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J: Nancy, thank-you for agreeing to participate in this study. I am currently working on a degree in Instructional Design and Technology and I’m interested in learning more about how teachers incorporate new technology into their curriculum and how effective this technology is and if you feel that incorporating technology helps the students, that sort of thing. This information would be very helpful to instructional designers, professional development, developers, principals, software creators, textbook companies, there are a variety of people who might find this very helpful. Descriptions of your real-life experiences will be very helpful to me. And this study will consist of one interview, which will be recorded and transcribed. I will provide you with a copy of the transcription so if you have changed your mind since the interview you can, you know, refocus what you’ve said. Your identity will not be revealed. This has been approved through the IRB process at the University of Memphis and that basically means that you will not be harmed in any way by participating in this interview. You will have an opportunity to reflect on this interview when I give you the transcript and you may make any changes you feel you need to make. You may withdraw your participation from the interview entirely at any point and you may request that I destroy any data that I’ve gathered and I would. I will also provide a copy of this transcript to my professor at the University of Memphis and she is also responsible for preserving your anonymity. And she will not your information, name, place of employment, in any way.

N: That sounds good.

J: Ok. Do you have any questions before we start?

N: No, I think you’ve provided a good deal of background information.

J: Ok. I know that this year your school has received a technology grant and as part of that grant you have been instructed to use a new piece of software, which is an online essay scorer. How many times have you used this essay scorer so far this year?

N: I’ve used it two times. We did not begin the year with availability it came later. And so once we got availability, I’ve been able to do two essays with all of my students and look forward to soon doing the third.

J: Ok. Can you describe a lesson in which you used the online essay scorer with your students?

N: Yes. What we have been doing is exploring the different modes of rhetoric so, so far we have done a descriptive essay and we’ve also done a persuasive essay. And with the Criterion, it enables us to assign a different lesson or a different topic for each class. 

J: How did you find that this experience compares to the way you normally would teach this same lesson?

N: Well, one thing, it gives students immediate feedback about their errors also it works on style. For instance it tells the student if the student uses the word too many times. And so the student is getting immediate feedback. Students have responded positively because they interpret it as something that is non-judgmental and the data is readily available to them so that they can get the analysis of errors and also style and organization information.

J: Was there a big difference between the first time you used the Criterion online essay scorer in a lesson and the second time?

N: Students, the second time they used it, really were able to do the essay much more quickly. The first time I gave them three opportunities just so that I could see, I wanted them to get comfortable with the program. The second time I did give them three, but I can tell now that I only need to give them two opportunities to do it. The other thing that they can do is they can do it not only in the class period, but they can do it outside of class, at home, or at the library, or in the lab. 

J: How did this, can you describe how the students reacted to using the software?

N: Well, at first it was amusing to find that they wanted me to intervene on their behalf with the computer. But once they found out that it was totally objective and that all they had to do was go back and correct those errors and they would get higher scores they began to brag about what their scores were, “Look at how well I’ve done” and challenge each other. 

J: How does this compare to the way they react to essays without using Criterion?

N: They tend to look at your marking their errors as a personal condemnation of the paper. And the errors seem to get in the way of the content. Here it’s more of a total package where they have the opportunity to fix, they have more control I would say is a good word to use, over their writing so they don’t become as frustrated. They have more times to edit and revise and that’s what writing is actually all about. 

J: What do see as the major benefits of using Criterion?

N: It enables the teacher first of all to do more essay writing and to do it in a nonjudgmental fashion. And the teacher is more or less a facilitator of the learning, not actually giving it as a whole group assignment it frees you up to, as the student is writing, to confer with each student and check on his or her progress. 

J: What do you see as some of the obstacles in using Criterion?

N: The only problem that I’ve experienced so far are the few students that don’t have access to a computer at home. And they mention that and I do provide alternative solutions such as the library or the computer lab on Tuesdays or Thursdays or the public library. So I think that is a situation that makes them more aware that yes, I do need a computer at home. And that is for a small number of students somewhat of a handicap.

J: Are there any other weaknesses in Criterion?

N: It doesn’t really grade the depth of a paper. It’s looking more for mechanical errors and organization but as far as the paragraph in the normal sense that we think at least 5 sentences with concrete examples and details Criterion really doesn’t measure that. It will take a 3-sentence paragraph. The depth is not there, that is a weakness, so its scores, in my opinion, are somewhat inflated.

J: Ok. So once the students have entered into Criterion and received the Criterion score, do you do anything further with the essays or do you…?

N: I haven’t because this is a new program for me. What I have been doing and I’m not quite sure what you mean by that question, let me interpret it as, if I’m correct is you, what I’m doing is I get to look at all the students’ essays, I can write comments back to them. As far as grading them again, I don’t. 

J: Ok, so you just accept the score that Criterion..

N: Right now I’ve accepted the score that Criterion has given them. I’m not quite sure how you could really do any differently if you wanted that program to work. I think if you gave them a Criterion grade and then gave them your own grade I think you’d undermine the effectiveness of the program.

J: Ok, and that would be because…

N: I think based on what I’ve said earlier is that the depth in the essay is not there that you would want your more mature students to have in their development of paragraph and as I mentioned before, the 5 sentence paragraph minimum, conclusion, clincher, thesis, some of those items are not there or if they are there, they are not clear.

J: Ok. Do you feel that using Criterion is more beneficial than what you have done in the past?

N: Well, I think that if you use your own program and then use their program as well, I think it would have the most benefit. Because I’ve looked at what they’re doing and decided that I need to go back and I would not want to rely on it totally I think you need both the teacher essays and the Criterion essays. This just gives you the opportunity to have the students do more writing to get more comfortable and also to get used to the idea of doing essays online which some colleges require them to do now.

J: When you look at the results that Criterion gives them does that in any way help you refocus your instructional objective?

N: Well, as far as refocusing what I am getting to see is some transfer from the Criterion, for instance word repetition. One of the students actually mentioned, “Well you know in Criterion, they count off if you repeat the word” so they’re beginning to substitute synonyms and being more cognizant of that instead of using the same word over and over again.

J: Do you see any other instructional changes?

N: I think that what I’ve seen is that it’s taking them less time to organize their ideas and focus and so they’re able to turn out their essays much faster than before.

J: Ok. How does student reaction impact your choice of whether to use Criterion or not? 

N: I think that the student reaction is very important because if they were not amenable to using the program I think it would be a very difficult program to administer. I think if they have latitude so they have time to write, rewrite, edit, make changes so it make them more in control so I think it is more of a positive effect, that they have more control.

J: So you feel like it gives the student more control and makes the teacher more of a facilitator?

N: Exactly.

J: Ok. Do you think this is a more effective way of teaching writing than what you’ve done before?

N: Um, I’m not going to say that it’s more effective but what I will say it is another means of teaching writing and the more experience they have with writing and the more comfortable they get with that the better writers they’re going to be. Especially in writing across the curriculum because this has provided us the opportunity to do that and we haven’t had those opportunities before. It has been solely the responsibility of the English teacher to teach writing and it is not true that we can teach everything. We cannot teach all of the writing that they need to do because writing will be different for every content area. (11:42) 

J: Ok. You’ve mentioned that you are already planning your third lesson with Criterion. What exactly is that lesson going to focus on?

N: The next one will be a comparison-contrast essay and I plan right now to let them do one online but then after that in class we’re going to do a comparison-contrast of two teachers in the years they’ve had at school. Since they’re seniors they have been in many of the teachers’ classes and they’ve gotten to know their personalities their teaching styles and they enjoy writing those papers about their teachers. And they’re quite flattering.

J: Ok. So when you are starting a typical writing lesson without Criterion how do you start constructing that lesson?

N: We have used in the past, and I say we because I have a student teacher now, we’re using graphic organizers, comparison-contrast graphic organizers and we generate ideas in class and we talk about how you can set it up such as different dimension of a teacher such as teaching styles, appearance, and any quirks that might make that teacher interesting or set them apart. I ask them to think about 2 people that have very distinct qualities in their teaching styles and so it’s very interesting how they select which teachers they’re going to compare.   And they have fun with it. It’s amazing what they have observed about teachers and their observations are pretty acute.

J: Ok. So when you’re deciding your next focus is going to be comparison-contrast, how do you chose that you’re going to do comparison-contrast? Is it from standards, or curriculum, or experience, or…? (13:45)

N: It’s actually a combination of all of those three, it’s actually a combination, it’s a progressive idea of which is a descriptive essay, you’re moving up the scale of higher order thinking. You generally start with descriptive on the bottom and then move up to a higher level of thinking.

J: So you’re pursuing Bloom’s Taxonomy basically. 

N: Exactly

J: Ok. So when you decide what topic you’re going to use in Criterion I know that Criterion allows you to use topics they’ve already programmed into the software or you can create your own topic but it scores it slightly differently. When you’re choosing your topic for Criterion, how do you choose that? Is that based on your curriculum that you already have in place or do you modify your curriculum based on the topics available within the software?

N: Well actually I’m still selecting the topics based on Bloom’s taxonomy. So, uh, you may have to rephrase that question, ask that question again.

J: Does the availability of Criterion alter your instructional plan for the school year?

N: No, not really it’s a reinforcement of what I’m already doing. I think that what I do as a teacher is still probably more important than what Criterion can do it’s just another, it adds another dimension, it provides for further practice that I would not ordinarily be able to do within the confines of paper load and time.

J: Ok. Let’s talk about the steps of the lesson again. When you are going to teach it without Criterion, in the past you would consider the most appropriate topic

N: correct

J: and the most appropriate mode

N: correct

J: for handling that topic and then you would start to put your lesson together, right?

N: correct

J: and you said that you would use graphic organizers to help the students organize their information

N: correct

J: and then after you do graphic organizers what is the next step?

N: After the graphic organizers, then the students does a rough, I don’t like to use the word rough though, does the first draft of the paper. Then we do peer editing, then the student can do a final revision. We do it more or less as a writing lab so during the writing process, the first draft or the editing process or even the final draft they can still ask questions of the teacher and get any help either outside class or inside class until that final essay’s due.

J: Ok. So you said first graphic organizers, then they write a first draft. Can you describe the process they go through, do you just set them loose or?

N: On their first draft?

J: right

N: Not really, we almost do the TIMs model where we do a sample where we do a sample where we do some brainstorming together, I’ll usually throw out some ideas and get them started and then I ask for their details and then we’ll use the overhead and put all those details down. And so we do more or less, I’ll give them a sample graphic organizer of their to write on, and then I’ll give them another one when they get ready to do the two teachers that they’ve chosen. So we do one together and then they do their own and then they go from that to the writing process. We talk about how to organize that paper, selection of details and we talk about order of importance; what would you want to begin with logically and perhaps the way the teacher dresses, and then we talk about thinking about our conclusion, how we can add something there that may be slightly humorous, the idea that now that you’ve really put some thought into it, what epiphanies or what new connections can you make?

J: Ok. So you start the drafting process by doing a whole group example

N: correct

J: in which students participate by brainstorming with you and writing on their own graphic organizers to help in the brainstorming process and then you give them a new graphic organizer. What do they do with the new graphic organizer? Do they work independently at that point?

N: Correct. They work independently at that point. By then, they are really eager to start because they know what they want to put down and they enjoy talking about the kinds of shirts or the ties or the glasses or the haircut or those details in appearance or those details in a teacher’s style such as where they stand in the room or how they start class. How they grade papers what they do about homework, they love putting all that down.

J: Ok. How do you participate at this point? Or you an observer or do you work with students individually, or…?

N: I’m an observer plus I work with students individually. I go around and monitor and see if they’re on the right track and if they’re stuck I try to give them some ideas of what they could do, translating it to go back and see what we’ve done on our earlier graphic organizer. Now let’s see you can do the same thing here on yours because we’re basically going to talk about appearance, personality, and teaching style. 

J: Do they mostly do this drafting process in class with you or do they do it at home?

N: The first draft we do in class and if they need more time they can do some more of it outside of class. Most of them are able to successfully put together the first draft in class.

J: And how much time do you usually devote to the drafting stage?

N: The first draft around 40 minutes. 

J: So one class period?

N: One class period basically yes.

J: Ok.

N: That gets their ideas going and it encourages them to realize that it is a first draft; it doesn’t have to be perfect. And they’re going to come back and they’re going to have even more ideas when they see what’s on their page and it’s gotten cold and they can look at it objectively and say oh I could add this or I need to change this or I need to move this sentence around or I need to connect these paragraphs up. Um, the first draft I think is a good tool for them to realize every good writer edits, and corrects, and drafts.

J: Ok, and then according to your description, the next step would be peer editing?

N: Peer editing.

J: Ok, how does that work?

N: The peer editing process involves my giving them an error correction sheet and we talk about how we all have an ear for our language and whether or not that sounds smooth and if it doesn’t sound smooth then it’s an awkward sentence or if you don’t understand what they’re saying, then it’s a not clear sentence. And then they look for grammar errors. They seem to find each other’s errors even better than they can find their own. And that’s part of what we do every day, we do at the beginning of every class period we do error corrections with sentences so this is editing that they were doing on a daily basis and they have become pretty astute at it.

J: Ok. So what is the error correction sheet like?

N: It’s set up so it’s alphabetical starting with awk for awkward through pass passive or rs for run-on sentence. So what it’s doing is using a symbol to tell them this is your error so they can focus on what the error is. Instead of marking on the paper, the student finds his own errors on that line but he’s got a clue to what that error is. I think that strengthens a student’s ability to recognize what his own errors are.

J: So how do they notate a peer’s grammatical issues?

N: I ask them only to mark in the margins and put the symbol in the margin closer to where the error is. If it’s closer to the left margin, put it in the left margin. If it’s closer to the right margin, put it in the right margin. But I do not want them to write over anyone’s writing or correct their writing. They will not learn their mistakes.

J: So do they make any notations on the error correction sheet or just on the other student’s… ? 

N: Just on the other student’s paper. Only the symbol.

J: Ok, the error correction sheet, does it just have the symbols they might put on the paper, or does it also have definitions and examples…

N: It has a brief explanation for each one.

J: Does it have an example on there?

N: No, it doesn’t have an example because I try to keep it all on one sheet. I’ve found that if you have more than one sheet, students don’t use it readily if you have it all right there in front of them they are more apt to use it and they are able to use it in a better way.

J: Ok, you teach 10th grade English, (laughing) I mean 12th grade English so when the students come into 12th grade English do you just give them the error correction sheet or do you have to go over the contents of it before they start using it?

N: You have to go over the contents with them before they start using it otherwise they can’t use it successfully. Some of them may not be aware of what an awkward sentence is or what a not clear sentence is so there are certain things they do have to work with. And passive verbs some of them have just simply used passive verbs the whole time in all of their writing and they haven’t been aware that it’s a weakness in writing and so we talk about that and why strong active verbs are important because the writing is much more forceful and to the point

J: Ok, do they have any further references to go to when they’re using this error correction sheet or are they supposed to solely work with that? Do you point them in other directions? 

N: yes what we do with that is when they make their corrections on the final draft, after they get back their paper with their final grade then we use correction  (interruption)

J: Ok we had an interruption. Before the interruption we were talking about the peer review process and how the students use the error correction sheet and look at each other’s papers and mark in the margins and how you’ve reviewed what all of the items on the error correction sheet are and help the kids see some examples. On the error correction sheet there is a brief definition of the error symbol like awk for awkward or rs for run-on sentence so they have the little definition there for each symbol they would use on the peer correction sheet with their peer essay review. And then we were discussing when the students are using these correction sheets if the definition isn’t enough do they have further resources to turn to?

N: Right they have their handbook but they also have their teacher I think is the primary one. The teacher will direct, I will direct them where to find the information if they are not sure what that is and familiarize them with the index in the back of their grammar handbook. One of the other things we do is after they finish their final draft and I grade it, again I’ll use the same symbols. Then when the student gets their paper back I have them to correct those papers using a new chart that entails their recording the page that they found they explanation of the infraction in the handbook plus in their own words what that rule means to them and then in another section, another part of the chart is their correction.

J: Ok, is this part of the drafting process still?

N: No, this is not part of the drafting. This is after they’ve written their final draft and their final draft has been graded and then it’s been returned to them and this is a way to work on their weaknesses and to hopefully eliminate that particular error so that we’re always working on decreasing their errors

J: Ok, so after the peer review process, what would the next step normally be?

N: After the peer review would be their final draft.

J: Where do they usually write their final draft? (file 3, 2:18)

N: Most of the time they’re going to write it outside of class. We’ll start the process in class but I like for them to have an untimed final draft. I usually will give them either three days or as much as a week depending on how the school calendar falls. I want to give them adequate time because I want them to put thought and have time to fully develop their ideas.

J: Ok. So when they do the final draft, they turn it in to you, is that correct?

N: correct

J: And what do you do that point with the essays?

N: What I’m looking at when I read the essays, is one I’m keeping in mind the content, the organization, and I’m also looking at the grammar errors. If the grammar errors are overwhelming that it gets in the way of the message that is being delivered to the reader then that paper would be marked down content wise. Also I’m looking for control, grammar, and how readily that student is able to effectively communicate ideas with sentence variety, transition, coherence.

J: This isn’t supposed to be offensive in any way, but do you feel that you are equally consistent on every essay that you review or do you sometimes put more emphasis on one issue in one paper and the next paper you might have a different emphasis?

N: If you’re going to do that you tell the students in advance what you’re looking for. I really want you to work on putting in your transitions or developing coherence, you tell the students if you’re really going to look at something in particular, I think it’s really good technique to tell them that every time you’re looking for one particular thing that you’re really wanting them to do that. As far as consistency in grading since you have an objective means of grading their grammar, that’s objective and when I grade papers, I really don’t look at the students’ names because I don’t really care about the name. The focus is on the paper and so I, the concept is whether it’s an A paper, B paper, C paper and you can look at it as whether it is an upper paper or lower paper when you first read it. And then the fine-tuning is deciding whether the vocabulary, the sentence structure elevates it to a higher-level paper.

Ok, So grading the papers is a very complex process because you are looking for multiple elements.

N: Correct.

J: We’ve had a big interruption now. It’s been several days and we need to conclude the interview. When you were talking about how you were assessing the papers, did you say that you find some anchor papers, like you kind of scan them and look for the top and bottom papers or do you just try to assess them with a rubric as you go through?

N: If you’re talking about a rubric yeah, you would look at your anchor papers, and generally you look at anchor papers by looking at, first of all thinking is this an upper paper or a bottom paper and that’s an easy thing to do. And then when you look at upper level papers, you are looking at the student’s ability to manipulate sentence structure, vocabulary, it’s more involved with style, upper papers are more involved with style, and the command of the language than say lower level papers are, they’re not the just pedantic papers.

J: So you do look for anchor papers then? To help you?

N: um hm

J: At the end when the students go through the process of correcting the errors that you marking on their final draft do they resubmit the final draft for reevaluation or do they just submit where they’ve corrected the errors?

N: They submit where they’ve corrected the errors and what I do with that is I give them points for doing those corrections. Say 50 points because that seems like probably a high number of points to give them but if you think about what it is you want them to do, how important is it for them to correct the errors? You are going to have to make it worthwhile for them to do it or they won’t do it and frankly if you’re just continuing to deal with the same errors over and over again, you aren’t going to make very much progress.

J: Right. And how long would you say this whole process takes? From the time you announce that they’re going to do the assignment till the time they turn in their error corrections?

N: I’d say totally maybe, if you’re going to count the corrections too, as much as 8 days because usually the writing process is 3 or 4 and then I like to give them time in class if they have questions they need to ask about their specific papers I like to have sort of a kind of a lab period time where they can actually work on them in class with supervision so they have access if they need help. So I’d say around 8 days.

J: 8 days
N: This would be for a major paper, a major writing assignment.

J: How many major writing assignments would you say you do a year?

N: A year, hmm

J: Because this sounds like a very in depth process, it takes a great deal of time.

N: I would say about 3 per 9 weeks and if you think about that totally, and there can be more, I’m talking about major papers

J: So you say you do 3 a nine weeks?

N: um hm

J: So that is 24 days out of the nine weeks that you spend on each writing assignments

N: No that doesn’t sound right does it?

J: That’s a lot of time 

N: No, that doesn’t sound right. So, I guess we need to say 2

J: 2?

N: um hm

J: So that’s 16 days a nine weeks, so that’s 3 weeks out of nine so you’re say a third of every nine weeks is spent on writing assignments….is that correct?

N: That doesn’t sound correct.

J: That still sounds like too much time?

N: um hm. But you know when you think about it though, you’re not really talking about entire days either, you know what I’m saying? You’re not talking about, when you say days, because you assign it outside of class, if you’re talking about inside and outside of class yes, I think you could say that because you’re not saying every day you’re working the whole class period on that. Some of them you’re going to give it to them and you’re going to say ok, corrections and corrections are due so many days from now. So it’s not the focus of the lesson, you’re going to go on, that’s just one component.

J: What is your typical turn around time when you evaluate the essays, because I know when I grade essays its takes a lot of time….

N: About a week, I try to do it in about a week

J: So from the day they turn it in, they have to wait about a week?

N: um hm, about a week.

J: Ok. So now let’s think about how you would plan this same sort of lesson with Criterion.

N: mmhmm

J: First of all when you look for your topic are you more likely to use a prepackaged topic from Criterion or would you rather use your own topic?

N: Well because of the way their grading system is set up, if I’m using Criterion I’m going to use their topics. Which, their topics are in the different modes of rhetoric so I could pick persuasive or I could pick descriptive or I could, you know, the eight different modes of rhetoric are there. What’s different about it is because I can select the topic I can select one topic for one class. I can discriminate among the classes and have different topics for different classes, which is beneficial because they don’t all have the same topic.

J: Is this because you teach different levels of English?

N: No, not necessarily, it could be I don’t want the 3rd period standard class to have the same topic as say 5th period because I think you’re going to get more original papers that way

Ok, cause then they’re not sharing ideas.

N: Exactly.

J: Ok. And when you choose the topic from Criterion do you do it based on standards, or do you it based on the topic or do you do it based on convenience?

N: Well the standards actually, the standards are there, actually we all use the standards, all we’re doing now is putting a number on what we’re doing.

J: Ok. So do you feel like Criterion does address the standards that you teach?

N: Of course

J: So that’s compatible then?

N: That’s compatible.

J: So then when you’re looking, you said that you use graphic organizers when you teach this process normally the way you traditionally taught it you start with announcing the topic and working with graphic organizers, do you go through this same process when you use Criterion?

N: No, I don’t. I don’t do the graphic organizers. But we do talk about here are some things you could talk about. We do some discussion of here some sample papers that you could write, here’s some things you might want to address try to get them to generate their own ideas so we do that in the classroom prior to that 

J: And how much time do you spend on that process when you’re using Criterion?

N: In the idea of presenting the topic and say generating ideas, I’d say around 30 minutes.

J: Is that the same amount of time you spend with the graphic organizers when you do it the traditional way?

N: Yeah, pretty much

J: Same amount of time?

N: Same amount of time

J: And then when they start typing would you consider that the drafting phase where they’re working on a rough draft?

N: I consider it the drafting stage. As soon as they type it they’re going to hit that button and see what their score is, but the good thing about it is that they do seem to feel that they do have more control over their writing because they can push the button and if they don’t like it they can redo it. They get feedback

J: They get immediate feedback?

N: mm hm

J: Ok, do you think that, well let’s finish going through the steps first. So, you announce the topic and you help generate some ideas about what they could write about, do you explain the mode of rhetoric they are using before…because when I taught comparison and contrast, I spent a couple of days explaining comparison and contrast and the structure and method behind it.

N: Sometimes I think comparison and contrast you have to do more with but with my senior students descriptive you know we talk about images and we talk about using imagery so you do talk about some of the same things you would talk about but my students don’t seem, they don’t need that much time to talk about comparison contrast because it’s not a new concept.

J: Because they’ve done it before so you don’t have to spend as much of that time on it.

N: No.

J: Ok, so you announce the topic, you generate some ideas, and then do you just turn them loose on the computers or?

N: Pretty much and they access the computer. So far I have given them three chances to do the essay and I have spent three days where they would have on hand time with the laptops or in the library or in the lab. I’m finding that from my last experience, they don’t need that much time. Two days is more appropriate because they are now familiar with the process. They know how to manipulate the program to get their feedback on their grammar errors and organization so they don’t really need that much time. I can also, I’ve also experimented with giving them time say a whole week outside of class to write it and that seemed to work equally well. I didn’t see any real difference where I gave them either class time to do it for two days or giving them a whole week to do it outside of class.

Ok. So they start typing and they have the option to save it and finish it later or they may submit it for a score.

N: Correct.

J: So once they start typing, do you tell them when to submit for a score or is that up to them independently?

N: I let them decide when they’re ready to submit.

J: Do you in any way look over the writing they do before they submit?

N: I walk around and sort of monitor and ask them questions about it make sure they are on track or address any questions they have. I’ve explained to them about how they need to be careful that they’re mentioning the topic in the first sentence so that it can grade it. Most of the time I’m monitoring, asking questions, looking over and seeing maybe I can look and see if their paragraphs are developed. I can do that.

J: Do you modify how you usually handle the drafting phase in class in any way between the traditional way and the Criterion way? You said that you tell them to put the topic in the first sentence. Is that different from what you normally do?

N: Well, we talk generally about the thesis and the when we would be drafting the paper in class we would talk more about the thesis and getting at a thesis to make sure that thesis is going to address what you’re going to write about. With Criterion, there’s not as much of that that you need to do. 

J: Do you alter the placement of the thesis, because traditionally the thesis usually comes at the end of the first paragraph and you’re telling them to put it in the first sentence?

N: Exactly. You have to tell them in Criterion they’ve got to have their topic in the first sentence because the computer is going to look for that and until it finds it, it cannot do anything with the paper. Where generally in the in-class situation you would have them open with a general statement, maybe an attention grabber and then lead up to a sort of funnel approach to their thesis. 

J: So you do modify what their expectations are. Ok so then in class once they’re written their rough draft they go through a peer editing process. Do they work with peers when they’re using Criterion for the editing process?

N: No they don’t because their peer is their computer. The computer is the one who is giving the feedback. And frankly, students are not always good peer editors. Sometimes they are and sometimes they are not. They are not always consistent, but it’s just a means of helping the student to catch more of his errors but I stress to the students that, you know, this is his or her own paper. The person who is editing may not necessarily catch all of your mistakes.

J: When they look through their errors that Criterion finds, do you encourage them to correct everything Criterion points out or do they have any leeway in saying well I don’t agree that this is a mistake?

N: Well, some of the things that they’ve found, they really haven’t had a problem with whether or not it’s been a mistake, they really haven’t had a problem with it at all. I haven’t had any of them to express that idea.

J: Ok, when they do the peer review process the traditional method, do they have any leeway with whether they accept their peer’s assessment?

N: Yes, frequently they’ll come and ask me they marked that on my paper but I don’t think that’s right and then the student and I will look at it and determine.

J: And so they don’t always accept the feedback they receive from their peers?

N: Correct.

J: So do they normally accept all the feedback they receive from Criterion?

N: Yes

J: Do they ever ask you to look at it before they decide what to do?

N: Sometimes they do and there’s nothing wrong with that. Sometimes they’ll ask me does this sentence sound right to you or does this sentence make sense.

J: So they still solicit your…

N: Yes they still do

J: When they are correcting the errors that Criterion finds, I know that it gives them a very detailed report on several different areas like grammar, usage, style, mechanics. How, you said that traditionally you give them a proofreading sheet and they have a handbook to refer to. How does that differ in Criterion?

N: Well the handbook is built into the program.

J: So if they have a question, instead of looking in the handbook, they refer to it in the program?

N: Yeah, they can refer to it and get feedback in the program.

J: Ok, When they submit their final copy in Criterion and they get their score, what happens to the paper then?

N: The paper is online, it is added to their portfolio so if they’ve written a descriptive essay and the next time they do a persuasive essay, those two are in their portfolio, it saves it automatically in their portfolio

J: Ok it just remains in their portfolio and you go and access their scores?

N: Access their scores. I generally give them a particular deadline as to what time, what day I’m going to access them so they’ll know exactly, usually it’s like 6 o’clock, I arbitrarily pick 6 o’clock because if they want to do something after school they still have the opportunity. I stress that you can still go home and do something with your paper so I’ll give them the time I’m going to access them and they know then what the concrete deadline is and I don’t get as many students who say well I had to do this or I had to do that.

J: So you have fewer excuses?

N: Fewer excuses because they can’t negotiate with a computer.

J: So you see that as a positive?

N: Oh yeah, absolutely.

J: Do you read their papers that they’ve submitted once they get their scores?

N: Exactly.

J: So you do go back and read them?

N: yeah.

J: You said in class once they’ve been evaluated the final time they have to go back and correct the errors using a proofreading sheet that you give them and you give them a pretty heavy score for completing this process.

N: Right

J: Do you do the same thing with Criterion?

N: No I don’t. Because the way it’s set up it’s an ongoing process, I don’t have to.

J: Ok. So if you put the two ways of teaching writing side by side, what would you say is the big difference?

N: The big difference is the students feel they have more control over the Criterion essays. And they also, they do like that and they tend to get higher scores because they have opportunities to manipulate the scores, they can manipulate their own grade the students can. So that’s one difference. The other difference is the immediacy of their feedback. They get it immediately, they get it when they are ready for it.

J: Ok, what about the time frame? How much time does it take to do the Criterion essay versus the traditional? You said the traditional way of teaching an in-depth essay takes about 8 days and some of that time is spent outside of class of course.

N: This is roughly cutting it in half

J: Cutting the time in half?

N: Yes, because you don’t have the time you’d spend most of the time of the essay is the time that you’d spend grading every paper.

J: Ok. And when we first started talking about this process, you mentioned that the kids say, well in Criterion, when they start doing other essays in class, well in Criterion you can’t do this and if you do that it’ll score you down, so you see some transfer?

N: Yes, they are transferring into just everyday proofreading activity.

J: Ok. When you do an essay traditionally, do you see the same sort of transfer? Well, Mrs. Kincaid said on the last essay that you can’t do this. Do you hear this…?

N: Yeah they do some of it, but I don’t think they do it as much as they do it in Criterion because just looking at it and comparing the two, to them receiving it from the computer program is much more palatable than receiving it from the teacher if you would say it that way.

J:  So we’ve focused on the students a lot. Let’s talk about the teacher side of it. What are the benefits and the weaknesses for you as a teacher in using Criterion versus a traditional method?

N: The benefit is the reduction in paper load of course. Immediacy of feedback is another advantage. Presenting their corrections in a way that is non-threatening to them. It’s totally objective rather than subjective. Some of the disadvantages would be it seems that the program seems to grade their essays higher than perhaps it should. A three-sentence paragraph for a senior is not a great paragraph by anyone’s definition. It doesn’t really look for that so there are some drawbacks to it, it’s not a total cure-all for everything.

J: So you feel like instructionally it’s not totally meeting all the goals that you would like for it to?

N: No, but I didn’t expect it to. I don’t think you can take any computer program and if you could just do that then we wouldn’t need teachers at all, but it is a way to encourage more writing.

(Interruption)

J: Ok. So you said that the advantages are immediate feedback. It’s not personal, the kids don’t see it as personal, a judgment on your part, that they get some very detailed feedback about their errors. That they also had less feedback about length of paragraph, and organization maybe the kids, the difference the placement of the topic or the thesis statement and that it doesn’t give as much depth about content.  Are there any, when you’re thinking about planning your Criterion lesson, I know that when you plan a traditional lesson you have to consider time, you have to consider standards, you have to consider resources, consider all of those things, what about when you’re planning with Criterion? 

N: Well you still have to think about standards and resources, when you can get access so to speak to use the computer lab, or to use the library, so you still have to, you still basically have to think about all those things. It’s the execution of those plans that is easier.

J: So do you have any final thoughts about using Criterion versus traditional methods?

N: I don’t think everyone should look at it as just the cure-all for all the writing problems it is one more tool that we have that we can use that makes the task, the cumbersome task of teaching writing more manageable and more enjoyable for the teacher. You know the student has to write the paper, but the person who really has the burden of reading all these papers is the teacher, that’s not any easy thing to do.

J: So you feel like in some ways using Criterion makes teaching writing more enjoyable for you?

N: Exactly

J: Because you don’t have to spend as much time grading papers, you don’t have the paper load, you don’t have the time investment and because it removes the personal out of it, because students, no matter how you put it, they’re going to take it personally when you’re assessing their personal work and writing is personal, no matter what the topic is, they feel like it’s a personal statement, not an objective statement about their paper.

N: Correct.

J: They can’t perceive computers as personal because they’re just machines.

N: Laughter

J: Well, thank-you very much for participating in this interview.

N: You’re welcome (more laughter)

