve never met. In your writing class, you’re lucky because you might learn the names of five or six of your classmates from completing group work with them throughout the term. But how you interact with your classmates all depends on how, when, and where you’re able to meet outside of class to finish homework. Early in the term, your writing teacher asks you to go to the lab and write a one-page introduction about yourself, to be read in class the next day. You walk into the computer lab and find row after row of computer terminals with row after row of anonymous students typing away. You don’t recognize any of them, and you feel swallowed by the room. The computer consultant ignores you; you have no idea how to login or open the program you need to complete the assignment, and the lab environment certainly doesn’t inspire you to open up and introduce yourself (on paper, let alone to your classmates the next day). And, yet, every lab on campus offers nothing but the same. 

The above scenario is typical of most college students’ first time trying to navigate the newness of academic life. While there are plenty of other areas and activities on campus where students can become oriented to their new routines, the computer labs—hubs of academic activity on campus—typically offer an environment of individualism, isolationism, and a lack of support, which can put off new (or returning) students on campus. This proposal suggests a different scenario is possible:

Picture This: Imagine you are a new college student, 18-years old, and it’s your first time away from your parents, high-school friends, and the comforts of your community. On the first day of class, you find your English 1010 classroom, and the teacher outlines the syllabus to a sea of unfamiliar faces. In the second half of the class, the teacher assigns you to a small group to compose a collaborative video about your first days on campus. Before class ends, the teacher walks the class over to a brightly colored, friendly lab environment that she calls the Learning Suite. The computer consultant looks up and smiles when you walk in. The consultant informs the groups that they can use scanners, cameras, video equipment, and the newest computers to produce their digital writing assignment, and if they need any help, the consultant can assist. You and your groupmates grab one of the lab’s wireless laptops and sit down on the nearest couch to begin the project. You’ve exchanged names and numbers while also collaborating with other groups from your class, brainstorming ideas for your videos. This assignment isn’t what you were expecting, and this lab certainly isn’t what you were expecting. You feel like you’re planning a fun event with friends in your living room. The consultant comes by your group and suggests a few strategies that will save you some time in editing and then she wanders to the next group to check in. A few hours later, you all realize you’ve gotten caught up in the assignment and that you already have a strong plan for a script. Your group disperses, planning to meet back at the Learning Suite after dinner to begin filming. You leave the lab smiling, thinking about how to carry out this project, and wondering if the whole semester will be this cool. 

Research shows that collaboration is most successful when team members share common ground, when a high level of communication is supported either by collocation or via network technologies, when teams maintain a high-level of collaborative readiness, and when communication technologies support communication seamlessly across projects and platforms (see Harrison, Wheeler, & Whitehead, 2004: 20; Nardi & Whittaker, 2002; Olson, Teasley, Covi, & Olson, 2002; and Olson & Olson, 2000). The Learning Suite will provide that common ground by providing a comfortable space in which to work and discuss work, by providing access to the common tools that support networked writing, and by allowing students the freedom to work when they are most able to. Learning does not always take place during class time or even during work hours. The Learning Suite offers teachers and students a comfortable place to engage in learning activities at almost any time. Studies find that spaces offering many opportunities for collaboration and the ability to see one another informally provide the best potential for successful collaboration (see Nardi and Whittaker [2002]). This Innovation Fund proposal seeks to create a sustainable learning community built upon cutting-edge knowledge of how people actually write in the workplace and at home. The Learning Suite is based on writing pedagogies that use technology to facilitate 

· a learning community where teachers and students can meet and collaborate, 

· English 1010- and 2010-specific teacher training and classroom use, and 

· student use during non-teaching hours.

Features of this collaborative space include:

· wireless laptop cart. Laptops are available for class use throughout the building, and available for check out by students and faculty members when not reserved for classes. Using wireless laptops facilitates mobile technology use and reduces the amount of stationary desktops needed, making for a more flexible and collaborative workspace environment. 

· flexible, comfortable furniture, including moveable tables and chairs, couches, and other mobile seating arrangements to facilitate small-group work.

· designed, comfortable space. Color and ambient lighting reduces the institutional aesthetics in favor of a more inviting space where students will actually want to work.

· private project workspaces. These individual and small-group workrooms would offer high-end multimedia editing equipment so that students can create more complex digital writing projects.  

Because the pedagogy and precedence already exists for these kinds of technology-rich spaces, above we have outlined what the Learning Suite at USU would need to jumpstart this pedagogy for our general-education students. Providing the technology is not enough, however, and the goal of the Learning Suite, and this proposal in particular, is to show that changing the English 1010/2010 curricula would help USU retain students and make them more productive academic and social citizens by enhancing their ability to write effectively in 21st-century environments. 

THE NEED FOR A DIGITAL WRITING LEARNING SUITE

Networked computers and access to those computers has dramatically changed the cultural and social landscape of both living and learning in the last 10 years. While writing technologies such as the typewriter have served to streamline the writing process as we teach it to students, network technologies allow student-writers to be accessible and communicating many more hours every day. As the Writing in Digital Environments (WIDE) Collective at Michigan State has said, 

The way that people are using the Internet and the sheer numbers of people writing on and with the Web is having significant social and cultural impact…. A February 2004 Pew Internet & American Life study reported that “44% of U.S. Internet users have contributed their thoughts and their files to the online world” through posting written and visual material on web sites, contributing to newsgroups, writing in blogs, conversing in chat spaces (such as instant messaging), and via other digital means….Wireless, broadband, and satellite technologies are further expanding and accelerating the means of communicating. (For example, using your cell phone you can post a picture, text message, [and podcast] to the web in just a few minutes.)

Nationwide, writing-studies scholars and teachers—those who instruct first- and second-year students in classes like English 1010 and 2010—have been attuned to this technological change for the last 20 years (since the advent of the personal computer), paying special attention to how networked computing and sustainable lab environments affect pedagogies of writing process and rhetorical communication in new media. Many universities have seen the benefit of offering more computing access to students and have begun requiring every first-year writing class to meet daily (or weekly) in networked labs. While this proposal doesn’t suggest that USU can accomplish that task in the immediate future (even though we should attempt it), we are suggesting that USU take an initial step towards creating a sustainable digital writing environment for use by English 1010 and 2010 students and teachers. Why? Because students are entering the university with more access to technology in their everyday lives but without the knowledge of how to critically and successfully use this technology to learn, and especially to learn to write effectively. 

Writing instruction must equip students with the tools, skills, and strategies not just to produce traditional texts using computer technology, but also to produce documents appropriate to the global and dispersed reach of the web. This change requires a large-scale shift in the ways that we ask students to write within particular situations, the audiences we ask them to write for, the products that they produce, and the purposes of their writing. (WIDE Collective, 2005)

This is why it has become a necessity to teach digital writing to students. Courses like English 1010 and 2010 are the best places to do this, and examples of our peer-institutions already teaching digital writing in technology-rich settings like the one we propose suggests that we are already in need of catching up. 

PEER-INSTITUTION DIGITAL WRITING INITIATIVES

It is telling that at least six of our ten peer institutions (January 2005 listing) have already instituted digital writing labs and/or general-education curricula to support their digital writing initiatives (these are just the ones we are aware of through conversations with colleagues at these schools):

· Colorado State University 

· has an undergraduate and several graduate degrees that focus on writing studies using technology.
· supports writing courses through a spin-off of USU’s Syllabase program that CSU created called the Writing Studio (see http://writing.colostate.edu/writers.cfm).
· Iowa State University’s Department of English 

· supports 10 networked classrooms (several are located in their residence halls with 24-hour access) that include digital design hardware and software in which they teach writing classes (see http://engl.iastate.edu/resources/compclassrooms), 

· has partnered to form a “new campus-wide initiative emphasizing written, oral, visual, and electronic communication across all four years of the undergraduate experience” (see http://www.engl.iastate.edu/), and 
· created a Studio for New Media (see attached picture), which provides interdisciplinary, collaborative workspace and technologies. Their website lists 33 other institutions that support similar centers, including another of our peer-institutions, Virginia Tech. 
· New Mexico State University 

· maintains two computer classrooms for writing classes and a lab area, all with digital design software and hardware.
· recently created a Design Center lab (see attached pictures) for use by classes and individual students and supports high-end multimedia creation for writing classes (see http://www.nmsu.edu/~english/resources/dc.html).
· offers an undergraduate and graduate degrees in writing studies, in which students can focus on digital writing studies. 

· North Carolina State University (ADD PICTURES FROM SITE BELOW)
· requires all first-year writing courses to meet in networked computer labs, which the department.
· recently initiated an interdisciplinary PhD program in Communication, Rhetoric, and Digital Media, which helps fill the growing need for faculty members who can teach composition in digital environments. This program is supported by the Communication Department’s Multimedia Lab and also by the Library’s Learning and Research Center for the Digital Age (see http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/lrcda/index.html), which includes a Digital Media Lab and is housed next to the Usability Lab (the USU English Department already has a Usability Lab housed in Ray B West). 

· Virginia Tech

· hosts the Center for Applied Technologies in the Humanities (CATH), which was originally housed in the English Department but is now housed in another building (due to its growth over the last 14 years). This center offers pedagogical and research support for humanities scholars and teachers who study and use technology-rich practices. 
· first-year writing courses require students to be taught visual, oral, and written analysis and composition skills (see http://www.composition.english.vt.edu/composition/Book.html).
· has required, since 1998, all incoming students to own personal computers, and wireless laptops will be required starting this year. Such forward-thinking initiatives make stationary, desktop labs less and less useful, while offering collaborative, malleable learning environments like our proposed Learning Suite will become more appropriate and useful in the curriculum. 
· Washington State University
· has a growing Digital Technology and Culture undergraduate major, formed out of the general-education writing classes and housed in the English Department (see http://libarts.wsu.edu/english/undergraduate/dtc.html). Majors have started a campus club that meets regularly outside of class to continue their learning in friendly academic environments. 

· labs?? – waiting to hear back from Patty

In addition to the peer institutions listed above, other comparable schools have instated digital writing requirements for general-education students, including

· Michigan Tech

· Notable for its ‘Revisions’ class, a general-education replacement for the first-year composition sequence that has students composing oral, written, and visual texts in combination across analog and digital media (see Lynch and Wysocki, 2003). 

· Also notable for the most long-standing (~25 years) humanities computing lab, the Center for Computer-Assisted Language Instruction (CCLI), which implemented pod-style, collaborative learning in a technology rich environment and serves as the model for many similar labs (like those mentioned in our peer-institution list). (See R. Selfe, Sustainable Technological Environments, 2004). (SEE PICTURES)
· Ohio State University 

· The Digital Media Project (DMP) and Studio, funded by student tuition and housed in the English Department, this lab supports complex individual, class-wide, and small-group collaborative digital writing projects for undergraduate and graduate writing-intensive courses (see this Quicktime video on its creation: http://english.osu.edu/programs/dmp/multimedia/remix.mov)
· The English Department is currently running a pilot program on teaching digital and multimedia writing (i.e., producing audio and/or video documentaries) in addition to written communication in first-year composition courses. 

· Kent State University
· The English Department has begun a two-course digital multimedia composition course to replace its first-year composition sequence.

· To support the new curriculum, the department received funding to set up 6 wireless labs dedicated to their writing classes.

· Based on the university’s commitment to technology for digital writing, the department received an in-kind donation of equipment from Dell computers valued at over $400,000.

· University of Illinois, Urbana-Champagne
· UIUC is just finished a one-year pilot curriculum to replace advanced composition (equivalent to English 2010). This course, called Writing with Video, asks students to produce documentary videos for their final projects. The courses are collaboratively taught by faculty and graduate students in English and Art.

There are dozens of other examples of digital writing being implemented in English programs and, specifically, enhancing and/or replacing the current, traditional writing-only curriculum of general-education writing courses. In addition, more and more companies are partnering with forward thinking institutions like those listed above. For USU to compete with such institutions, retain undergraduate students, and to attract prestigious faculty and graduate students in English studies, we need a change. Our ability to implement a digital writing curriculum depends on the Innovation Fund since most large-scale granting agencies do not supply funds for the humanities to purchase technology and/or for pedagogical purposes. In-kind gifts usually occur only after an innovation has begun or been accepted by the educational institution. Our purpose here, however, is not to highlight the technological needs, relevant as they are, but to show how the pedagogical outcomes of this proposed learning environment aren’t new; their impact on student writers in English 1010 and 2010 are many, and we outline a few of the outcomes below. 

EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES

In April of 2000, the Council of Writing Program Administrators, a national organization devoted to producing guidelines for classes like first-year writing, adopted an outcomes statement for first-year composition that “describes the common knowledge, skills, and attitudes sought by first-year composition programs in American postsecondary education” (WPA). The WPA divides these outcomes into 

· rhetorical knowledge; 

· critical thinking, reading and writing; 

· processes; and 

· knowledge of conventions. 

In the discussion that follows, we have broadened these outcomes to attend to digital writing (including multimedia writing like video documentaries)—an update on which the WPA is currently working. We list the features of the Learning Suite around these national outcomes.

Rhetorical Knowledge

Rhetorical knowledge centers on the ability to focus one’s writing on a specific purpose, tailored to a specific audience. It requires that students are aware of various techniques of argumentation and presentation, and that they can choose the most appropriate techniques and genres to meet the needs of a particular audience. The specific rhetorical learning outcomes supported by the Learning Suite are:

· tailoring writing to specific audiences by having students produce research projects that involve a number of writing activities and multiple levels of communication between instructor, student, peer groups, and audience members. 

· supporting a range of audience-based writing activities by offering multiple modes of communication (audio, video, digital writing, etc.) that support individual and collaborative work in face-to-face, electronic (networked), spontaneous, formal, and informal environments.

Picture This: Practicing audience-based writing in webbed environments. Students compose texts all the time outside of their classroom situations. English 1010 and 2010 teachers can use those non-academic texts as starting places for studying the role of rhetoric in all kinds of writing. For instance, a teacher could use the Learning Suite’s laptop cart to have students search the Web for blogs that they like. Several examples of blogs could be analyzed for how their authors write for a particular audience in the context of the brief posts blogs usually have. These blog posts could also be compared to more formal writing, like magazine articles or online newspapers, to see how context (or media, in the case of print comparisons) change the rhetorical situation of an author’s writing. Students could practice different rhetorical situations as well by using the Learning Suite’s resources to complete written or multimedia assignments in and outside of class. 
Critical Thinking, Reading, and Writing

These outcomes include the use of writing and reading activities as tools for inquiry, learning, and communicating, as well as the ability to situate one’s learning and research with the ideas of others. The specific critical thinking outcomes supported by the Learning Suite are:

· To have students identify, recognize, and critique their own cultural assumptions that frame the way they interpret meaning from arguments and artifacts.
· To engage in interactive multimedia projects to connect the critical learning gained from practice with what they are reading in class.
· To understand the effect that technology is having on the culture.

Picture This: Engaging in critical thinking, reading, and writing by producing a multimedia documentary. English 1010 and 2010 students produce argument-based research essays to fulfill part of their current course goals/requirements. Many teachers are including the use of videos, songs, commercials, ads, and other pop culture, multimedia texts in their classrooms. In using this variety of texts, students learn to analyze both the written communicative strategies and the visual and oral/aural communicative strategies of authors and designers’ work. In learning to understand the rhetorical impact of audience, purpose, and context across a range of media, students’ critical literacy skills increase dramatically. The Learning Suite can enhance these skills by offering students a space to individually and collaboratively produce multimedia texts that can accompany their research essays. For instance, if a student chooses to include a short documentary video that visually and aurally presents an argument for lower water usage along the Wasatch to accompany their research paper, then that student is learning the critical goals of 2010 (research, analysis, synthesis, genre conventions, etc.) across a range of media instead of just one medium (writing). The Leaning Suite would provide unique spaces (via hardware and software) for a student such as this to practice writing/composition strategies using video, audio, and mobile technologies. 
Processes

This outcome involves recognizing that writing and research are ongoing and recursive activities of inquiry, collaboration, peer review, and revision. Process outcomes supported by the Learning Suite are:

· To recognize the social nature of writing by engaging in individual and collaborative inquiry projects, group brainstorming, research, composing, and peer review throughout the several stages of the writing process; 

· To participate in multiple types of discussions (from face-to-face to email to instant messaging) that extend learning beyond the classroom and connect students with one another; 

· To use various software, especially those that extend the traditional time and space for learning beyond the classroom and support cooperative and collaborative strategies for writing and learning.

Picture This: Facilitating collaborative, process-based writing. In English 1010 and 2010, students produce several drafts of an essay in order to learn about critical thinking, writing for an audience, genre conventions, research and citation systems, and so on. Students undertake a process of freewriting/brainstorming, crafting their argument, peer-review, and refining/revising their argument for the final draft – all of which is now accomplished outside the classroom setting in nontechnological environments (i.e., their dorm rooms) or in open labs across campus that are unsupported by those specializing in writing studies. By using laptops available from the Learning Suite, students would be supported more precisely in their writing process because (a) they would have writing-specific technologies and support available to them while they work; (b) they would be encouraged to complete drafting and collaborative peer-reviews in and outside of class in ways that better enable them to critically engage with their own and others’ work (e.g., using synchronous and peer-review technologies), and (c) they would be working in a community of writers instead of individually at a terminal in another building, which would enable them to discuss writing assignments, issues, and problems that arise with others who are in similar situations—enacting a real-world writing process. 

Knowledge of Conventions

These outcomes include knowledge of conventional genres of writing, document design, and proper documentation. As the workplace and networked technologies continue to shift the space in which writing occurs and the formats in which it appears, it becomes critical to model this evolution and environment in order to maximize successful student writing. The outcomes supported by the Learning Suite are:

· To integrate visual and/or auditory material alongside and into print texts by becoming aware of academic honesty issues and ramifications of records privacy, plagiarism and copyright issues, especially on the web. 

· To understand writing and technological conventions through practice and production including the transfer of knowledge of grammatical conventions of writing to understanding the grammatical conventions of workplace usages of multimedia content.  

Picture This: Understanding conventions of multiple media across genres of texts. In producing a multimedia text like a PowerPoint presentation, students of English 1010/2010 learn that grammatical conventions of writing still apply in such presentations. In addition, they encounter what is referred to as the “grammar of visuals” by learning to make choices about what visuals (or audio, or particular typefaces, etc.) to use in relation to the conventions of presentation software and the typical audiences of such texts. For instance, a grammar of visuals might include understanding that a designer should not place a large graphic behind written text that must be read. Or that in using a song for a presentation soundtrack, students have to follow aural conventions and not have the music too loud to talk over or have the song run longer than the timed presentation of their script. Finally, multimedia conventions that the Learning Suite would support (through access to direct practice of the above design processes) would include understanding copyright issues and appropriate citation systems when documenting multimedia elements in a PowerPoint text. 
BENEFITS

Should the Learning Suite be funded, the English Department envisions the following additional curricular and personnel benefits will be possible:

· A graduate student research/administrative position will be created to assist a faculty member in running the lab. This graduate student will be picked from among our PhD students in the Theory and Practice of Professional Communication. This research position will be a draw for future PhD students to apply because it offers an intensive professional development experience in managing an innovative lab, which is a job requirement for many PhDs in this growing field.

· For the initial funding year, a faculty member will be provided with a 1-1 course release (factored into the attached budget) to devote time to start-up procedures and promoting the Learning Suite. A primary responsibility will also include setting up bi-weekly introductions to the lab resources. The graduate student assistant will take over the workshop duties the following year. 

· Graduate students currently teaching English 1010 and 2010 will be offered more technology-rich pedagogical sessions in their Practicum class, which will also prepare them for research and teaching in these fields once they leave USU. This training will make our graduate students more marketable and will make USU’s Masters and PhD programs in the English department more sustainable and attractive to colleagues and students nationwide.  

· According to the USU Office of Analysis, Assessment, & Accreditation’s value added surveys of English 1010 and 2010, there is significant value added already in these courses. However, instructors still need to develop more consistent grading standards, teach students to conduct deeper research, and to prepare students for the Computer and Information Literacy (CIL) test required to graduate. The Learning Suite will invite greater collaboration amongst the teachers and students of both of these classes, and will provide extended teacher education workshops to include technological outcomes and assessment, leading to a more consistent experience for students. And by inviting students to research, write, and collaborate in an inviting, comfortable space, the Learning Suite will encourage deeper research and greater student engagement with digital writing technologies.
BUDGET AND SPACE
Attached is the proposed budget for the Learning Suite. Note that the personnel funding is for one year, and will be sustained thereafter by internal lab fees and other available funding. 

In order to provide enough collaborative and individual workspace for the Learning Suite, we are requesting a room (or set of close-proximity rooms) with a total floor plan of 800-plus square feet. While it would be preferable to host the Learning Suite in Ray B. West, in close proximity to the teachers and staff already located there, other suitable locations might include the Family Life building, the Living and Learning complex, Merrill-Cazier Library, or the TSC. If located outside of Ray B. West, an additional 200-plus square feet of office/administrative space would be required for the graduate assistant and faculty member director. 
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