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When, in August 1991, I was putting the finishing touches on the English computer lab at Creighton University, where I work—this was the first department-specific or teaching-specific lab a the university, and the first one wherein students would spend the whole class, each class, at the PCs—I heard a knock at the door.  

“C’mon in,” I yelled.

Now it’s important for me to note that there is a particular tradition at my university for first-year students, on the Monday and Tuesday before classes start on Wednesday, to walk around campus to locate their classrooms for the next week.  A custom that charmed me, I’d gotten used to it the year before, my first year at CU.

So here I am, putting together the last of 26 networked PCs, testing the software, etc.  A young woman came into the room with a companion.

“Looking for your classroom?”  I said.

“I’m looking for Rhetoric and Composition—Fr. Scallon,” she said, naming a colleague, but looking at the computers with what seemed like horror in her eyes.

“This is it,” I said.  “Your class will be here in this lab.”

“OOOOhhhh, no!” she said, and disappeared.  I never saw her again.  And that was my first experience with technology anxiety in the computer-mediated writing course. 

Much has been written over the last 10 years, in various journals in the computer and writing field and allied areas, about computer or technological anxiety in modern techno-mediated classrooms.  What I’d like to do is present some frequently mentioned manifestations of technoanxiety in both cases, and some general causes.  I’ll then present some ideas, including a tentative heuristic frame, toward a solution that comes to us from both foreign language instruction and modern computers and writing theory, which not only makes pedagogical sense, but also can provide a way to examine the way we look at the technology we use to teach as well as the interrelation between text and technology.

Of course, student technological anxiety is not simply a creation of the last 20 years; student have likely been fretting over technology and text producing tools for as long as there have been tools and  technology (“Uh, Mr. Socrates?  Excuse  me?  My stylus is broken.”).  However, the nature of computer technology draws special attention to affective disrupts (Alison Lewis and Stephan Atzert, citing S.D. Krashen, call this an “affective filter”, which can be raised or lowered depending on positive or negative experiences with the technology) (382) in the writing classroom.  Computers are, simply,  large, either literally or figuratively; they are culturally considered, by a large segment of the population, a “good” thing, adding a strong moral imperative upon users whether they are comfortable with technology or not; they are attention-grabbing and attention-keeping; like Willy Loman, attention must be paid to them; unlike poor Willy, attention is paid—sometimes too much, we often think.  Thus our attempts to use computer technology to effect writing transformation are complicated by the perceived “magic” , complexity, newness (relatively speaking), and dominant position of the computer.  To put it the way our students might put it, “it’s just so THERE.”

Small wonder, then, when we worry that our students focus on the technology rather than the text.  This student technoanxiety can often be felt by students in terms of the following internal or external utterances, either privately, to the teacher, or during online or backchannel communication:
· Will I be doing more work for this class than other classes?

· Will I learn anything?

· Who do I deal with when the technology doesn’t work?

· Why won’t the help desk call me back?

· What do I do when I don’t understand the technology?

· What do I do when I don’t understand the assignment?

· How will my online conversations be graded?

· Where is the teacher?

· Is there a teacher?

· How can I hang out with the other students?

· Can I ever see the teacher face-to-face?

· Will this be an easier class?

· I don’t understand this.  Why are we spending so much time on the computer and less on writing?

· I came here to write, not learn FrontPage.

· Why doesn’t this ****** machine work more quickly?

I should add that teachers manifest technoanxiety as well, as manifested by some of the following utterances:
· Do the students have access to the technology?

· Are they just saying they do to get into an online class?

· Are students accessing the material?  Are they reading it?
· Are they self-starting enough to do things on their own?

· Are they having problems with the technology?

· Why am I doing so much work for this when I don’t get paid for developing all this extra stuff?

· Are the students are doing their own work?

· What do they think of me, the instructor, since I am not there in their face for 45 hours over the term?

· How much time will it take?

· How do I grade online?

· The chat room won’t work.  How can I fix it?

· How can I get the money do do X?

· Why won’t this damn machine work more quickly?

· There are many causes of technoanxiety, both technological and attitudinal.    One cause is, simply, the diversity and multiplicity of systems.  In the composition class I just finished, students had email on yahoo, aol, juno, hotmail, the University’s system, and 2-3 other smaller, local providers.  From the learned experience, a standard instruction set  instructing students to attach their papers as Word documents can lead to some students a) not knowing how to attach documents; be.  Attaching docs that are not sent or too large for the email system; c) thinking that they have attached a document and finding that they haven’t, necessitating  resending, a delay in the assignment, and dislike, distrust, and disuse of the technology.

· Unfamiliarity with technology.  While this is not as big of a problem—or I would say not the same kind of problem as it was 7 or so years ago, when some of us found it necessary to teach HTML coding to our student simply so they could leap to multimediated Web pages, it is a problem—especially with first-year students from diverse types of high school backgrounds.  Not all our students have come from the technopedagogically rich environments of last night’s Web Around the World winners..
· Cultural imperative toward or away from technology.  Raneta Lawson Mack in her book The Digital Divide: Standing at the Intersection of Race and Technology makes a compelling study of African-American ambivalent attitudes toward technology from historical, economic, and educational perspectives.
· Ethnicity, gender, or rural residence.  These three side canyons of the general digital divide, which have been argued to be closing, or completely mythical, are neither, and are very real to students in inner-city high schools, young women, and students in isolated rural schools.
· Visible teacher anxiety regarding the technology.  Too often teachers take on technoclasses before ready, or are assigned thereto without appropriate training.

· Attitudinal factors toward technology, often complicated by background, family history of technology use, school experience with technology use, and, in the case of instructors, institutional and collegial attitudes toward technology use.
So what do we do?
Some suggestions are pretty predictable.  We can, most obviously and immediately,  urge ourselves to prepare—ourselves and our students.  We can, for example,  read the article by David Hailey, Keith Grant-Davie, and Christine Hult in the Winter 2001 Computers and Composition entitled, “Online Education Horror Stories worthy of HALLOWEEN.”  We can prepare ourselves for many things that will, can, or may go wrong.  We can prepare and warn and instruct in technical know-how at the beginning of the term re. the technology; I’ve even mailed paper letters to incoming first-year students’ home addresses and explained the nature of the online cyberclass I teach, in the assumption that they will appreciate it and be as excited as I am (or drop it before class starts if they don’t want an online class).  We can check the connections, test the PCs, scan for virii, and so on.  

But I wonder if such an obvious solution reaches to the heart of the issue? Or does it simply anticipating the places we will need to apply the patches?  Or, more significantly, does such an approach by itself simply fix things for “the moment”—for the duration of the class, the assignment, or until the next problem?  Yes, these will reduce technoanxiety to some extent.  But we are left with the question, still, of what we think we want to achieve--absolute comfort with the technology in the first place?  Studies such as those of Barbara Duffelmeyer and Alison Lewis and Stephan Atzert, suggest that this may not be possible. Or desirable.   Or do we, rather, want to be somewhat aporetic, like Socrates, and make students challenge their technological assumptions?   

Before we leave the issue of technological anxiety in all its forms and proceed to solutions, we need to consider whether the reduction of anxiety is the issue, or whether coming to grips with what causes the anxiety might render a more complete and thoughtful picture.   Lest you think me sadistic in regard to my students’ psyches, let me remind you that stressors leading to anxiety--which I define for these purposes as the disjunction between comfort level and dissonant stimulus--, exist with all humans in all forms and in all possible situations.  We call it “anxiety” when it reaches a point at which it’s consciously present, nagging us, or causing disruptions in our daily lives, and when we have difficulty in dealing with it.  In a real sense, stressors are always with us, and they’re certainly with us in any educational setting; indeed, much modern pedagogy suggests that it’s the sense of unfamiliarity, the somewhat fearful unknown, the process of “making muddy”  which leads us to either go forward or retreat in the face of new knowledge or the search therefor.  
This is hardly new; Socrates was a master of the manipulation of this kind of unsureness, which he called “aporia”.  Socrates would set questions to his interlocutors, confusing them, leading them, getting them to shed and examine the everyday assumptions and question their received information. 
Now Duffelmeyer also notes, citing Christina Haas, that many—but not all—students also share one of two uncritical attitude toward technology—that it either is “part of the future and something to be embraced therefore” or “something to be endured whether we like it or not” (quotes mine).  (Duffelmeyer “Critical computer literacy”).  And in her paper delivered yesterday morning at this conference, Duffelmeyer cites Pam Takayoshi, notes that a better desired result would be a “full critical appreciation” of the factors touching and influencing technology and students’ intersections therewith.

Thus I find myself more comfortable with the idea of the next suggestion, which is to critique the technology, to make it part of the text—to make it THE text.    This suggestion comes from Alison Lewis and Stephan Atzert, whose 2000 study addresses technological anxiety in computer-assisted language-learning classrooms; it is also suggested by Duffelmeier, in her 2000 Computers and Composition essay on “critical computer literacy.”  It’s a theme practiced by Robert S. Dornsife of Creighton University, who uses this critique in his composition classes at Creighton University; and one urged by Cynthia Selfe, who urges us as teachers to be critical and pay attention to the choices we make and intended/unintended consequences we will endure when we make decisions about computer technology in our classrooms, and Christina Haas, who in 1999 noted that “we must succeed in complicating the kind of simplistic view of technology that allows the bulk of the field to dismiss it”( Haas “On the Relationship between the Old and New Technologies” 2).
 In what I would call a “technocritical” class, the technology doesn’t simply produce the text; the technology _is_ the text, partially and wholly (I should note the problematic nature of the term text, as of course it’s not always a text, but a multivalent creation incorporating graphical and graphological elements, audio, video, and who know what next week—as Dornsife calls it, a “collage” (Dornsife, “The Beat Writer”).  Critique the technology and show the students how to critique the technology as they would critique the texts that they are reading, whether from a reader or from peer papers. Or, in a sense, from their environment –which certainly contains the technology—to their ideas, which precede the text, to themselves, which cause the text to be, to the class, a virtual text factory.

 Therefore-- if we assert that the text is not 100% separable from the technology that produced it (whether it be quill pen, cuneiform sticks, calligraphy brush, pencil, linotype, IBM Selectric, PC), then it’s as appropriate to investigate the technology as it is to investigate the text.  Thus assertions about the text in all its forms include assertions about the technology (as well, we might as well add, as the environment, thought, and students themselves); suggestions for the text---either in the preproduction realm of free writing, to the postproduction realm of revision, can and should therefore inevitably include suggestions for managing the technology both in the realm of the text itself, as a product of the technologically mediated process, the text producer, (the student), and the producers or purveyors of the technology  (which uses the” the technology users, “ who are using the technology.
There are many ways to achieve this criticality.  Duffelmeyer’s study discusses technology narratives that students write, placing themselves and their relationships with technology in specific terms.  Lewis and Atzert suggest that historicizing the use of technology in the teaching of language could be a part of the language class (384); as well, students could “explore the effects of such technologies…on the way we experience time and space” (386), consider “the social ramifications of…information technologies”,; become a part of the “global village” to become part of the larger “community of [foreign language] speakers;  and publishing on the  Web to experience the responsibility ot Web authorship (389).
To make that verbal minefield a little simpler, let me show it this way, as a kind of “technocritical triangle.”  
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The critique flows through all three elements.  Thus the students critique themselves as technology users and as text producers, as well as critiquing Megasoft (or whoever) as technology providers (this is a matter if everyday citizenship, or perhaps people-hood, just as if we were comparing—as we do—the relative merits and efficacies of our automobiles—another form of everyday technology), and critique the text as mediated by the technology. This critique can occur at different levels—chronological, conceptual, critical—and can employ any or all of these questions.  It’s important to note that this critique, with similar questions as well as additional questions, can be employed by teachers as they create the “text” of the environment they will create as they build online spaces, environments, and classes (and I must thank Judy Killbourne and Sharon Cogdill for revealing this to me in the context of MOOspace this past Thursday morning and afternoon).
Will employing this triangle, or something like it, reduce technoanxieties?  Probably nor as much as we might uncritically want to.  But as I suggested above, perhaps we don’t want to. In the final estimate, If critical thinking skills lead to what Duffelmeyer, citing Jim Thomas, calls “rethinking comfortable thoughts” (Duffelmeier “Critical Computer Literacy”) (or, if we can turn it around, dealing with uncomfortable thoughts), then the critique thus becomes an extension of, if not part of,  the natural negotiation process of writing.  Thus writing is more than the product our students persist in thinking it is, but rather a process always mediated by the technological environment we place it in (hopefully having critically thought about the environment beforehand).  Our students gain a fullersense of criticality, a realistic sense of technology, and, hopefully, more controle of the text they produce as well as sonsume.
Thank you.

The Technocritical Triangle

(Based on concepts from Dornsife (1995), Duffelmeyer (2000), Whipple (2002), Lewis and Atzert (2000), Selfe (1993)





1. What are the assumptions that underlie the production of the technology?  What other software/hardware/products does the producer produce?  Who are the products marketed to?  What was the pitch used to sell the technology to the text producer? What is the cultural lean of the producer?  Where/how do they market their products?  How is the technology priced? With what is it bundled? What are the cultural/ pedagogical/ theoretical values of the producer?  What, if any, is the stated mission of the producer?

2. What is the role of the text producer (real and in the context of the text?)  What is the student’s technological background?  What is the producer’s technocultural background?  What are her/his prior technological experiences?  How is the technology introduced to the student?  What is the student’s attitude toward the technology and toward technology in general?  
`

3. What is the primary purpose of the application? For whom was it designed?  By what different users is it used?  What are the cultural and intellectual assumptions underlying it? How easy is it to use?  Was it designed for the purpose to which it is being put?  What are the explicit and implicit messages conveyed by the technology, its face design, help screens, etc?
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