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face tutoring practices such as the role of talk/conversation, the shared document, and marginal 

notes; and 3) email tutoring practices associated with the online submission form and meeting 

the unique needs of graduate and/or distance students.  In other words, synchronous tutoring 

would not exist without its predecessors of face-to-face tutoring, email tutoring, and 

conferencing software, all of which it “remixes” to form something new.  Bolter and Grusin 

(2000) went on to state that “each new medium is justified because it fills a lack or repairs a fault 

in its predecessor” (p. 60).  Synchronous tutoring has two predecessors: 1) it appears to fix the 

issues associated with email tutoring by re-introducing the talk or conversation aspect of face-to-

face tutoring, assuming that live audio and/or video is used; and 2) it appears to fill the void left 

by face-to-face tutoring by reaching a larger demographic of students and holding students more 

accountable in live participation, which can be recorded for later playback.  Though writing 

center professionals may not realize it yet, new innovations necessarily challenge and transform 

existing innovations while creating their own identities, and this includes the path being forged 

by synchronous tutoring. 

Communication Channels.  Communication channels are the “means by which 

messages get from one individual to another” (Rogers, 2003, p.18), and communication channels 

can be mass media-oriented, interpersonal, or interactive.  Mass media communication channels 

include newspapers and other forms of broadcasting such as radio and television; as a result, they 

are the fastest means of informing potential adopters about a new innovation.  Interpersonal 

communication channels are less effective in terms of wide-spread distribution but are more 

effective at the individual level since they involve face-to-face exchange of ideas.  Interactive 

communication makes use of internet-based communication programs such as Facebook and 

other social media platforms.  Rahim (1961) found that interpersonal communication channels 
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were more important to the overall rate of adoption than mass media channels because potential 

adopters were more likely to accept a new idea from other individuals who resemble themselves, 

especially with regard to education or socioeconomic status.  This speaks directly to the concept 

of homophily, or the degree to which two individuals are alike in certain attributes.  Rogers 

(2003) went on to state: “However, when two individuals are identical regarding their technical 

grasp of an innovation, diffusion cannot occur as there is no new information to exchange” (p. 

19), which simply means that the knowledge of the innovation itself is all that is needed to 

distinguish the two individuals from one another.  In fact, it is ideal if individuals are 

homophilous with everything except the knowledge of the innovation (i.e. they are heterophilous 

in this area as one individual is aware of the innovation and the other is not).  

In the case of writing centers, it is more likely that interpersonal and interactive 

communication channels play a strong part in the adoption process.  As previously discussed, 

writing center directors are not tasked with publishing research as part of their normal academic 

duties, so the spread of many new ideas takes place on the writing center listserv maintained by 

the International Writing Center Association (IWCA).  This can be classified as a form of 

interactive communication since it is web-based.  Interpersonal communication also takes place 

among writing center professionals via face-to-face and streamed conference presentations.  

Finally, once the innovation has been adopted, many writing centers make use of more 

interactive communication channels to spread the word across the university campus using 

Twitter, Facebook, and the OWL website.  Some writing centers also make use of YouTube, a 

hybrid form of mass media communication, to spread ideas about new innovations available in 

its writing center such as new online scheduling software, live grammar hotlines, and online 
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tutoring options.  In short, as suggested by DOI scholarship, diffusion is a social process, which 

explains the importance of interpersonal communication relationships in the spread of new ideas. 

Time.  There are three aspects of time in DOI research: the innovation-decision process, 

innovativeness and adopter categories, and the rate of adoption.  Once a potential adopter is 

aware of a new innovation, he or she begins what is known as the innovation-decision process, 

which is “an information-seeking and information-processing activity in which an individual is 

motivated to reduce uncertainty about the advantages and disadvantages of the innovation” 

(Rogers, 2003, p.14).  The innovation-decision process can be broken down into five main steps 

with each one covering an undetermined span of time: (1) knowledge is learning about the 

innovation’s existence and how it works; (2) persuasion is forming a favorable or unfavorable 

attitude toward the innovation; (3) decision is engaging in evaluation activities while 

understanding advantages and disadvantages leading to a choice to adopt or reject innovation; (4) 

implementation is putting an innovation to use or possibly re-inventing it for certain contexts; 

and (5) confirmation is seeking reinforcement of the innovation-decision. The crucial point in the 

innovation-decision process is the decision to begin diffusing an innovation to potential adopters.  

Before any innovation comes into the public’s view, it has to pass through the five stages to be 

accepted or rejected by individuals in the social system; thus it is necessary to understand how 

synchronous tutoring functions as an innovation in writing centers, what benefits synchronous 

tutoring can provide to users, and how synchronous tutoring options will be perceived during the 

innovation-decision process before they are accepted or rejected by writing center directors. 

The innovation-decision process necessarily differs for each individual based on a 

number of factors such as previous knowledge, risk, and cost.  These concepts relate to Rogers’ 

(2003) second aspect of time, where he identified several categories of adopters to trace the level 
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of innovativeness in adopters based on the amount of time that an innovation has been present in 

a social system.  Innovativeness is “the degree to which an individual or other unit of adoption is 

relatively earlier in adopting new ideas than other members of a social system” (Rogers, 2003, p. 

280).  As the definition implies, innovativeness is a relative, continuous dimension that can be 

associated with one person or it can be a characteristic of the team, unit, organization, or society; 

therefore, analysis of the level of innovativeness is critical.  The categories of adopters include 

innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards.  Figure 1 below identifies 

the five adopter categories along with their influence on the rate of adoption. 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

Rate of Adoption and Point of Critical Mass 

 

Note: Figure 1 is drawn from Rogers’ Adopter Categorization on the Basis of Innovativeness 

(2003, p. 281). 
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Innovators (2.5%) are risk takers and able to cope with a high degree of uncertainty about 

an innovation; innovators communicate with a very small group of individuals, thus placing them 

on the fringes of the social system, but the news of their early ventures (failures or successes) 

makes them essential in the early stages of diffusion.  Early adopters (13.5%) serve as role 

models for the rest of the system since they refrain from adopting too early, like innovators, and 

are known for making strong innovation-decisions.  As a result, their approval and use of an 

innovation can be instrumental to the success and speedy adoption of an innovation.  The early 

majority adopters (34%) are quite deliberate in their innovation-decision and are important in 

bridging the link between early and late adopters.  There is a point at which an innovation 

reaches critical mass, which is represented by the orange line, but the innovation must be widely 

adopted in order to become self-sustaining further solidifying the role of early majority adopters 

in the overall rate of adoption.   

The late majority adopters (34%) are often skeptical of new innovations, forced to adopt 

out of necessity or peer pressure, for example, purchasing a home computer and/or creating a 

personal email account.  In the case of synchronous tutoring, the ambivalence and/or lack of 

knowledge about live synchronous tutoring options due to lack of publishing and reliance on 

face-to-face tutoring practices, could have possibly resulted in non-action on the part of potential 

adopters, thereby explaining the slow rate of adoption for live synchronous tutoring compared to 

the stable, continued use of asynchronous email tutoring.  The laggards (16%) are considered 

traditional in values and innovations are heavily weighted according to past references, thus 

making laggards skeptical of new innovations.  This could also be a factor in writing centers with 

institutional cultures that reject technology innovations in general or within writing centers 
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whose directors’ privilege and/or prefer face-to-face tutoring practices to alternatives that may 

exist for students. 

The last aspect of time is the rate of adoption, defined as “the relative speed with which 

an innovation is adopted by members of a social system” and it is measured by the length of time 

required for a certain percentage of the members of a social system to adopt an innovation 

(Rogers, 2003, p. 221).  There are five variables that affect the rate of adoption of an innovation 

including the type of innovation-decision (voluntary, collective, or authoritative), the type of 

communication channel that increased awareness of the innovation among a group, the perceived 

attributes of the innovation, the extent of promotion efforts by the change agent, and the nature 

of the social system.  Each of these variables impacts the amount of time it takes to diffuse an 

innovation across a social system, but the perceived attributes are believed by Rogers to account 

for 49 to 87 percent of variance when measuring the rate of adoption for a given innovation.  In 

other words, innovations considered to have “greater relative advantage, compatibility, and the 

like, have a more rapid rate of adoption” (Rogers, 2003, p. 23).  For instance, when an 

innovation is tested or implemented in a writing center context, the description and overall rating 

of the innovation can be mapped directly to the eight perceived attributes of Rogers, Moore, and 

Benbasat (see Chapter 3).  

Time is an important aspect of innovation adoption, as the length of time that it takes to 

fully adopt and implement an innovation will vary from writing center to writing center.  First, 

the level of innovativeness and the rate of adoption are important aspects to consider, especially 

since they might speak to the level of technology comfort or skill necessary for adoption or 

provide insight into how well-diffused an innovation might be within the social system given a 

certain set of conditions.  Moreover, the innovation-decision process is a unique, individual 
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process made by writing center directors which can also vary drastically in length of time from 

the knowledge stage to the confirmation stage.  An in-depth study of the innovation-decision 

process will prove useful to writing center scholarship by indicating the various factors which 

influenced the decision-making process, thus speeding up or impeding the total amount of time it 

took to fully adopt an innovation. 

Social System.  Diffusion takes place in a social system, which can be comprised of 

several discrete units, with each unit working together towards a common goal.  DOI theory 

discusses the social system element in a number of different ways: the structure and norms of the 

system, style of opinion leadership, type of innovation decision, and consequences of the 

innovation. 

The structure and norms of a social system can facilitate or impede diffusion of 

innovations because they both serve as a guide to members of the social system.  The social 

structure can be hierarchical or informal in nature and is defined as “the patterned arrangements 

of the units in a system… [it] gives regularity and stability… [it] allows one to predict behavior 

with some degree of accuracy” (Rogers, 2003, p. 24).  In a writing center, the formal top-down 

structure exists between writing center directors, tutors, and students where each member knows 

his or her role in the system.  The informal structure makes use of interpersonal networks, which 

link members of the system to another, as in the case of tracing communication between tutors or 

between students.  For example, in writing center settings the formal hierarchy flows downward 

from the Writing Center Director to the tutors and finally to the students, and if the Writing 

Center Director is either unwilling to innovate or uncomfortable with the innovation itself, then 

this reluctance will likely trickle down and even be absorbed by individuals lower in the system.  

Similarly, tutors collaborate and share information about their experiences via their interpersonal 
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network, so the perceived attributes of the innovation (informally discussed) might become the 

primary way that the innovation is perceived in the writing center social unit.  In other words, if 

one innovation attempt goes awry, it could prevent other tutors from exploring the innovation for 

tutoring purposes.  What this highlights is that the structure of a social system, from a DOI 

perspective, allows the system to provide a set of standards or “norms” for human behavior that 

are usually quite regular and dependable, including the types of user roles present in the system 

(i.e. writing center director, tutor, tutee, etc.) and overall perceptions of an innovation present in 

the system (i.e. face-to-face, email, synchronous tutoring). 

The diffusion and adoption of the innovation also rests on Roger’s (2003) definition of 

opinion leadership which is “the degree to which an individual is able to influence other 

individual’s attitudes or overt behavior informally in a desired way with relative frequency” (p. 

27).  Opinion leaders are part of the social system, conveniently located at the center of the social 

system’s communication network.  In writing center research, writing center directors would 

likely take on the role of the opinion leader by training tutors in the new innovation and 

disseminating information about the innovation to their professional network (through 

publication) and interpersonal network (through the OWL website or other social media 

platforms).  Opinion leaders must be careful to stay within the system norms, but they are usually 

in a position of great influence in the social system, which only aids in the diffusion and adoption 

of the new innovation. 

Innovations can be adopted or rejected by an individual member of the social system or 

by the entire social system, so the type of innovation decision is also important in diffusion 

research.  Optional innovation decisions are made individually, independent of other members of 

the social system.  Collective innovation decisions are agreed upon by all members of the social 
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system before adoption; this decision process is arguably slower but could lead to faster overall 

adoption once consensus has been made.  Authority innovation decisions are made by those 

members of the social system with power, status, or technical expertise.  In writing centers, the 

decision to adopt an innovation is typically handled by the writing center director from an 

authoritative perspective, but collective innovation decisions are not uncommon when it comes 

to piloting or testing new software before adoption.  It is also not uncommon to find a writing 

center where an innovation has been adopted for the entire center, such as Adobe Connect, but is 

not used by every tutor since the decision to adopt the new innovation was optional. 

Finally, DOI theory posits that diffusion cannot occur without changes to the social 

system caused by consequences of the innovation.  These are simply the outcomes of adopting 

the innovation as explained by three major categories: direct vs. indirect, desirable vs. 

undesirable, and anticipated vs. unanticipated.  For instance, in a household that just adopted the 

Internet, an extended observation might find that the use of the Internet positively and/or 

negatively affects family interaction time and family routines such as scheduled outings and 

bedtimes., forcing the family to make on-going decisions about whether to continue use of the 

innovation, reject it, or modify it in some manner to better fit their unique social system (i.e. 

applying time restrictions or incorporating more family-centered elements such as family movie 

viewings or family online games).  In this example, the outcomes of using the innovation were 

direct, undesirable, and likely unanticipated, which are all aspects of DOI’s consequences of 

innovations.  Diffusion, at its most basic level, then is a localized social change because 

alterations occur in both the structure and function of a social system (Rogers, 2003).   

DOI’s social system concept is as complex as the function of writing centers themselves. 

However, each of the four social system elements—the structure and norms of the system, 
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opinion leadership, types of innovation decisions, and consequences of the innovation—play a 

part in better understanding the role of technological innovations taking place in writing centers 

on a daily basis.  The social system concept is also important to writing center professionals 

because writing centers often exist in between spaces at the university, not wholly part of the 

English Department, not wholly part of the Writing Program, but not entirely independent of 

either.  In short, there are several overlapping, and often competing, social systems at play in and 

around writing centers, and the perceived needs of each social system inevitably influences the 

writing center director’s innovation-decision process when a new innovation is being considered 

(including both internal and external pressures).  As such, DOI theory and its social system 

aspect will prove useful to writing centers scholars by revealing the various components that 

make up each writing center’s social system and how each layer of a writing center’s social 

system can cause some innovations to be more compatible, and easier to adopt, than other 

innovations.  Thus, writing center directors need to go further than simply understanding their 

relationship to the English Department and Writing Program; they need to understand how these 

relationships influence the larger social system of the writing center, thereby influencing the 

selection and successful adoption of future innovations. 

History of Physical Writing Centers 

The history of physical writing centers dates back to the 1930s with Carrie Stanley at the 

University of Iowa (North, 1984).  In a seminal text entitled, “The Idea of a Writing Center” 

(1984), Stephen North, a prominent figure in writing center research studies, expressed his 

extreme displeasure and disappointment in his university colleagues for not recognizing “what 

does happen, what can happen, in a writing center” (p.70).  In this piece, North shared his 

frustrations about the prevailing misunderstanding of the goals and purposes of campus writing 
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centers.  He described, in rather specific detail, how his fellow colleagues—both inside and 

outside the walls of English Studies—describe the writing center as “skills centers” and “fix-it-

shops,” where writing center tutors sometimes operate as “miracle workers” to help correct the 

errant grammar of students that professors cannot seem to rectify.   

From the 1930s to 1970s, writing centers were kept separate from English classroom 

instruction but still focused on correct grammar and current-traditional rhetoric where they were 

best known and understood as “fix it shops”—remediation centers used exclusively for 

diagnosing and removing language deficiencies (Murphy & Law, 1995).  In this model, the 

writing product was brought into be diagnosed as a symptom of the “illness” of the student’s 

illiteracy.  As Ong (1986) stated in the opening to “Writing is a Technology that Restructures 

Thought,” “The term ‘illiterate’ itself suggests that persons belonging to the class it designates 

are deviants, defined by something they lack, namely literacy” (p.23, emphasis my own).  The 

clinic metaphor of the early writing centers was concerned with “converting the natives” 

(borrowed from Shaughnessy) because the general belief was that students would be successful 

only if they learned to write like the academic community (Carino 1992; Wysocki & Johnson-

Eilola 1999).  The focus on remediation marginalized writing centers by making them 

supplemental and expendable; they were called labs and clinics, often used interchangeably, to 

signify that anyone could remediate writing whether it was an instructor, university counselor, or 

writing center tutor.  

According to Carino (1992), writing laboratory model of the late 1960s became just as 

marginalized as the clinic later on, but initially posed a strong counter-narrative to the clinical 

model. The major contributions of the laboratory model were the coordination between 

classroom instruction and the lab. Much like a biology lab or a math lab, the writing lab was used 
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for research, experimentation, asking questions, and posing solutions.  But, as writing programs 

began to shift from the product to process model, writing labs became the place to do the dirty 

work of grammar, thus making writing centers supplemental to writing instruction once again.  

For example, during this time, jokes were being made about students being dissected in the lab or 

tutors creating Frankenstein monsters where the primary measurement of success was the level 

of grammatical correctness in their papers (Carino, 1992, p. 43).  Writing labs were a transitional 

phase leading up to modern interpretations of writing centers which align much more closely 

with specific departmental writing programs and English Studies as a whole. 

North argued that skill centers and writing centers are not interchangeable, even though 

the conflation seem to be an authentic reflection of the way students, professors, and tutors think 

about writing and teaching writing that still pervades many English departments today.  North 

(1984) asserted that the “new” writing center metaphor encompassed the good aspects of labs 

while also being the physical locus or center of consciousness about writing on campus.  For 

Carino (1992), the connotation of “center” was close to that of a convention center or community 

center, which evoked the communal aspect of the center as a micro-culture where the writing 

center space was central to all writers for the purposes of training teaching assistants, conducting 

faculty workshops for writing across the curriculum (WAC) and/or writing in the disciplines 

(WID), offering credit courses in ESL/writing/teaching/tutoring, offering grammar hotlines, and 

tutoring for standardized tests.  The new writing center has a shorter history than its 

predecessors, only dating back to the early 1970s, but it represents the marriages of two powerful 

contemporary perspectives of teaching writing: (1) writing is a process and (2) writing curricula 

should be student-centered (North, 1984).  Much like the pedagogy of writing in English 
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departments, writing centers shifted their focus to the use of peer groups and collaborative 

learning as effective ways to improve students and student writing. 

The shift in the writing center philosophy to the process model of writing, from the 

product model used in earlier writing labs and clinics, was one of the greatest writing center 

innovations in recent decades, and it continues to affect our understanding of writing and 

tutoring.  According to Bruffee (1984), writing centers shifted their internal practices to reflect 

the changing paradigm: writing is like thought that is temporally and functionally related to 

conversation because the peer tutor and tutee do not write, edit, or proofread; they converse 

about the subject and the assignment and “most of all they converse about and pursuant to 

writing” (p. 94).  So, when students actively engage with the peer tutor by asking questions and 

making changes to their own authored work, they are more likely to improve their individual 

writing process while also learning valuable skills for proofreading and editing their own work 

(Anderson, 2006; Coogan, 1995; Kail & Trimbur, 1987; Lunsford, 1991; North, 1984).  This new 

philosophy resulted in some major changes in the way that English Studies and Writing Center 

professionals approached writing and tutoring; indeed, it was an innovation that spread across the 

complex social systems of each writing center, English program, and wider academic 

community, forever altering the way we think about, talk about, and compose writing.  

Another major innovation in writing centers focused on the “tutor as innovation” and how 

to train tutors in the Socratic Method, or variations thereof, in order to achieve the type of 

conversation that writing center directors envisioned (Bruffee, 1984; North, 1984).  This desire 

drew interesting parallels to Plato’s argument about how the written text means nothing except in 

relationship to the spoken word.  Writing centers began to realize, as Coleman (1996) indicated, 

that written text is not more autonomous than oral text; it still needed interpretation just like oral 
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poetry because neither were explicit in meaning or intent.  Extending this new oral tradition even 

further, writing centers began to encourage tutors to read texts aloud during the tutoring session, 

even more so for sessions with ESL or Second Language Learners (overlapping with Coleman’s 

aurality concept of public readings).  These new changes in tutoring practices—the Socratic 

Method and reading papers aloud—were innovations, as understood by DOI theory, because they 

were perceived as new ideas and practices by the writing center community, and they were 

reinvented specifically for the purposes of tutoring.  

DOI Theory in Writing Centers 

There are a few studies in writing centers that make use of DOI theory, though on a rather 

limited scale (Benton Saunders, 1999; Inman, 2000; Tan, 2011).  For example, one study focused 

on several institutional writing centers albeit outside of North America (and thus beyond the 

scope of this dissertation) while the two remaining studies focused on understanding technology 

innovations in the writing center, but within the confines of a single institutional context.  Tan 

(2011) studied innovations of writing centers and OWLs outside North America, including Asian 

and European writing centers, a relatively recent endeavor only dating back to the 1990s. This 

study used writing centers in North America as a baseline for measuring the design and 

effectiveness of writing centers and OWLs in Asia and Europe for meeting the needs of ESL 

students. The study explores concepts such as monolingual OWLs versus bilingual or 

multilingual, peer tutors versus academic/faculty tutors, and the absence of email or real-time 

tutoring in Asian and European OWLs.  Some shared themes between American and Asian or 

European writing centers and OWLs included a focus on academic writing and a “no 

proofreading” policy, but the international focus, while interesting, extends beyond the scope of 

this study. 
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The DOI-related writing center studies published by Inman (2000) and Benton Saunders 

(1999) were relatively close in terms of time, but it was Inman who explicitly argued the case for 

the use of diffusion theory in writing center research whereas Benton Saunders simply used it as 

a theoretical framework for a master thesis.  Both studies were centered on a single institutional 

context, leaving room for my study to extend that discussion by investigating several tutoring 

innovations across two different institutional contexts.  Inman, who is a well-known scholar in 

writing center research, studied the innovations of “windows” for the University of Michigan’s 

online writing lab website after the initial designers of the OWL moved on to other institutions 

(what Koster [2002] would call a basic information OWL).  The OWL website evolved from 

focusing on intra-institutional responsibility to extra-institutional responsibility by creating 

outreach programs with local high schools.  According to Inman, this process of changing the 

OWL website to reflect the current practices and values of the writing center and institution was 

one of multiple innovations, which, on a larger scale, “makes clear the key role the concept of 

innovation should play in the future as a broader way of understanding writing center practice” 

(p. 61) to include its social, cultural, political and historical contexts.  Inman argued that a 

change or modification in the system will change the cultural practices—in this case, writing 

center practices—and thus, we need to do a much better job of understanding the full implication 

of those practices both in the smaller institutional context (i.e. local writing center) and the larger 

social system (i.e. the university itself and the broader writing center community).  For the 

University of Michigan, the innovation was not the technology that makes the windows or new 

website iterations possible; instead, it was the design and collaboration process itself—among 

various stakeholders—that came to realization on the OWL website.  The key to designing 
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effective writing centers and OWLs hinges on the collaborative decision-making process, which 

was the focus of Inman’s study and that of Benton Saunders (1999). 

Benton Saunders (1999) examined the adoption effort of FirstClass, a computer 

conferencing software, by writing center employees, students, and administrators.  As a direct 

result of the growth of the distance education program offering, the Dean of the College of 

Liberal Arts and Sciences at Portland State University made an authoritative decision that 

distance students needed to have access to writing center services.  Benton Saunders used a 

combination of interviews and surveys to report data on the progress being made, reactions to the 

new innovation, consequences of the innovation—expected and unexpected—and what changes 

to protocol might need to be made among other such considerations, with the ultimate goal being 

to discover if the innovation was being adopted, to what degree, and why.  The results suggested 

that complexity, trialability, and relative advantage—diffusion theory concepts—directly affected 

the rate of adoption for students in a negative capacity: adoption was much slower than 

anticipated.  Much like Inman’s study, this study was also rooted within a single institutional 

context, but both provide a foundation for future research on diffusion within writing centers 

through their analysis of what can be accomplished, learned, and understood in terms of writing 

center pedagogy. 

The pedagogical implications of applying diffusion theory to writing center research 

cannot be underestimated especially when one considers the sheer number of stakeholders 

involved in the process of adopting a new technology, including students, faculty, administrators, 

information technology specialists and help desk professionals.  And, to make matters more 

complicated, these stakeholders each have different needs, goals, and interests which the writing 
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center administrator must take into account.  This complexity was noted best by Inman (2000) 

who wrote: 

That is, too many writing center professionals are left to wade into the rapid and rocky 

stream of technological progress alone, with a sound grounding in pedagogical principles 

and strong writing center values, but with the uncomfortable and often uncertain 

influence of technology in motion all around.  (p. 50)   

What is presented here is just a brief overview of the rich history and research tradition of 

diffusion research, but it begins to paint a clearer picture of the value of diffusion research in 

studying pedagogical innovations, generally speaking, which has always been of great interest to 

Writing Studies and Writing Center Research.  Writing centers are often underfunded, 

understaffed, and constantly searching for ways to make their services more useful for an 

increasingly diverse population; this means that innovations are a relatively common occurrence 

and necessary for writing centers to keep their services relevant. 

Technological innovations, such as synchronous tutoring programs, are often met with 

resistance because they can be difficult and time-consuming to learn; in other words, individuals 

are more likely to shy away from what they do not know or understand and embrace that which 

is familiar.  Therefore, fully-documented efforts by writing center directors to adopt collaborative 

A/V software applications for tutoring purposes could be of great benefit to future writing center 

professionals who are considering the shift from basic information, asynchronous, or text-based 

OWLs to that of fully-synchronous OWLs with all the bells and whistles.  By drawing on the 

existing empirical research tradition of DOI theory, Writing Center Directors and English Studies 

scholars would gain a greater understanding of the nature of technological innovations and 

various factors which affect the adoption, re-invention, or rejection of new innovations. 
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History of Online Writing Labs or OWLs 

The pedagogy and practices of online writing centers are linked to those of physically 

bound centers.  As the rather brief history of OWLs clearly indicates, movement away from 

websites based on the previous “fix-it-shop” model of physical writing centers to increased 

interaction between tutors and students at various points of intersection is increasingly common.  

In fact, the growth of online writing labs or OWLs can be credited to this need to “recreate” the 

face-to-face experiences associated with physical writing center consultations.  For example, in 

1999, there were 278 online writing centers or labs listed on the National Writing Centers 

Association (NWCA) website (Leander, 2000).  In 2002, this number had reached 300 (Koster, 

2002).  Even in online settings, writing center professionals seem to crave the feeling of face-to-

face (F2F) interaction as demonstrated by the manipulation of existing technology in order to get 

us back to a place of comfort and familiarity.  For writing center professionals, this place of 

comfort and familiarity is important because it not only reflects our comfort with face-to-face 

tutoring, but also our belief in the pedagogy associated with it.   

It becomes difficult, however, to provide the same type of collaborative environment in a 

distance education or online setting, due to time and space contingencies.  So, while OWLs are 

intertwined with the practices most closely associated with physical-bound writing centers, they 

do have a distinctive history and a unique set of problems to address in order to meet the best 

practice standards for online tutoring.  This can be clearly demonstrated by several seminal texts 

in the fields such as Inman and Sewell’s Taking Flight with OWLs: Examining Electronic Writing 

Center Work (2000) and Inman and Gardner’s, The OWL Construction and Maintenance Guide 

(2002), both of which prompted writing center scholars to look inward in an attempt to make 

sense of itself as a field and profession.  Ultimately, this kind of internal examination led to 
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Koster’s (2002) classification of three main types of OWLs: (1) basic information OWLs, which 

often advertise the physical center while also acting as a storage and retrieval repository for 

handouts; (2) interactive OWLs, which offer asynchronous tutoring; and (3) live OWLs, which 

offer synchronous tutoring that simulates the face-to-face physical writing center experience.  In 

the following sections, I provide an overview of each type of OWL and demonstrate how each 

OWL variation exists as both an innovation and a remediation of what has come before.  I also 

extend Koster’s third type of OWLs into first-generation and second-generation live OWLs since 

earlier synchronous OWLs were limited to chat-based interactions (which are still synchronous 

by definition) whereas second-generation live OWLs make use of audio and/or video, which is 

the focus of this study.  

Basic Information OWLs  

Recently, physical writing centers have been pressured into developing an online 

presence even if it is just for expository purposes, as stated by Koster (2002), which at a 

minimum includes letting “users know where to find it, how to reach its tutors, and what services 

it offers” (p. 10), but also usually includes a collection of resources such as handouts.  Basic 

information OWLs are widely available to anyone with Internet access, including individuals 

who may or may not attend that particular institution.  Many individuals, both students and 

instructors alike, are relatively familiar with basic information OWLs as defined by Koster 

(2002) with the most prevalent example being that of the Purdue OWL located at 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/ where visitors can read or download handouts on writing activities 

ranging from grammar, organization, and research documentation.  Other institutions with basic 

information OWLs include the University of Oregon’s WORD (Writing Online Resource 

Directory), Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Writing Center (called the Center for 
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Communication Practices), and Michigan Technological University (Anderson-Inman, 1997).  

Many people do not realize, however, that the Purdue OWL is actually an interactive OWL 

because it also includes asynchronous tutoring where students can submit writing-related 

questions and brief excerpts of writing for feedback (Gardner, 2002; OWL Mail Tutors, 2012). 

Interactive Asynchronous Tutoring OWLs 

In addition to including the elements of basic information OWLs, asynchronous 

interactive OWLs also include frequently asked questions comment area, phone or email-based 

grammar hotline, or the ability for students to submit papers for review, generally requiring a 24-

48 hours turnaround for feedback.  A review of writing center research reveals four existing 

variations of interactive asynchronous distance tutoring: phone conferencing, gopher systems, 

digital drop boxes, and email tutoring (Castner, 2000; Coogan, 1995; Harris & Pemberton, 

1995).  Phone conferencing affords immediate audio feedback and eliminates some concern with 

differences between intended and interpreted communication messages; however, conference 

tutoring phone calls are more limited in time because they tie up the phone line and prevent other 

students from calling and making appointments and calls may cost off-campus students (or the 

university) additional money in long distance charges.  Gopher systems are deceptively 

interactive because they provide “uniform and standardized” responses to students after paper 

submission (Harris & Pemberton, 1995).  The gopher system is automated, so it cannot provide 

individualized support or teaching.  For example, problem areas may be identified but these areas 

cannot be explained in such a way that every student will understand the suggested changes. 

Digital drop boxes are the least expensive route for an OWL because students upload 

documents to a system, which notifies the tutor and the files can be retrieved later at the tutor’s 

convenience; this is commonly used in conjunction with other forms of tutoring such as 
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telephone conferencing or email tutoring, but is also found in face-to-face tutoring.  For example, 

before Old Dominion University transitioned to live synchronous tutoring, students who made 

tutoring appointments online were asked to upload their documents to the OWL website (which 

was actually emailed to the writing center as an attachment) and to then call The Writing Center 

to confirm receipt. 

The most common technology of asynchronous tutoring OWLs is that of email tutoring.  

The study by Neaderhiser and Wolfe (2009) found that over 90% of IWCA OWL institutions 

who participated in the 2006 survey (N=115) still utilized email for distance tutoring.  Both 

Bowling Green State University’s Writime and the University of Arkansas Little Rock’s cross-

institutional collaborative project with a local community college, respond to student questions 

and paper submissions via email, usually within 24 hours (Anderson-Inman, 1997).  A quick 

Google search of institutions still offering email tutoring on their OWL websites as of January 

2012 included: Inver Hills Community College, Rockland Community College, Madison Area 

Technical College, Temple University, Arizona Western College, York College New York, and 

Prince George’s Community College.  The dominance of email tutoring in writing centers can be 

easily explained by the wide-spread use of email on university campuses, including university-

based .email addresses (.edu); this factor alone makes the adoption decision-process for writing 

center professionals an easy one since it is already part of the institutional infrastructure.  In 

other words, if the institution transitions to a university-wide email program, then the writing 

center director’s innovation-decision process is noticeably influenced according to DOI theory.   

Even without university email accounts, the use of email is pervasive and easily 

accessible for many, as indicated by the fact that ODU’s Writing Center initially used Yahoo 

email services before Kevin DePew arrived and took over as Writing Center Director in 2006.  
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The transition to email tutoring—and the primary reason for why institutions are reluctant to 

move away from it—centers on the fact that it requires minimal training for both tutors and 

students.  Tutors may need to be trained on how to address higher-order concerns, but there is 

virtually no learning curve associated with the technology itself.  Email tutoring is also relatively 

“free” in terms of cost, since no additional expense is incurred by offering the service with the 

exception of possibly increasing the number of tutoring staff.  The reasons for adopting email for 

asynchronous tutoring align directly with concepts central to DOI, such as the social system and 

perceived attributes of the innovation. To clarify, the selection of the tutoring innovation is 

impacted by the wider social system of the institution as well as the perceived attributes of 

innovation with regard to relative advantage, compatibility, and ease-of-use. 

Even with the positive affordances of email tutoring, some writing center professionals 

believe that email tutoring is counter-intuitive to process-based center philosophy because it 

slows down the tutoring process and expands it over several days, which disrupts “the 

collaborative and dialogic flow associated with face-to-face consultations” (Neaderhiser & 

Wolfe, 2009, p. 61).  Moreover, it takes us back to old writing center models where instruction 

took place after or apart from writing, often focusing on correction of textual problems 

(Anderson, 2002; Coogan, 1994; Coogan, 1995; Neaderhiser & Wolfe, 2009).  Even if the 

writing center does not fall back on current-traditional rhetoric or the fix-it shop model of 

tutoring, email tutoring undeniably separates writing and its process from the collaborative act of 

talk or conversation that is most valued, and needed, during the tutoring session.  When Shareen 

Grogan, Writing Center Director of National University—a fully online writing center serving 

several satellite campuses—was informally asked her thoughts on email tutoring during a phone 

conversation, she responded most adamantly, “We didn’t want to open the door to asynchronous 
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tutoring because then you can never close it again.  Email tutoring is more affordable but 

students don’t learn as much.  Instructors are already giving written feedback on papers—we 

wanted writing center feedback to be different, especially for students taking online courses who 

need to speak to someone in real time” (Personal Communication, December 2011).  This 

statement rings true in my own personal experience too. For example, when ODU’s Writing 

Center made the decision to eliminate email tutoring, it was a very difficult task to accomplish 

because of resistance from within the Writing Center itself, the English Studies Department,  and 

the university at large.  Even with these disadvantages, email tutoring remains the dominant form 

of distance or online tutoring (Anderson, 2002; Neaderhiser & Wolfe, 2009), but recent strides 

have been made by several universities who are willing to test out new solutions to better serve 

its population of students.   

Live Synchronous Tutoring OWLs 

Comparatively, only a handful of studies have explored the use of interactive 

synchronous communication for OWL tutoring with the earliest efforts being limited to relatively 

text-based software releases for collaboration.  These earlier efforts will be referred to as first-

generation synchronous tutoring because they are an important part of OWL history, yet were 

extremely limited in their ability to fully meet the needs of writing centers and their students.  

This generation of synchronous OWL tutoring included course management java chats, instant 

messaging, and MOOs (multi-user object-oriented) or MUDs (multi-user domains). 

Course management Java chats were found in Blackboard and other learning 

management systems (LMS).  Java chats seemed like a viable solution since such programs were 

embedded in the learning or course management system—where learning and interaction was 

taking place with students.  Some institutions that have used Java system chats in the past 
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include SUNY Albany, Middle Tennessee State University, California State University Chico, 

and Utah State University.  Java chats, however, could not be easily modified (even by system 

administrators), were known for slow response times, and typically did not allow recording of 

the chat conversation (Gardner, 2002).  This led some institutions to experiment with instant 

messaging (IM) solutions. 

With the rise of email use for personal business, there was a rise of IM use too.  

Consequently, instant messaging solutions became rather popular for writing centers in the 1990s 

due to their familiarity to both students and tutors, leading to the adoption of such programs as 

MSN Hotmail IM, AOL IM, or Yahoo Messaging for writing center purposes (Gardner, 2002).  

IM was another text-heavy solution since there was no audio capability at the time and all of the 

interaction took place in the IM text box, including the use of emoticons, which added a whole 

new level of interaction and communication mishaps to the tutoring process.  One example of an 

institution that adopted IM communication for tutoring purposes was St. Cloud State University, 

which used WCOnline, a popular web-based solution developed by a former writing center 

director, which only offered a chat window and text box for sharing copy/pasted files at the time 

of the study (Mohrbacher, 2007).  In addition, each session was limited to just one tutor and one 

student, which made it impossible to work with students involved in collaborative or group 

writing assignments; this also made it difficult to conduct formal observations of live tutoring 

sessions, which is used in writing centers for general training and continuing education of peer 

tutors.  Finally, the file sharing options were rather rudimentary at the time as files could be 

emailed during the session or beforehand but not viewed in their entirely within the chat area, so 

tutors would often copy and paste sections of the student’s work, such as a paragraph, into the 

chat area to be read in real-time.  This was a rather slow process, though, making it nearly 
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impossible to get through an entire paper in a single tutoring session. These limitations sent 

writing center professionals searching for another viable solution. 

In MOOs and MUDs, the interaction was slightly improved from IM as text-based 

conversations in a chat window were shown alongside a copy of the student’s document.  In 

addition, MOOs or MUDs sometimes included talk or phone features, further enhancing the 

interaction between student and tutor (English, 2000; Gardner, 2002; Shewmake & Lambert, 

2000; Thurber, 2000).  Some examples of such institutions employing these options include 

University of Central Florida, Indiana State University, and Tallahassee Community College. All 

of these institutions expanded their OWLs from their physical counterpart on campus, thus using 

face-to-face tutoring experiences as a baseline for online tutoring expectations.  While each 

institution agreed that face-to-face tutoring could not be replicated exactly, they also made it 

clear that the goal was to find a solution that would get them as close as possible to this ideal.  

For example, Indiana State University used NetMeeting, which offers audio and video capability, 

but it was not used due to the cost of equipment, which was high at the time of the published 

study and may not have been feasible otherwise either (Enders, 2000).  The University of Central 

Florida used KnightOWL, a phone and online chat space hosted by LivePerson.com (Carpenter, 

2009). Tallahassee Community College developed its own proprietary online chat tutoring that 

included a separate text window for document collaboration rather than “talking” and 

“reviewing” the paper in the same IM window (Melzer, 2005).  But each of these solutions were 

text-heavy, hindering their ability to foster the “talk and conversation model that takes place in a 

physical writing center. 

Alternatively, some institutions recognized the benefits of offering synchronous tutoring 

but could not offer the services themselves, leading to the growth of outsourced options like 
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Smarthinking.  SmartThinking.com has a comprehensive OWL with many different options to 

choose from ranging from interactive asynchronous tutoring via automated responses to 

synchronous tutoring via a chat window or whiteboard interface of some kind.  Interaction is 

limited, however, to text-based exchanges using chat and whiteboard features (no audio or video) 

where small snippets of the essay or text can be shared between users, as documented in 

Hewett’s (2006) study of Smarthinking.com’s synchronous whiteboard interactions between 

undergraduate students and professional tutors.  While many universities are turning to third-

party outsourced options as a solution for offering tutoring to its students, the outcomes of such a 

turn are unclear and could be problematic with respect to what type of writing instruction might 

be provided to students and how the instruction might relate to instructor expectations or larger 

institutional objectives.  The outsourced tutoring option may prove to be less personalized than 

resources provided internally by a university. However, the subject awaits further study as there 

is no published research on the outcomes or consequences of third party tutoring options.  

SmartThinking and the other institutions discussed above are all-text, first-generation 

synchronous solutions which only partially simulate the face-to-face tutoring environment that 

tutors, tutees, and writing center administrators seek to replicate. 

New, Second-Generation Synchronous OWLs 

In what I will call the second-generation of synchronous tutoring OWLs, the last decade 

of OWL history has witnessed various audio/video (A/V) software applications re-appropriated 

for use in a writing center context.  These second-generation synchronous OWL solutions often 

include document-sharing capabilities, such as desktop or application sharing, which work to 

further bridge the gap between the face-to-face and online tutoring experiences.  A preliminary 

Google search of online spaces that would qualify as second-generation synchronous OWLs fall 
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into four main categories: (1) corporate conferencing and training programs such as Adobe 

Connect, JoinMe, WebEx, and Elluminate; (2) social video conferencing programs such as 

Skype, Facetime, and now Google Hangouts; (3) real-time document collaboration programs 

such as Microsoft SharePoint, Huddle, and Google Docs combined with Google Chat; and (4) 

massive multiplayer online environments repurposed for virtual learning such as ActiveWorlds 

and Second Life. 

Corporate Conferencing and Training Programs 

For decades, corporate conferencing and training programs have allowed corporations, 

and now academic institutions, to save money associated with travel costs and hotel bookings by 

offering online training and online meetings to its employees.  Some examples of software 

applications that fall under this umbrella include Adobe Connect, Elluminate, and NetMeeting.  

Enders (2000) initially used NetMeting at Indiana State University back in 1999 but found the 

audio and video capabilities to be too cumbersome at the time due to costs associated with the 

equipment; he later published a follow-up study in 2001 that detailed his great success with 

audio and video to conduct “true” synchronous conferencing sessions with students.  Chi Ng 

(2007) piloted Interwise e-learning system components to conduct synchronous group tutoring 

for information technology students at The Open University of Hong Kong, which was well-

received by students and tutors alike.  Students would meet in small groups with a single tutor 

and “talk” through ideas rather than typing them, which Chi Ng considered especially important 

due to students’ varying keyboarding skills and language proficiency.   

Adobe Connect seems to be the most popular solution in re-appropriated corporate 

software due to its ability to include multiple participants (group tutoring, small class meetings, 

tutor observations, etc.) combined with audio, video, and document collaboration via desktop 
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sharing.  This program is presently deployed at Old Dominion University, Texas State University 

San Marcos, National University, Florida International University, and Johns Hopkins University 

Carey.  One published study of the use of Adobe Connect for synchronous tutoring was written 

by Griffin (2008), who piloted the program for online writing center tutorials, making use of 

both desktop and application sharing, and two-way audio.  While the study focused primarily on 

the affordances of two different technology applications used to access Adobe Connect—a tablet 

PC and a non-tablet PC—it is still one of few published studies involving full functionality of 

appropriated conference software such as audio, video, and document sharing for the purposes of 

online tutoring. 

Social Conferencing Programs   

Software programs in this area include solutions that were developed initially for non-

corporate use such as peer-to-peer calling or conferencing programs.  The most popular social 

conferencing program to date is Skype, which has since evolved into a full-fledged peer-to-peer 

conferencing program that includes audio, video, and desktop sharing (for paid members).  It is 

presently being used for synchronous tutoring at University of Georgia, Harvard University 

Extension School, University of Wisconsin Oshkosh, and University of Missouri Kansas City.  

None of these institutions have published formal studies documenting the adoption and 

implementation of this innovation for use in a writing center context. 

Real-Time Document Collaboration Programs   

Programs in this area include real-time document collaboration programs that allow 

multiple users to simultaneously edit and revise the same document in real-time; in other words, 

the changes being made by User A can be seen immediately—as they are being typed in real 

time—by User B.  The primary program in this area is Google Docs, which combines document 
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collaboration features with Google Hangouts’ audio and video capability.  This solution is often 

used, or highly suggested, in academic settings for group writing assignments but is also used in 

corporate environments for group writing projects such as reports, technical documents, and 

marketing materials.  It is also presently being used for online synchronous tutoring at West 

Chester University of Pennsylvania, Case Western Reserve University, Northern Michigan 

University, Ball State University, and University of Texas at San Antonio.  There have been no 

formal publications by either of these institutions documenting the adoption and implementation 

of this innovation for use in a writing center context. 

3D Virtual and Social Programs   

3D virtual programs are online meeting and social programs, such as SecondLife, in 

which participants use their computers to transport or teleport themselves to a specific location in 

the virtual world.  SecondLife is used by academic institutions to create replicas of their 

university campus—dorms, dining halls, buildings, etc.—so that the university exists in its 

physical form and virtual form; access can be restricted to university members only or can be 

open to the public.  Corporations make use of SecondLife as well; Microsoft began conducting 

interviews of software engineers and other technology-related positions in SecondLife back in 

2007 (Athavaley, 2007).  Writing centers make use of SecondLife for synchronous tutoring 

where students and tutors interact using their avatars and audio, which serves as a close 

replication of the immersive qualities that would take place in a face-to-face tutoring session.  

SecondLife is presently being used for synchronous tutoring at Pikes Peak Community College, 

San Antonio College, and Michigan State University.  Some recent features of SecondLife that 

makes it particularly useful for tutoring. For example, it includes a collaboration feature where 

flow charts and diagrams can be shared, illustrated, and marked up in real-time by conference 
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participants; this would be particularly useful for brainstorming and invention for new paper 

assignments or logically stepping through arguments that have already been written. 

As highlighted, the adoption, re-appropriation, and consequences or outcomes of 

corporate and social software programs for use in synchronous OWL tutoring are often 

unpublished and most readily discovered through word-of-mouth at writing center conferences 

such as Computers and Writing, International Writing Centers Association, and Southeastern 

Writing Center Association (and other regional conferences) or through the basic information 

side of the writing center OWL which explains the services offered to its students, faculty, and 

surrounding community.  If one considers the goals of a research tradition, the cyclical nature of 

theory and practice is broken because there is simply not a direct path or trail for newcomers to 

follow.  Specifically, we are not able to systematically improve our pedagogical practices and 

critical understanding of adopting new technologies for use in a writing center context.  In short, 

valuable time and resources are wasted attempting to implement a technology innovation that 

might have already been successfully, or unsuccessfully, attempted elsewhere. 

The Role of Metaphor and Previous Experience in OWL Designs 

This study began with an interrogation of the prevailing paradigm: that is, writing 

centers’ insistence on replicating face-to-face interaction without knowing whether such a goal or 

philosophy was equally useful, commendable, or worthwhile for other tutoring interactions, such 

as synchronous tutoring.  In other words, writing center professionals chiefly base their 

understanding of writing and tutoring, as well as their definition of a successful tutoring session 

on existing knowledge and how the application of these working metaphors—metaphors about 

writing centers, face-to-face tutoring, asynchronous email tutoring, conversation-style tutoring, 

and technology—can be leveraged to help student writers.  Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) seminal 
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text, Metaphors We Live By, identified several useful examples of common metaphors such as 

time, money, and the conduit metaphor for understanding communication, each of which were 

used to argue that metaphors are not just matters of language but are instead used extensively in 

reasoning and understanding.   

In the following sections, I explore the relationship between Lakoff and Johnson’s notion 

of conceptual metaphors, DOI’s concept of previous experience, and the arguably misguided 

innovation-decision process of writing center professionals to include the selection of the 

innovation and related tutoring practices.  I also identify the few studies that push back against 

the prevailing paradigm to transfer or map face-to-face practices over to the online realm as a 

way to further demonstrate the pervasiveness of metaphor, previous experience, and uncertainty 

associated with new technologies and to better understand the factors that influence the 

innovation-decision process.  Finally, I end with a discussion of interfaces and interactivity in 

OWLs since the technology interfaces adopted for synchronous tutoring are selected based on 

their ability to closely resemble the familiarity of face-to-face tutoring, specifically process-

based, student-centered, interactive tutoring sessions.  In other words, I view the tutoring 

interfaces themselves as yet another extension of the conceptual metaphors and previous 

experiences which presently cloud the synchronous tutoring landscape.  

Conceptual Metaphors 

Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) theory of "conceptual metaphor" extends beyond the rather 

limited application of metaphor to add flair to our writing.  Instead, conceptual metaphors 

structure people’s thoughts and actions, perceptions and understanding, expectations and view of 

life.  To define and defend this new definition of metaphor, Lakoff and Johnson stated: 

“Metaphor is not just a matter of language, that is, of mere words.  We shall argue that, on the 
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contrary, human thought processes are largely metaphorical” (p. 6).  Metaphors help people 

understand and discuss the unfamiliar and abstract by "mapping" from the concrete experience of 

a "source domain" because they understand and experience “one kind of thing in terms of 

another” (p. 5).  To say that life is a journey, for instance, allows the one crafting the metaphor to 

draw on past experiences to explain the present set of events unfolding.  Similarly, to say that 

writing is a process allows the speaker or writer to draw on the definition of process as a series of 

overlapping steps combined with his or her own experience about the on-going, iterative nature 

of revision; in short, the process metaphor structures the way English Studies and Writing Center 

scholars think about, talk about, and respond to writing. 

Lakoff and Johnson cautioned that conceptual metaphors are silent and obscured by our 

daily practices, which cause people to think and act in response to them in an automatic way.  

This is similar in function to an individual’s ideology about a given topic, which also structures 

thoughts and behavior.  Writing centers, for example, attempt to replicate the face-to-face 

practices without really pausing to consider why they do it; it is an automatic response that 

reinforces what feels natural and familiar.  Seitz (1991) argued that the “writing process,” as it is 

typically imagined and taught, is a forgotten and worn-out metaphor, and so are the metaphors of 

objectivity and clarity, which are also central to traditional expectations of academic writing.  

The writing is a process metaphor, then, not only a conceptual metaphor; it is the dominant 

ideology of the academic community, especially the broader English Studies discourse 

community.  Arrington (1986) offered a history of four primary writing process tropes used in 

composition theory.  The metaphor trope views the writing process as dialogue and dramatic 

speech (a rhetorical perspective); the metonymy trope sees the writing process as a series of 

steps, taking the parts from the whole (cognitivist perspective); synecdoche views writing as 
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organic and holistic (romantic view of composing); and the irony trope views writing as a 

complex, never-ending process.  Metaphors about the writing process have enjoyed a long-

standing tradition, thus making their presence even more invisible and silent to the academic 

community.  That would explain why, for example, writing center and English Studies scholars 

are able to identify metaphors about writing (e.g. writing is like kissing) and writing that makes 

use of metaphor but are less likely to recognize that the writing process itself is, by and large, a 

conceptual, ideologically-driven metaphor based on previous experience and existing ideological 

beliefs of the two respective discourse communities.  This is very similar, in fact, to the influence 

that metaphor and previous experience have in writing centers with regard to the tutoring process 

and writing process. 

The tutoring process used in writing centers derives directly from the dominant ideology 

and prevailing metaphor of the writing process, which uniquely blends each of Arrington’s 

(1986) writing tropes. As previous discussed by Bruffee (1984) and North (1984), after the 

process model was adopted by English Studies, writing centers began to look beyond a specific 

writing assignment or project and see it as an occasion for addressing a larger issue—the growth 

and development of student writers—by incorporating more conversation between writers and 

tutors, using the Socratic method to prompt writers in discovery of new ideas.  Even the 

metaphor of discovery is not without criticism, however, as Flower and Hayes (1980) claimed 

that, “Discovery carries an implicit suggestion that somewhere in the mind’s recesses or in data 

outside the mind, there is something waiting to be discovered” (p. 21).  Instead, Flowers and 

Hayes argued that “Writers don’t find meanings, they make them,” which is another example of 

how metaphor and ideology are intrinsically-linked and rarely criticized by writing center 

professionals (p. 21).  Nonetheless, the metaphors of the writing process and discovery work to 
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inform the face-to-face tutoring process used in writing centers today, namely one that is 1) 

process-based, 2) student-centered (non-directive tutoring), and 3) highly interactive (by use of 

the Socratic method).  For the purposes of this study, I am suggesting that the face-to-face 

tutoring process is yet another metaphor which structures our communication whether we notice 

it or not, and that its power resides in how it inevitably shapes, enables, and constrains discourse 

about and pursuant to writing.  Writing center directors and tutors cannot avoid the kinds of 

metaphors identified by Arrington and Flowers and Hayes when they are enmeshed in the very 

practices that inform the innovation-decision process of adopting a new technology. 

Previous Experience 

DOI theory discusses the significance of adopters’ previous experiences, as it is believed 

that individuals can only deal with new innovations based on what they already know, thus 

making old ideas or cultural practices the metaphors that individuals use when assessing new 

ideas.  According to Rogers (2003), “The rate of adoption of a new idea is affected by the old 

idea that it supersedes” (p. 245).  For writing center professionals, this means that face-to-face 

tutoring experiences naturally frame perceptions of tutoring, for better or worse.  Furthermore, 

because of the invisible, ideological nature of conceptual metaphors, few writing center 

professionals question this prevailing practice because it is assumed that the face-to-face tutoring 

process is a) natural or authentic and b) superior to alternative methods.  One of the primary 

objections to asynchronous email tutoring and text-based, first-generation synchronous tutoring 

is that they are not dialogic enough; in short, they lack the level of interactivity and immediacy 

of the face-to-face tutoring process which is more familiar territory for writing center 

professionals (Anderson, 2002; Chi Ng, 2007; Coogan, 1994; Coogan, 1995; Enders, 2001; 

Neaderhiser & Wolfe, 2009).  More importantly, scholars are concerned with what might be lost 
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during the tutoring session and how it might impact the philosophical goal of process-oriented 

tutoring.   

As such, the face-to-face tutoring process is rooted in several different metaphors based 

on previous experience, which have major implications for writing center professionals planning 

to adopt new tutoring platforms.  Rogers (2003) stated that, “Compatibility is the degree to 

which an innovation is perceived as consistent with the existing values, past experiences, and 

needs of potential adopters” (p. 15).  So, a lack of compatibility with existing values and past 

experiences (such as a familiarity with and preference for face-to-face interaction) may 

negatively affect the individual’s use of the innovation, which could explain the low adoption 

rates of email tutoring and online synchronous tutoring in writing centers reported by 

Neaderhiser and Wolfe (2009). On the other hand, if an innovation is compatible with an 

individual’s needs, values, and past experiences, then uncertainty will decrease and the rate of 

adoption of the innovation will increase (Rogers, 2003).  The slow rate of adoption for 

synchronous tutoring is most likely due to uncertainty about the innovation—in terms of how it 

will uphold the values of the writing center and English Studies community—as much as it is 

about the unique ways that synchronous tutoring challenges existing practices. 

At the present moment, synchronous tutoring is bound to former tutoring metaphors of 

the writing center, namely face-to-face interaction.  The ubiquitous presence of computers, 

minimal cost for equipment, and strong technology infrastructure (i.e. bandwidth, internet, etc.) 

has resulted in very little change in perceptions about synchronous tutoring or encouragement for 

its increased use in writing centers.  Baron (1999) suggested that newer technologies must first 

adapt to familiar functions often associated with an older, accepted technology (such as face-to-

face tutoring) before experiencing increased functionality.  Then, the technology can evolve into 
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its own, no longer needing to imitate the acceptable objects and instead can create new forms and 

new possibilities for communication.  However, synchronous tutoring may not be able to fully 

distance itself from the constant comparison to the previous, and supposedly superior, face-to-

face tutoring due to a potential clashing with the embedded metaphors of process-based, student-

centered, and interactive Socratic dialogue.  Contrary to the prevailing belief in the superiority of 

face-to-face tutoring, several studies demonstrate how face-to-face tutors seize control of the 

session by interrupting, talking too much, and giving unsolicited advice (Drew & Heritage, 1992; 

Jones et al., 2006; Thonus, 1995), and one study by Jones et al. (2006) found online synchronous 

tutoring interactivity to be stronger, more student-centered, and less hierarchical (flowing from 

student to tutor, rather than the other way around) than face-to-face tutoring across several case 

studies.  Just as Baron (2000) explained how the newest writing technology receives negative 

reactions from supporters of the “older, simpler, better, and more honest ways of writing,” 

synchronous tutoring is also considered a less honest, less authentic way of tutoring regardless of 

evidence to the contrary.   

Criticisms of the Existing Paradigm  

There are a few scholars who argue for the critical examination of embedded face-to-face 

tutoring metaphors that are mapped over into new tutoring processes, such as synchronous 

tutoring.  Hewett (2010) argued that online teaching and tutoring require eclectic approaches 

beyond the traditional collaborative, student-centered strategies embedded in face-to-face 

tutoring.  While her study primarily focused on asynchronous online tutoring that occurs most 

often through email, her research findings are applicable to other forms of tutoring where face-

to-face tutoring practices are embedded in the design and functionality of the tutoring session, 

such as with online synchronous tutoring.  Indeed, Hewett asserted that online teaching and 



62 

 

tutoring strategies may need to be more direct, deliberate, and intervention-oriented in order to 

truly serve the student population, which is contrary to popular beliefs rooted in face-to-face 

teaching and tutoring practices.  Hewett (2010) also used the term “semantic integrity” to 

describe how online interactions should be re-imagined for the special nature of online tutoring 

and online teaching:  

Ideally, online commentary that has semantic integrity does not hint or ask students to 

guess at what they are supposed to be learning; it is not evasive nor does it poorly address 

the subject matter.  Rather, it demonstrates a respect for students’ intellectual abilities by 

explicitly addressing a session’s expectations and goals.  (p. xviii) 

In other words, Hewett’s concept of semantic integrity critiques not only the Socratic method 

associated with normal face-to-face interactions but privileges the concepts of direct instruction 

and intervention, which widen the range of online instructor and tutor responses, thus liberating 

and empowering their voices while also better assisting students.  In addition, the intervention 

and direct instruction is not limited to process, as is the case with face-to-face practices; semantic 

integrity encourages online teachers and tutors to respond to content, process, or product of 

student’s writing “to intervene in their writing at the point of need” (p. xix).  Ultimately, Hewett 

does not believe that face-to-face procedures serve as a fitting theoretical practice for online 

interactions, and she implores us to re-examine our assumptions and preferences for face-to-face 

procedures, beginning with the use of the Socratic Method. 

Turrentine and MacDonald (2006) also discussed reasons why the Socratic Method might 

not be the best fit for online tutoring, based on the results of a two-part study of asynchronous 

email tutoring and synchronous email tutoring using NetTutor.  They described a scenario in 

asynchronous email tutoring when the student sent a question to the tutor who responded with 
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additional questions instead of the answer, which understandably frustrated the student.  The 

tutor had, in fact, followed the Socratic Method as trained, but the outcome of the tutoring 

session was less than useful for the student.  While many writing center professionals would 

claim that it was a successful tutoring session, Turrentine and MacDonald assert that the back-

and-forth method of interaction used in a typical face-to-face session is simply ill-fit for online 

interactions where direct instruction is often needed and desired by students.  Even with 

synchronous tutoring, they suggest that the Socratic method may not be the best option and urge 

tutors to explain the process of Socratic dialogue to students before the session begins so 

students understand the purpose and goals of such an approach; this explanation should also 

reduce some of the frustration students experience when confronted with this method. There will 

still be moments, however, when tutors must shift to other methods of tutoring, which is 

something that is much less developed in writing center theory and practice—thus, writing center 

professionals must begin discussing alternative tutoring practices and metaphors beyond that of 

the Socratic Method due to the differing needs of students and varying goals of each tutoring 

session.  Much like Hewett, these two scholars push for an approach to “pedagogy before 

technology” where the creation of a relevant and useful online tutoring process is given more 

emphasis than simply relying on the technology to replicate seemingly superior, but possibly ill-

fitting, tutoring practices (Christ, 2002, as cited in Turrentine & MacDonald, 2006, p. 1).  

Finally, Breuch and Rancine (2000) drew attention to the shared goals of face-to-face and 

online tutoring.  They insisted that process-based, student-centered, interactive tutoring sessions 

are the goals for both face-to-face and online sessions; however, the means to achieving such 

goals can and should vary in the best interests of the students.  The online tutoring practices 

should be separate as should the tutor training—which is an important distinction to make since 
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tutor training also continues to perpetuate the unmitigated transfer of face-to-face tutoring 

practices to the online realm.  In order to shake free of the shackles of metaphor and previous 

experience, Breuch and Rancine (2000) urged online tutors to “focus on what virtual 

environments have to offer rather than what they lack when compared to face-to-face centers” (p. 

247).  Finally, they end with a couple of thought-provoking questions for writing center 

professionals who prefer face-to-face interactions: “What if students don’t have both options? 

What if the only option available to students is an online tutoring session?” (p.247).  Such 

questions serve to further interrogate the prevailing face-to-face tutoring metaphor applied to 

online synchronous tutoring, while also revealing the rather limited understanding of what 

synchronous tutoring can and does offer to students that fulfills the primary goals of the writing 

center. 

The research of scholars explored in this chapter suggests that direct instruction is a 

useful and viable option for online synchronous tutoring, and that it is equally useful and viable 

for face-to-face tutoring as well, contrary to dominant Writing Center and Writing Studies theory 

and scholarship.  This study extends this discussion in a meaningful way by adding to the limited 

number of publications that explore and interrogate the existing paradigm of face-to-face tutoring 

practices being used online.  Futhermore, analysis of the role of metaphor and previous 

experience may provide English Studies and writing center scholars with insights into their own 

teaching, tutoring, and writing processes.  Such an analysis will help to identify unquestioned 

assumptions and ideologies about tutoring and writing and the implications it has on the adoption 

of synchronous tutoring interfaces and the acceptance of synchronous tutoring as an authentic 

and trustworthy form of tutoring.  Finally, it is important that writing center professionals 

critically examine the embedded metaphors that are mapped over from previous experiences into 
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new tutoring processes, such as synchronous tutoring, because they inevitably serve as deciding 

factors in the selection of the tutoring interface and the adoption, rejection, or reinvention 

process of related tutoring practices in OWLs. 

Interface and Interactivity in OWLs 

Interactivity is the hallmark of face-to-face tutoring, so the desire to replicate the 

experience online leads to the adoption of innovations with similar levels of interactivity built-in 

to the interface, for example, the live dialogue and document sharing capability of Skype and 

Google Hangouts.  Whether consciously or unconsciously, writing center directors seek to adopt 

an interface that maps onto their preexisting comfort zone, face-to-face interactive tutoring. 

Therefore, interface design and interactivity are significant concepts in English Studies and 

Writing Centers because the teaching and tutoring of writing almost always occurs through a 

filter, space, or intermediary of some kind in an attempt to improve students’ writing.  Consider 

the following definitions of interface, which draws upon the fields of human-computer 

interaction (HCI), rhetoric and composition, and writing centers: Skjulstad and Morrison (2005) 

define interface as an “intermediary to communication”; Carpenter (2009) defines interface as a 

“communication boundary” between the user-system, user-systems, or system-system; Laurel 

and Mountford (1990) define interface as a “place where contact between two entities occurs” 

(p. 5, original emphasis); Turrentine and MacDonald (2006) define the online tutoring interface 

as an “environment” with a climate of transparency; and, Selfe and Selfe (1994) define computer 

interfaces as “cultural maps” with political and ideological underpinnings.  At its most basic 

level, then, an interface serves as a type of communication bridge between two entities and exists 

as yet another factor that influences the innovation-decision process leading to the adoption, 

reinvention, or rejection of an innovation.   
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Interfaces exist in many different forms as indicated by recent English Studies and 

writing center scholarship.  In the classroom, for instance, the interface is the actual layout of the 

classroom itself, as discussed by DePew and Lettner-Rust (2009) who compared three different 

classroom interface designs for a correspondence course, a modern face-to-face classroom with a 

traditional layout geared towards lecturing, and an online course using synchronous video and 

also discussed how each classroom interface affected the power dynamic between students and 

instructor.  Furthermore, several physical writing centers have published studies regarding the 

space or layout of the writing center including the location of the desks or cubicles, open 

computer workstations, sofas, tables, bookcases, and even coffee stations (See Carpenter’s Cases 

on Higher Education Spaces in 2013; Kinkead and Harris’ Writing Centers in Context: Twelve 

Case Studies in 1993; and McKinney’s “Leaving Home Sweet Home: Towards Readings of 

Critical Writing Center Spaces” in 2002).  Our tutoring spaces and classroom spaces—the 

interfaces—are designed for the purpose of increasing interaction, engaging students, and 

improving student writing. 

Other research studies provide insight into more technical interfaces, including those 

specific to writing centers and OWLs.  Take, for example, the operating systems used to translate 

our inputs into readable code that can be executed by the computer (Selfe & Selfe, 1994), 

software programs such as MS Word used for composition and reflection among other tasks 

(Buck, 2008; Romberger, 2004), university websites that include departmental and program 

websites (Barrios, 2004; Hawisher & Sullivan, 1999; Knight, Rife, Alexander, Loncharich & 

DeVoss, 2009), OWL websites (Inman, 2000), and finally, email platforms in the case of 

asynchronous tutoring (Anderson, 2002; Jackson, 2000; Rilling, 2005) or web-based systems in 

the case of synchronous tutoring (Hewett, 2006; Jones, Garralda, Li, & Lock, 2006; Melzer, 
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2003).  While interfaces are plentiful and pervasive, the aforementioned scholars have argued 

that interfaces are neither neutral or innocent in the exchange of ideas or meaning-making 

process; instead, it is important to explore how interfaces both enable and frame interactions 

between users (Carpenter, 2009), thereby influencing the synchronous tutoring experience 

especially when it comes to the perceived attributes and consequences of the innovation.  

Synchronous tutoring takes place in a space that is always physically separate from the 

actual writing center for the student, which places a great deal of emphasis on the rhetoric of the 

interface and resultant power dynamics.  This separation is becoming increasingly common for 

tutors as well, since the evolution of technology affords tutoring in a variety of locales and times 

of day, such as evening and weekend hours, not otherwise possible.  Moreover, students seeking 

an online synchronous session are often filtered through several different interfaces as they are 

shuffled between the general OWL website, a web-based appointment system, the human 

interface of the tutor, and the actual tutoring program such as Skype or Google Hangouts.  And, 

if the student uses MS Word to compose the writing then yet another interface needs to be 

considered.  As Buck (2008) articulated in a study about the use of MS Word in the writing 

center, “...the MS Word interface affected the nature of the [tutoring] session itself” (p. 412), or 

the writing process, as well as the final piece of writing, or product.  In addition, computer 

interfaces provide opportunities and challenges for writing center professionals which impact 

power dynamics, such as who controls the technical aspects of the session (i.e. scrolling, screen 

sharing, typing) (Buck, 2008).  These same power dynamics are present in online synchronous 

tutoring sessions as well because the synchronous tutoring interface is a shared space where 

control must be negotiated.  
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According to DePew and Lettner-Rust (2009), interfaces are “culturally constructed” in 

two ways: 1) by initial design decisions made by programmers who built the system and 2) by 

the teaching, or tutoring, strategies developed to shape the user’s experience (p. 175).  Many 

synchronous tutoring interfaces are not designed by the writing center or institution (this is the 

case in both case studies in this dissertation and others that were researched), so there are some 

natural constraints inherent in that power dynamic that have been explored very little in existing 

literature.  By studying the perceived attributes of the innovation, along with the consequences of 

the innovation, this study highlights both these aspects of culturally constructed interfaces, 

thereby interrogating existing teaching and tutoring practices associated with an interface.  A 

deeper exploration of both aspects of the interface design might also prove useful in 

understanding the shifting power dynamics for both English Studies and writing center 

professionals.  For example, the interface selected by a student for a writing center appointment 

shapes the power relationship between tutors and students, whether through face-to-face, 

asynchronous email, or online synchronous tutoring, as most scholars believe face-to-face 

tutoring to be the most interactive and student-centered of the tutoring interfaces, thereby placing 

the power in the hands of the student (Buck, 2008; Hewett, 2006; Jackson, 2000; Turrentine & 

MacDonald, 2006).  In short, the interfaces designed (or repurposed) for online synchronous 

tutoring are being used in order mimic the face-to-face experience and level of interactivity; thus, 

the degree of interactivity afforded by the interface(s) selected to conduct the synchronous 

tutoring sessions is a fundamental part of the investigation of synchronous tutoring OWL designs 

and related practices in writing centers. 

Carnegie (2009) developed three modes of interactivity for evaluating an interface: multi-

directionality, manipulability, and presence.  In either Skype or Google Docs, students can 
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function as both senders and receivers by responding to previous messages and referring back to 

specific content since the document is shared between all users, either in the document 

collaboration space as is the case with Google Docs or via screen sharing with Skype.  

Furthermore, the multi-directionality aspect of second-generation synchronous tutoring OWLs is 

also aided by the use of audio and video capability, which is essential to replicate the face-to-face 

tutoring experience.  There are relatively few writing centers that have published in this area, as 

previously discussed, so this research study will aid in expanding our knowledge of the 

interactive aspects of these new, second-generation synchronous tutoring OWLs.  Finally, 

Carnegie posited that interactivity is high in the area of multi-directionality if the communication 

exchange becomes an intertextual dialogue, which is also commonplace in synchronous writing 

center sessions.  

The category of manipulability is also easily afforded in the second generation of 

synchronous tutoring interfaces, as participants possess some agency by arranging or resizing 

windows, selecting background colors, controlling audio levels to include the ability to mute 

oneself, recording sessions for future playback (either within the interface or through a different 

interface such as Camtasia), and modifying the shared document on the screen.  In Skype, the 

screen sharing tool places the power and privilege in the hands of a single user who must share 

the desktop, or a particular window (if they are technically savvy) and will then control all of the 

changes made to the screen including scrolling, editing, etc.  In Google Docs, power is more 

evenly distributed as both parties can scroll and modify the text independently of one another, if 

they so choose.  The tutor has the option to just be an editor rather than author of the text, which 

means that changes are tracked, similar to MS Word, and the document is not permanently 

altered.  Google Docs also allows for searching for sources and conducting research right inside 
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the interface, producing the highest level of interactivity in this area which is content-on-

demand.  In short, both interfaces allow users to manipulate the interface, though the level of 

new content creation varies drastically between interfaces, but Google Docs offers a higher level 

of interactivity in this area than Skype.   

The final mode of interactivity is presence, in which a user has the “experience of 

interacting socially and of being in a particular place or space,” even when they are not 

physically in the same place or time (Carnegie, 2009, p.169).  Neither interface offers virtual 

reality where the idea of spatial presence is best achieved, but Skype and Google Hangouts do 

offer high levels of interactivity with regard to social presence, thereby collapsing “time and 

space into each other…space becomes something we simply work with/in, making creative 

connections and reconnections” (Wysocki & Johnson-Eilola, 1999, p.363-4).  Indeed, the idea of 

social presence is constructed, in large part, by the interface itself which shapes expectations of 

the synchronous tutoring experience by sending messages to participants about the role they 

must play and the limitations of the interaction.  In a study of email tutoring interfaces, Anderson 

(2002) identified three tutoring aspects that are constructed by the interface: 1) the nature of the 

relationship itself, such as what may be discussed in the tutoring session and what the student 

can expect from tutors; 2) the responsibility of the student, including the student’s background 

information necessary for the specific tutoring event; and 3) the role of tutors including how 

tutors are represented in the interface, whether students can selected a preferred tutor before the 

session begins, and the actual name tutors are called which has important functional emphasis.  

Anderson’s (2002) study is applicable to synchronous tutoring interfaces as well since a 

large part of the interaction described by Anderson occurs before the tutoring session begins—

through the OWL website—which is an interface used by writing center directors to delineate the 
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requirements for participating in a tutoring session, whether face-to-face, asynchronous or 

synchronous in nature.  This list of rules often includes who may use the writing center services, 

such as only students or anyone in the university to include faculty and staff, what type of 

writing may be submitted to include both content and length, and the type of services offered 

such as the focus on process and higher-order concerns, rather than on product and lower-order 

concerns such as grammar and proof-reading services; in the case of synchronous tutoring 

sessions, additional language is often articulated on the OWL regarding who may use the service 

(are only distance students allowed?) and when the writing must be submitted to the tutor 

(beforehand or during the session?).  Thus, the way that the OWL interface communicates the 

requirements for participating in online synchronous tutoring is what Anderson (2002) would call 

first-level representations; while second-level representations “refer to how an OWL interface 

characterizes both student and tutor roles” while simultaneously clarifying the overall goals of 

the tutoring session (p. 80).  It is the combination of the first and second level messages 

communicated by the OWL interface that impact the social presence experienced by tutors and 

students, as well as the overall level of interactivity for all available tutoring experiences in the 

writing center. 

This study will fill the gaps in literature regarding the connection between the replication 

of face-to-face tutoring practices and the selection of synchronous tutoring interfaces used to 

mimic such practices.  This study will also provide greater insight into the rhetoric of the 

interface for writing center professionals by exposing the various layers of interfaces involved in 

the day-to-day writing center activities and how those interfaces invariably shape and constrain 

the tutoring experience.  In short, the rhetoric of the interface is important for writing center 

professionals to understand because the interface, which often goes unnoticed, “resides behind 
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the scene while also functioning as the scene” of the tutoring interaction (Carpenter, 2009, p. 

142, original emphasis), which means that the interface itself could be one of the factors that 

impact the adoption, reinvention, or rejection of innovations which is the primary focus of this 

study. 

Summary 

This chapter first demonstrated the theoretical framework of diffusion of innovation 

theory by Rogers (2003) and its supplement by Moore and Benbasat (1999), which I used to 

answer the primary research questions.  Next, the history of physical writing centers was 

reviewed, emphasizing the role of innovation in writing centers.  The historical and theoretical 

connection between physical writing centers and OWLs was also discussed, including the 

definition and features of each type of OWL; this section also provided a detailed review of 

second-generation live OWLs, which are the focus of this study.  Finally, I concluded with a 

discussion of the role of metaphor and previous experience, paying particular attention to the 

way these two concepts influence the selection of the innovation (which is both a technology and 

an interface) and the related tutoring practices.   

Chapter 3 discusses the research methodology and DOI’s theoretical framework as it is 

incorporated in the overall research design.  Participants include writing center directors and 

tutors at two different institutions who used collaborative software for online synchronous 

tutoring.  The primary research instruments include the interview protocol for writing center 

directors and the modified-survey for tutors (borrowed heavily from Moore & Benbasat’s survey 

instrument of perceived attributes).  The data was coded and stored in MaxQDA, a qualitative 

data analysis software program used to conduct the within-case and cross-case analysis.  The 

chapter ends with a brief discussion of the problems encountered and the limitations of the study.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This research study investigates the diffusion of synchronous A/V online tutoring 

innovations across two university writing centers or social systems, paying particular attention to 

the perceived attributes and consequences of the innovation.  Developing such an understanding 

requires a framework that is grounded in empirical research and qualitative data, supported by 

Diffusion of Innovation (DOI) Theory.  I selected an interpretive, multi-method case study 

methodology to explore the multiple and varied perspectives of writing center directors and 

tutors who create unique and contextual-based knowledge through trial and error and experiential 

learning.  According to MacNealy (1999), empirical-based research “carefully describes and/or 

measures observable phenomenon in a systematic way planned in advance,” producing a body of 

evidence that can be examined by others (p. 6).  The underlying goal of the interview questions 

and survey instrument that I designed and administered to writing center administrators and 

tutors was to generate empirical, experiential data.  This chapter describes the multi-method case 

study methodology using the innovation-decision process at each university writing center as the 

unit of analysis.  

The chapter is organized as follows.  First it describes the research questions that have 

guided this study.  Second, it considers the role I played, as the researcher, in the research design 

and data collection.  Third, it outlines the theoretical framework of the study.  Fourth, it describes 

the parameters of the study, which include the participants, design of the research instruments, 

case study introductions, data collection procedures, the coding process, and the analytical 
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process.  Finally, this chapter briefly describes the problems I encountered and the limitations of 

the study.  

Research Questions 

This research project developed out of several guiding questions regarding the need to 

more fully understand the relationship between writing centers and technology innovation, the 

role of previous experience in the evaluation and implementation of new technology innovations, 

and the nature of technological innovations including the various factors that aid in the success 

of some innovations and the failures of others.  As Chapter 2 shows, the field has limited 

knowledge about synchronous tutoring innovations taking place in writing centers, including 

related practices, due to the small percentage of writing centers interested in synchronous 

tutoring combined with the lack of formal publications in the field as a whole.  The current 

paradigm is to share stories of successful innovations or adoptions through conference 

presentations, which rarely make it into formal publications in journals or books to serve as a 

guide for future writing center innovations.  This study fills the gap in existing writing center 

literature by formally documenting two synchronous tutoring innovations and related practices 

along with the various factors which affect the adoption, re-invention, or rejection of new 

innovations.  In other words, this study explores and documents both successful and unsuccessful 

innovations, across two different writing centers, in order to expand writing center professionals’ 

understanding of the nature of technological innovations. 

The first research question asked why writing center administrators turned to 

synchronous A/V live OWLs in response to the needs of students and faculty.  This question was 

intended to address the role of DOI’s social system concept.  The first research question relied 

most heavily on data from the interviews conducted with writing center directors to recreate the 



75 

 

context or problem, as perceived by the writing center director and the institution at large, which 

led to the decision to explore synchronous tutoring options as a solution.  The interview data was 

also used to better understand the writing center philosophy ascribed to in each social system and 

how this philosophy impacted the innovation-decision-process and final selection of each 

innovation.  Finally, the level of technology skill for tutors, directors, and the university at large 

was coded and analyzed as a means of further understanding the various layers of each social 

system; this data was obtained from writing center director interviews, tutor survey data, and 

documentation review.  The first research question revealed the multi-layered complexity of a 

writing center’s social system, which extends well beyond the obvious relationship between the 

writing center, writing program, and institution.  In addition, the first research question provided 

a clearer understanding of the unique way that various social systems (within each case) affected 

the eventual adoption or rejection of the innovation. 

Second, having assessed the intent behind the creation of synchronous A/V OWLs, it was 

important to determine what OWL designs and related practices were adopted and how DOI’s 

perceived attributes ground writing center administrators’ decision to adopt technology.  The 

second research question used a combination of tutor surveys and writing center director 

interviews to understand the perceived attributes of each innovation from the perspective of both 

stakeholders.  I coded and analyzed the answers for each perceived attribute within each case, or 

writing center social system, and across cases for comparison.  I also reviewed university and 

platform specific needs and affordances, respectively, as a way to understand the choices 

administrators made regarding technology adoption (this issue dealt with both social system and 

perceived attributes).  Finally, the related tutoring practices associated with each innovation were 

culled from interview data, survey data, and writing center documentation, which revealed both 
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implicit and explicit assumptions based upon previous experiences in tutoring and/or with the 

technology itself.  Analysis of this data allowed a deeper understanding of the role of previous 

experience, or working metaphors, viewed as a baseline to guide the overall understanding and 

evaluation of a new innovation. 

Third, once the adoption of each technology innovation was considered, it was important 

to understand the implications of the new OWL designs and related practices.  DOI’s 

consequences of innovation helped make sense of the ongoing process of adoption and/or 

transformation of the innovation for each particular social system.  To answer the third question, 

I relied most heavily on interviews and documentation review.  I coded and analyzed the data for 

each of the three areas of consequences, as identified by DOI theory: desirability, directness, and 

anticipation.  The tutor surveys were mostly geared towards the perceived attributes, rather than 

consequences, but the open-ended responses provided additional insight into the three categories 

of innovation consequences.  Analysis of such issues allowed for a better understanding of the 

intricate relationship between the perceived attributes and consequences of the innovation since 

the outcomes of adopting an innovation, for instance, can just as easily be anticipated and 

desirable as unanticipated and undesirable.  To this end, tutor survey responses were used to 

connect the perceived attributes to the consequences of the innovation whenever possible.  Thus, 

this research question forced an interplay between the innovation itself and its effect on writing 

center practices, policies, and procedures that are otherwise left unexplored.   

Role of the Researcher 

In qualitative research, the researcher becomes an instrument through which all data or 

observation is mediated.  Cresswell (2013) argued that true understanding of the research process 

rests in the complex relationship between the “philosophical worldview assumptions that they 
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[researchers] bring to the study, the research design that is related to this worldview, and the 

specific methods or procedures of research that translate the approach into practice” (p. 42).  As 

both a former online graduate student and current online writing instructor, I am doubly vested in 

this project and its long term implications.  I also previously worked on an OWL Conversion 

Project with ODU to test and implement Adobe Connect for distance tutoring purposes, which 

gives me familiarity and background with this issue.  In short, this study is close to everything I 

intimately know, understand, and love about distance education and OWI, which can be both an 

advantage and a disadvantage.  

Furthermore, Cresswell and others stress the importance of being aware of knowledge 

claims, such as the epistemologies, paradigms, ontologies, and philosophical stances behind our 

research projects because they assist researchers in properly aligning their research to their 

ideological assumptions about knowledge and truth (Cresswell, 2013; Lauer & Asher, 1988; 

MacNealy, 1999; Sullivan & Porter, 1997).  As such, I am aware that the lens through which I 

see events unfold are undeniably clouded by my own personal experiences, which is why I kept a 

separate journal of my thoughts throughout the data collection and analysis phases in order to 

make a clear distinction—as much as is humanly possible—between my own reflected thoughts 

and those of the participants.  I have also tried to distance myself from my lens by attempting to 

not just find out what technologies are being adopted for online tutoring but to explore why they 

are being adopted in the first place.  The implications of the technology adoption are also 

important not only in keeping my own biases at bay but should prove more useful to the writing 

center profession in the long run.  My hope is that such attempts at reflexivity will at least 

temporarily suspend some of my own rather strong opinions on the topic so that I am more open 

and receptive to different perspectives or themes that may emerge from the data, while also 
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preventing the study from falling into common pitfalls of diffusion research such as “pro-

innovation bias” or “technology is king” rhetoric. 

In many ways, this project was an extension of an earlier ODU project where I studied 

the usability of Adobe Connect (formerly known as Macromedia Breeze) for online synchronous 

tutoring and synchronous class and/or group discussions.  Since I am both an online student and 

an online writing instructor, I have a vested interest in expanding and developing useful and 

usable innovations for online students and writing centers and these projects afforded me several 

opportunities for doing so.  In the case of ODU, I was able to conduct a usability study of an 

innovation while it was being piloted for use, and in the case of my own dissertation, I have been 

afforded the opportunity to explore and expand the philosophical, theoretical, and practical 

underpinnings of OWI and OWL research.  In my mind, at least, I found myself drawing 

parallels to the earlier ODU project on several occasions, though the research questions, 

methodologies, and methods were different.  Indeed, there is a connection between these two 

studies, and it is rooted in my own knowledge claims and intersecting roles as a student, tutor, 

and instructor.  As such, Cresswell's emphasis on the role of the researcher and the 

“philosophical worldview assumptions that they [researchers] bring to the study” is applicable to 

this study, as my own vested interest in online synchronous tutoring, from the perspectives of 

student, tutor, and instructor, served as the foundation for the research design, to include the 

selection of the theoretical framework used to answer the research questions. 

Theoretical Framework 

In the following sections, I outline the three aspects of DOI theory referenced in the 

research questions, including how DOI was used to select the appropriate materials and 

procedures used to collect and analyze the data.  I conclude this section with a summary of 
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several criticisms of DOI theory and a detailed discussion of the strategies implemented in this 

study to overcome these problems. 

Nature of the Social System 

I combined the terminology of Rogers (2003) and Inman (2000) to define a social system 

as a collaboration of various stakeholders who collectively work together to accomplish a 

common goal such as problem-solving, reflection, and expression.  The structure and norms of a 

social system can facilitate or impede diffusion of innovations since they are often more 

influential than any one individual’s characteristics of innovativeness, technology skill, or 

previous familiarity with the innovation. 

According to Rogers (2003), the introduction of the innovation is generally handled by 

two user roles that reside within the structure of a social system: (1) opinion leaders and (2) 

change agents.  Opinion leaders, often at the center of interpersonal communication networks, 

are able to influence other’s attitudes with regard to a new innovation.  According to Inman 

(2000), “In writing centers, opinion leaders could be any number of individuals: from respected 

tutors, to engaged administrators, and to reflective clients” (p. 57).  For Rogers, change agents 

work for a change agency and their primary goal is to influence clients’ decisions for the benefit 

of the change agency, but Inman adapts this definition in a more meaningful way for writing 

centers by simply stating that one becomes an agent in the innovation-decision process “when 

they imagine themselves as contributors to the innovation and when they locate ways that their 

influence has shaped outcomes associated with that innovation” (p.58).  Agents must closely 

monitor the outcomes of the innovation to ensure that it aligns with the “norms” of the social 

system.  If the system norms are ignored or deemed unimportant in some way, then introducing a 
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new innovation into the system could disrupt it if not done carefully (i.e. compatibility attribute) 

and lead to its eventual discontinuance. 

Perceived Attributes of Innovation 

This study combines Roger’s (2003) five characteristics or perceived attributes of an 

innovation with three additional attributes from Moore and Benbasat (1991).  Roger’s (2003) 

original five perceived attributes include relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, 

trialability, and observability.  In the Moore and Benbasat (1991) model, image was added as a 

separate category from relative advantage (instead of part of it as in Roger’s model) and 

observability, the ability to view the innovation, was replaced or sub-divided into three new areas 

of visibility, result demonstrability, and voluntariness.  The eight characteristics that this study 

focused on are outlined below: 

1. Relative advantage means the use of the innovation must have an advantage over other 

options, such as its predecessor (i.e. email tutoring).  This is one of the strongest 

predictions of innovation adoption as it deals with the delicate balance between expected 

benefits and cost of innovation adoption; it can be measured in several different ways 

including low initial cost of the innovation, the ability to save time and effort, immediacy 

of reward, and economic profitability.  This attribute was selected for this study to 

capture responses regarding predecessors to synchronous tutoring such as asynchronous 

email tutoring and previously discarded synchronous tutoring options. 

2. Image measures the status or social prestige associated with the innovation.  It considers 

how one’s status can be enhanced in the social system (formal and informal, in the case 

of writing centers) or organization through the use of the innovation.  This attribute was 

selected to determine if the writing center director’s decision to offer synchronous 
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tutoring was based upon a concern for how the writing center was viewed on campus and 

among writing centers across the nation. 

3. Compatibility measures the consistency between using the innovation and the values, 

needs, and experiences of potential adopters.  Innovations that are incompatible with the 

values or social norms will likely be adopted slower than other, more-compatible 

innovations.  It is also believed that individuals can only deal with new innovations based 

on what they already know, so old ideas, customs, or cultural practices become the 

mental maps or metaphors that individuals use when assessing new ideas.  This attribute 

was selected to capture the specific aspects that contributed to a synchronous tutoring 

innovation’s success in one writing center context and its rejection in a different context. 

4. Ease-of-use, the opposite of complexity, measures the user-friendliness of using the 

innovation; simple software solutions or ideas that are easier to understand will be 

adopted more quickly.  This attribute was selected since ease-of-use plays a big part in 

any technology innovation, adoption, and implementation. It was important to capture 

how writing center directors and tutors felt about the usability of the technology used for 

synchronous tutoring and to determine what effect, if any, this attribute had on the 

innovation-decision process. 

5. Trialability measures the ability for a new innovation to be tried and tested before use, 

which also results in faster adoption.  Since many tutors are not given the opportunity to 

test an innovation before it is fully adopted by the writing center, this attribute was 

selected to determine its effect on the individual tutor’s innovation-decision process and 

the innovation’s overall rate of adoption. 
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6. Voluntariness measures the degree of free will associated with using or adopting the 

innovation.  This attribute was selected to capture the amount of free will that writing 

center directors and tutors felt they had with regard to using or adopting the innovation. 

This is an important attribute for writing center scholarship since it speaks to system-

wide constraints as well as personal preferences of end users. 

7. Results demonstrability measures how easy it is to explain the results of the innovation to 

others, including its observability and communicability.  This attribute was selected 

because of the essential role that observation plays in writing centers. Writing tutors are 

trained by observing others and tutors are periodically observed by the writing center 

director through a sort of evaluative process which suggest specific areas of 

improvement.  In addition, writing center directors must explain what actually happens in 

a writing center and in a tutor session, which is readily captured by the results 

demonstrability attribute. 

8. Visibility measures the ability of others to see the innovation being used.  This attribute is 

important for writing center research because it captures the innovation’s use in the 

writing center context as well as in the broader institutional social system.  Visibility also 

addresses the innovation’s rate of adoption in terms of how often and in which capacity 

end users are exposed to the innovation. 

These eight characteristics served as a lens for analyzing the specifics of the diffusion and 

adoption process and were the primary themes or categories used for coding the data.   

Consequences of Innovations  

Consequences are defined as “the changes that occur to an individual or to a social 

system as a result of the adoption or rejection of an innovation,” which means that consequences 
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are merely outcomes which can be deemed “good” or “bad” depending on the goals and 

perspectives of the system users (Rogers, 2003, p.157).  Rogers describes three potential 

categories for consequences of innovations: 

1. Desirable vs. Undesirable: the system change is desirable if the innovation is functional 

but undesirable if the innovation is dysfunctional 

2. Direct vs. Indirect: changes that occur in immediate response to an innovation are direct 

changes whereas second-order responses are considered indirect 

3. Anticipated vs. Unanticipated: changes that are recognized and intended are anticipated 

whereas changes that are not intended or planned for are considered unanticipated 

As with any new implementation, technology or otherwise, innovations have expected 

goals or outcomes that are both anticipated and desirable.  However, consequences of innovation 

adoptions are difficult to measure since they cannot be captured easily using survey data (which 

is usually how the perceived attributes are captured), but their importance should not to be 

overlooked because the study of consequences considers the effects of adopting innovations 

while providing contextual clues about the continuance or rejection of the innovation.  In short, 

the language of DOI allows for closer exploration of the relationship between intention and 

actuality (Inman, 2000).  Even with a strong research tradition, however, DOI still suffers from 

its own shortcomings, which were factored into the design of this study. 

Criticisms of Diffusion Theory  

The top three criticisms of DOI theory include the recall problem, individual blame bias, 

and pro-innovation bias.  This study was designed with these criticisms in mind, which 

influenced the types of methods selected as well as the data collection and analysis procedures.  
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These criticisms also worked to further reinforce the need for triangulation of data between the 

tutors, writing center directors, and documentation. 

Recall Problem.  The recall problem addresses Diffusion theory’s dependence on self-

reported recall data from participants.  This is fondly referred to as the “rear-view” 

reconstruction model that is not always accurate, which is what one generally gets with survey 

data because researchers are only provided with “snapshots” in time rather than a view of the 

entire diffusion “process.”  Rogers suggests a few alternative research designs to overcome the 

recall problem such as conducting field experiments, longitudinal panel studies, use of archival 

records, and/or case studies of the innovation process with data from multiple respondents (each 

of whom provides a validity check on the other’s data).  In other words, Rogers suggests a type 

of triangulation of data as the most holistic solution to the recall problem.  This study used a case 

study methodology, multiple respondents, and documentation review to address the recall 

problem typically associated with DOI research.  This triangulation method proved useful on 

several occasions and served to fill the gap when some memory or recall of events was missing 

or only partially provided by a single method. 

Individual Blame Bias.  The next criticism of diffusion research is individual blame 

bias, which deals with the tendency to value the change agency sponsoring or funding the 

research over that of the individuals using the innovation.  As a result, the individual becomes the 

unit of analysis, instead of the system, and individuals are held responsible for his or her own 

problems rather than investigating the system the individual is a part of.  Take recycling, for 

example: many agree that it helps the environment, but it may not be irrational for a household to 

refrain from recycling, especially if it is later discovered that recycling was financially 

prohibitive (i.e. “not free”) as it is in some areas. In a situation like this, the problem is 
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determined to be with the system, in fact, and not the individual.  According to Rogers (2003), 

researchers can avoid individual blame bias by asking questions about how adopters found out 

about the innovation (from whom) so that the network link becomes the unit of analysis instead 

of the individual (p. 125).  Another solution is to involve all stakeholders in defining any 

diffusion problem rather than just change agents who are seeking to fix or alleviate the problem.  

In this dissertation study, I attempted to address the individual blame bias problem by involving 

writing center directors and tutors, and I made great efforts to understand the full set of 

circumstances leading up to the decision to adopt.  I was unable to include students in the study, 

however, which is a limitation of the study discussed later in this chapter. 

Pro-innovation Bias.  Pro-innovation bias, on the other hand, is the largest criticism of 

diffusion research to date because it is often assumed and implied, making it more difficult to 

address.  This problem was first identified by Rogers and Shoemaker in 1971 and is the belief 

that an innovation should be diffused and adopted by all members of a social system, that it 

should be diffused more rapidly, and/or that the innovation should be neither re-invented nor 

rejected (Rogers, 2003, p. 106).  In other words, pro-innovation bias is predicated on the false 

assumption that any innovation, especially technological ones, are an improvement and always 

inherently good (i.e. technology is king rhetoric).  As a result, diffusion researchers are more 

likely to underemphasize rejection or discontinuance of innovations, overlook re-invention, and 

ignore anti-diffusion programs designed to prevent the spread of “bad” innovations.  In short, 

successful innovations, rather than rejected or discontinued ones, are easier to study because they 

are still in place, but innovation failures are also important and could sometimes be more 

valuable in an intellectual sense (Rogers, 2003).  Roger’s provides a number of solutions for 

addressing pro-innovation bias not all of which are relevant to this study (e.g. such as conducting 
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a comparative analysis of successful and unsuccessful innovations from members of the same 

social system over the same period of time).  However, the last four suggestions are especially 

relevant to this study: (1) investigating while the diffusion is still on-going instead of using the 

rear-view model that makes it easier to only select rapidly diffused, successful innovations; (2) 

trying to understand the individual’s perceptions of the innovation and context that led up to the 

rejection, discontinuance, or reinvention of an innovation; (3) understanding how the innovation 

is related to other innovations and to existing practices that it replaces (or replicates); and (4) 

using another form of data collection, in addition to survey data, asking the “why” questions in 

order to provide better insight into the actual motivations for adopting the innovation.   

The diffusion was still on-going at both writing centers, which addresses the first solution 

of overcoming pro-innovation bias.  The first case study had fully implemented Skype for 

tutoring (for several years) but had not fully diffused across the social system, as the number of 

Skype sessions still lagged behind previous tutoring innovations.  The second case study had 

only recently selected Google Hangouts (in the same year of this study), so the innovation’s 

diffusion and implementation was still on-going.  The last three suggestions for overcoming pro-

innovation bias were implemented in this study using a combination of interview and survey 

data.  First, this study used the interviews with writing center directors to understand the failed 

innovations leading up to the decision to adopt the present innovation.  This was especially the 

case in the first case study where several innovations were rejected before adopting Skype for 

synchronous tutoring purposes.  With regard to the tutors, the open-ended question at the end of 

the survey was used to capture any lingering thoughts that might provide further insight into 

failed innovations that were discarded and/or consequences of innovations that were currently in 

use.  Next, the combination of interview and survey data was also used to make connections 
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between tutoring practices (and related assumptions) with regard to face-to-face, email, and 

online tutoring.  I was also able to use the documentation from both writing centers to further aid 

in this process.  Finally, the “why” questions were answered using the interview data to 

understand the exigency of circumstances that led up to the decision to adopt each innovation for 

a particular social system, at a particular time. 

Research Design 

This is an empirical study that employs a case-study methodology to explore the multiple 

and varied perspectives of writing center tutors and directors who create unique and contextual-

based knowledge through trial and error and experiential learning.  The multi-method approach 

used in this study combined the theoretical framework of DOI theory developed by Rogers 

(2003), Moore and Benbasat (1991), and Inman (2000) to serve as a lens for analyzing the 

diffusion of synchronous A/V online tutoring innovations across different university writing 

centers or social systems, paying particular attention to the perceived attributes and 

consequences of the innovation.  As a result, the unit of analysis included each writing center 

director’s innovation-decision process to better understand the various factors influencing the 

final adoption.  Thus, the research questions for this dissertation are closely tied to the theoretical 

framework of Diffusion of Innovation (DOI). 

The principles of DOI were used as a starting point, making the use of theory two-fold: 1) 

to determine how the principles of DOI theory might explain the technology adoption process 

and related practices within and across different writing center contexts and 2) to generate new 

theory, or expand DOI theory, if new patterns emerge that could not be otherwise explained by 

DOI in its present form.  The goal or outcome of this study was to provide a foundation for 

studying DOI in future writing center innovations, thus providing writing center professionals 
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with a guide for thinking about their own institutional context.  As such, a case study 

methodology was selected in order to make comparisons within and across different writing 

centers.  

The case study methodology was a good fit for this research project because it is 

interpretive, empirical, and context-specific.  Because of the rich description that is afforded by 

the use of a case study, the results can be used to generate ideas for future research and/or 

exploration.  In this study, the methodology needed to be flexible, allowing for an in-depth 

exploration of important events and participant experiences within each institution (or case).  I 

also wanted to explore more than one institution in order to see if and where data might intersect, 

but I was not concerned with the data being generalized to a larger population, which also aligns 

well with case study methodology since that is one of its primary criticisms (Cresswell, 2013)  (I 

did, however, begin to address this criticism with the triangulation of data). Furthermore, I 

sought to understand the different social systems at play using DOI theory, not only at the 

university-level, but also in connection to English Studies and Writing Centers as a whole, which 

necessarily places the various stakeholder groups at the forefront; in other words, I wanted to 

blend the personal, theoretical, and professional, and I felt that the case study methodology was 

the best fit for achieving that goal. 

Participants 

This study used a purposeful sample and participants were selected by internet searches 

and referral to represent a single institution in two of the four previously identified second-

generation synchronous OWL tutoring categories: (1) corporate conferencing and training 

programs such as Adobe Connect or Elluminate; (2) social conferencing programs such as Skype 

and Google Hangouts; (3) real-time document collaboration programs such as Huddle and 
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Google Docs; (4) and massive multiplayer online environments such as Second Life.  Initial key 

word searches of “writing center + online tutoring” on Google located nearly a dozen writing 

centers that discussed and/or marketed their use of synchronous A/V technology for online 

tutoring purposes using either Skype or Google Hangouts.   

I selected Skype and Google Hangouts innovations due to their ubiquitous nature as I 

assumed that participants, including students being tutored, would already have some familiarity 

with Skype or Google Hangouts in social contexts outside of the writing center.  Even if study 

participants had not personally used Skype or Google Hangouts, it was likely that they had 

knowledge of its existence through their social network, thus developing theories or metaphors 

about how the technology can and should work.  Because the prevailing metaphor and 

overarching belief was that face-to-face tutoring is the most “natural” form of tutoring (see 

Chapter 2), I sought institutions that attempted to replicate this process as closely as possible 

using audio, video, and live document view capability since each of these elements is equally 

essential to face-to-face tutoring (the ability for tutors and students to see and hear each other, as 

well as view the document together).  I incorporated these experiences and assumptions into the 

study to provide a solid baseline for discussing familiarity with the technology—whether in 

theory or in practice—both before and after its use in the writing center.  This approach 

intersected with Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980), Metaphors We Live By, with respect to conceptual 

and cognitive metaphors, and it also worked to address the problem of pro-innovation bias as 

identified in the previous section.  Finally, I also hypothesized that the accessible and ubiquitous 

nature of these technology platforms would play a factor in the overall decision to adopt the 

software for tutoring purposes, especially with regard to the perceived attributes of the 

innovation as articulated by the primary research participants.   
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The primary research participants included the writing center directors and tutors, who 

had first-hand knowledge of the innovation adoption, its related practices, and consequences of 

the innovation, if any.  As was the case with both case studies, only a single tutor was available 

to participate in the study due to a number of different issues ranging from staffing and 

budgeting to reluctance of tutors to participate in the synchronous tutoring process.  This is a 

limitation of the study, but it was necessary that at least one tutor from each case participate to 

achieve suggestive triangulation of data and a clear understanding of the perceived attributes and 

consequences of each innovation.  Finally, in order to retrace the steps leading up to the decision 

to adopt the innovation, it was necessary that the writing center director be the same individual 

responsible for spearheading and implementing the use of Skype or Google Hangouts for 

tutoring purposes; this was especially important to overcoming the recall problem, as previously 

identified, since second-hand interview data would have made data triangulation difficult, if not 

impossible, thus becoming a major limitation in the results of the study.  Specifically, institutions 

had to meet the following selection criteria for inclusion in the study: 

1. The synchronous collaborative technology being used for online writing tutorials must 

include, at a minimum: 

a. document sharing or mark-up capability 

b. at least one other form of interactivity, such as audio and/or video   

2. The current writing center director must have had direct involvement in the design or 

decision-making process leading to the adoption the technology 

3. There is at least one online tutor at each institution, presently using the innovation, who is 

willing to participate in the survey part of the data collection 

I designed the pre-screen interview questions of my own accord, but the inclusion criteria were 
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developed in consultation with my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Kevin DePew.  I conducted the pre-

screen interviews using Skype and Google Hangout, as opposed to sending several email 

exchanges, as this approach provided an opportunity to share additional details of the study and 

helped build a rapport with the research participants.  Table 1 displays the correlation between 

the inclusion criteria and the pre-screen interview questions. 
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Table 1 

Correlation Between Inclusion Criteria and Pre-Screen Interview Questions 

 
Criteria Inclusion Criteria Pre-Screen Interview Questions 

1 The synchronous collaborative technology being 

used for online writing tutorials must include, at 

a minimum: (a) document sharing or mark-up 

capability and (b) at least one other form of 

interactivity, such as audio and/or video.  

 

Please discuss the extent to which you are 

making use of the tools inside of the 

technology platform to conduct online 

synchronous tutoring. Are your tutors using the 

document sharing capability built into Skype or 

Google Hangout? Are your tutors using audio 

or video to conduct online synchronous 

sessions? 

2 The current writing center director must have 

had direct involvement in the design or decision-

making process leading to the adoption of the 

technology. 

 

Please describe your role in the selection of the 

Skype or Google Hangout for tutoring 

purposes. Were you around when your 

institution started using Skype or Google 

Hangout for online tutoring? What role did you 

play in the overall decision to adopt? 

3 There is at least one online tutor at each 

institution, presently using the innovation, who 

is willing to participate in the survey part of the 

data collection. 

Please describe your staffing situation for the 

writing center, especially with regard to online 

tutors. Do you have at least one tutor that has 

tutored a synchronous session that might be 

willing to answer survey questions about the 

technology? 

 

Source: Appendix A: Pre-Screen Interview Protocol for Writing Center Administrators. 
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I made a concerted effort to select different institutional types to better determine the role 

of the social system in the innovation-decision process (e.g. four-year state, four-year private, 

two-year teaching institutions,).  Additionally, I made a conscious effort to select institutions 

with varying adoption timelines (i.e. established innovation vs. newly-adopted) and writing 

center philosophies so that the innovation-decision process could be studied in greater detail, 

especially in light of the perceived attributes of the innovation.  In other words, the different 

cases were used to understand how the use of Google Hangouts or Skype came to be used for the 

purposes of synchronous tutoring and what influences the innovations had, if any, on the tutoring 

practices used at each institution. 

Case Study Introductions   

The following section introduces case studies, including the institutional makeup, student 

population, writing center hours and locations, and the role of the writing center director.  I 

conclude each case study with a brief explanation of the significance and objective of each case. 

Case Study #1: UMW.  The first case study was a public research university located in 

the Midwestern part of the U.S, which will be referred to as UMW for short.  As of Fall 2013, 

the institution enrolled just over fifteen-thousand students—55% undergraduate students, 35% 

graduate students, and 10% dual enrollment.  There were also nearly 900 online students, which 

included combined totals for graduate and undergraduate.  The writing center had two locations 

on campus and staffed fifteen tutors across both locations at ten hours per week, for a total of 

150 contact hours each week.  There are two Skype accounts, one for each writing center 

location, but almost all Skype tutoring occurred at the main writing center location.  The writing 

center appointments were booked as 50 minute sessions for online and face-to-face tutoring.  The 

writing center director did not participate in tutoring.  This university case study was selected 
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because of its unique use of Skype and external document sharing programs such as JoinMe for 

synchronous tutoring.  The objective of this university case study was to understand the events 

leading up to the decision to implement synchronous online tutoring and the reasons why some 

options were rejected before settling on Skype as the solution. 

Case Study #2: UNE.  The second case study was a public university located in the 

northeastern part of the U.S., called UNE from this point forward.  UNE enrolled just over six-

thousand undergraduate students spread out over nine different satellite campuses, as of Fall 

2014.  The university did not offer any graduate degrees, on-campus or on-line, but students 

were able to enroll in graduate degree programs with sister-institutions within the same UNE 

network.  Over 90% of students take one or more online classes at UNE, and 40% of students 

take their entire course load online (UNE Pre-Screen Interview, 2013).  The writing center had 

one location on campus and staffed four tutors during the year of this case study, each working 

twenty hours per week for a total of 80 contact hours each week; the writing center 

appointments, both online and face-to-face, were 60 minute sessions.  The writing center director 

occasionally tutored but was not regularly scheduled or included in contact hours.  The writing 

center had one dedicated online tutor, who was still scheduled for face-to-face sessions as well, 

thus limiting the number of available online sessions.  This university case study was selected 

because of its use of Google Hangouts for synchronous tutoring, its smaller size in comparison to 

the other case study, the large interest in online or distance education, and its unique population 

of all undergraduate students.  The objective of this university case study was to understand the 

infrastructure necessary to support such a homogenous student population with regard to online 

or distance education and the reasons leading up to the decision to adopt Google Hangouts for 

synchronous tutoring. 
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Research Instruments 

Interviews and surveys were used to collect the data.  Unlike the more general data 

methods used in this study (i.e. documentation review and field notes), these two instruments 

were specifically designed and crafted to answer the research questions identified at the start of 

this chapter; the design resulted in an interview protocol and modified DOI survey.  According to 

Griffin (2013), the research methods are chiefly concerned with how the research design and 

methodology is carried out, which knowingly “shape both the research and its outcomes,” so the 

proper selection of each method is crucial to the outcome of the research project (p. 5).  The 

combined research instruments of the modified survey and interview protocol allowed me to use 

both open-ended and closed-ended questions, making it easier to record both qualitative and 

quantitative data essential to the results of the study (see Chapter 4).  For example, some of the 

research questions were easier to capture using the primarily close-ended design of the survey 

instrument, such as the perceived attributes for RQ2, whereas other research questions relied 

heavily on deep, contextual commentary found most readily in the interview responses.  The 

following sections identify the series of steps taken to design the two primary research 

instruments used in the study, the interview protocol and modified-DOI survey. Both research 

instruments were approved before the start of the study by the Dissertation Committee on 

December 6, 2012, and later, by ODU’s Institutional Review Board on January 7, 2013.   

Interview Protocol.  I designed the interview protocol over a period of several weeks to 

closely align the research questions to the interview questions.  The protocol was used to guide 

the interview process so that uniformity and consistency was assured in the data.  Table 2 details 

the correlation between the three research questions and the interview protocol questions. 
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The open-ended design of the interview protocol was used to provide context regarding 

the exigency of the OWL designs and resultant changes made to tutoring practices as part of the 

adoption process.  This information would not have been easy to gather using survey data alone, 

which is why two different research instruments were needed. The data generated from the 

interview protocol instrument was used to answer all three research questions. 
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Table 2 

Correlation Between Research Questions and Interview Protocol Questions 

 
Number Research Questions Interview Protocol Questions 

RQ1 Why are writing center administrators designing 

synchronous A/V live OWLs? How might 

DOI’s social system concept help us to make 

sense of the perceived needs that the new OWL 

was intended to address? 

Could you act as a storyteller for me today and 

tell me the story of how distance delivery made 

its way into your university’s Writing Center – 

the events, decisions, and actions that led up to 

it – to the best of your recollection? 

RQ2 What OWL designs and related practices were 

adopted? How might DOI’s perceived attributes 

help us to make sense of each writing center 

administrators’ overall decision to adopt the 

innovation? 

I know that you are currently offering 

synchronous A/V tutoring with screen-sharing 

capability through a program called 

_______________. Can you tell me how you 

use it for online tutoring as if you were 

explaining it to someone who had no 

knowledge of it? 

RQ3 What are the implications of these new OWL 

designs and related practices? How might DOI’s 

consequences of innovations help us to make 

sense of each writing center administrators’ 

decision to continue or discontinue the 

adoption? 

Did you or your tutors experience any sort of 

advantages or challenges in dealing with the 

new synchronous tutoring OWL – to the best of 

your recollection? If so, can you describe what 

it was? 

 

Source: Appendix B: Interview Protocol for Writing Center Administrators. 
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Modified DOI Survey.  The survey instrument used for data collection in this study 

derived from Moore and Benbasat’s (1991) scale measurements of personal work station (PWS).  

Moore and Benbasat (1991) developed a general survey instrument, based on Rogers’ Innovation 

and Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), to measure the eight combined perceived attributes 

of voluntariness, relative advantage, compatibility, image, ease of use, result demonstrability, 

visibility, and trialability.  Moore and Benbasat’s instrument was previously tested with high 

reliability and validity by DOI researchers and was considered general enough to be applied to 

any particular innovation (see e-learning adoption among educational leaders by Jebeile & Reeve 

in 2003 and internet adoption among faculty members by Almobarraz in 2007).  This study of 

adopting synchronous tutoring technology among writing center directors is also compatible with 

Moore and Benbasat’s instrument, as both studies are aimed at addressing the perceived 

attributes of using an innovation to investigate how perceptions affect individuals’ actual use of 

innovations.  Thus, a pilot study was not performed prior to the distribution of the instrument. 

To fit the present study, I modified the original instrument developed by Moore and 

Benbasat (1991) to have three primary parts: the opening background questions, the Likert-type 

scale questions to capture the perceived attributes, and the open-ended question at the end of the 

survey.  In order to capture the necessary data for the context variables, I added four background 

questions to the start of the survey, which I have explained and justified below.  The first two 

questions were used to establish the total years of tutoring experience, at the writing center and 

other locations, for each tutor who participated in the study.  The first question asked, “How long 

have you been a writing tutor at this university?” which served as a baseline for understanding 

tutor experience at this particular social system, either at UMW or UNE.  The second question 

asked, “How long have you been a writing tutor elsewhere?” and was used to capture any 
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tutoring experience from a different social system.  Both questions asked tutors to rate their years 

of experience by circling one of the four categories: 0-1 year, 2-3 years, 4-6 years, more than 6 

years.  The first two questions were combined to get a better understanding of the tutor’s 

experience and the role previous experience plays in evaluating the perceived attributes of the 

innovation. 

The third and fourth questions were used to establish the role of technology at the 

individual and institutional level, as perceived by each tutor who participated in the study.  The 

third question asked, “How would you rate your level of technology skill?” and tutors were 

asked to circle a single number from a list of categories: No skills or knowledge (0), Basic skills 

with room for improvement (1 or 2), Intermediate skills could use additional practice (3 or 4), 

Advanced skills with extensive knowledge (5, 6, or 7).  The third question provided a clear 

understanding of the tutor’s own self-rated level of technology skill.  Writing center directors 

were also asked to rate their tutors’ level of technology skill during each interview, and this data 

was combined and triangulated with documentation review to get a better understanding of tutor 

technology skill.  The fourth question asked, “How would you rate the level of technology use at 

your institution?” and tutors were again asked to circle a single number from a list of four 

possible categories: No use with a fear of technology (0), Cautious with a little use of technology 

(1 or 2), Mostly-accepting with moderate technology use (3 or 4), Fully-accepting with cutting 

edge technology use (5, 6, or 7).  I asked this question to understand the level of technology use 

at the institution, as perceived by the tutor.  A similar question was asked of writing center 

directors during each interview, which allowed the data to be combined and triangulated with 

documentation review.  These last two questions also provided insight into DOI’s social system 
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attribute, as technology comfort (and assumptions about such comfort and/or skill) played an 

essential role in each writing center’s selection and eventual adoption of the innovation. 

The second part of the survey was used to capture the eight perceived attributes using a 

Likert-type scale (from 1-7). There were 45 questions in this section of the survey. For this entire 

section, tutors were asked to use the same scale covering four categories: Did not influence our 

decision (0), Slightly influenced our decision (1 or 2), Moderately influenced our decision (3 or 

4), Strongly influenced our decision (5, 6, or 7). As with the previous questions, tutors were only 

permitted to circle one number (from 1-7) for each question. 

Finally, I also added an open-ended question to the end of the survey, asking tutors to use 

the space to make any further comments or recommendations about the synchronous tutoring 

program being used in their writing center.  This final question, which was answered by both 

participating tutors in the study, allowed tutor responses to be coded along with writing center 

directors in response to RQ1 (social system) and RQ3 (consequences of innovation).  As a result, 

the data collected from the DOI-modified survey instrument was used, in some part, to answer 

all three research questions (See Appendix C for the full “Survey of Writing Center Tutors”). 

Data Collection Methods 

The data collection process was intense and varied in this study to achieve a more holistic 

understanding of the multiple perspectives at play both within and across each case study.  This 

multi-method approach aligns well with the goals of this research study, which are pragmatic 

and constructivist in nature, drawing on multiple worldviews to piece together each institution’s 

unique image or representation of the world of writing centers and OWLs.  At times, this 

information was used to uncover overlapping and sometimes competing lines of thought, which 

required the triangulation of multi-method data to patch together a “fluid and interconnected 
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sequence of events” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 8).  Toward achieving the goal of triangulation, 

several methods were used for uncovering the adoption process and related tutoring practices at 

each writing center: (1) documentation review, (2) web-based interviews, (3) emailed surveys, 

and (4) self-reflexive field notes.  These four data collection methods blend qualitative and 

quantitative research approaches, and they collectively represent the process taken to answer the 

research questions.  Each method will be discussed in the sections that follow. 

Documentation Review.  First, I arranged to visit or speak with the Writing Center 

Director of each institution and to ask for copies of the writing center’s mission, tutor handbook 

or guidelines, online tutorial training guide or how-to manuals (for tutors, student tutees, or 

both), and any other written material describing the writing center context and its purpose.  

During the meeting, I reviewed the purpose of the study with each writing center director, 

scheduled individual interview times, identified the number of online tutors who will take part in 

the emailed survey, confirmed key contact data for writing center administrator and tutors, and 

requested that participating tutors respond to the electronic survey to be emailed later.  Context 

variables examined include exigency for adopting the innovation, prior experience with face-to-

face tutoring, and the university’s existing infrastructure.  The documentation review was also 

useful for understanding the writing center philosophy, especially regarding the role of tutors. 

Web-based Interviews.  The web-based interviews were structured around the research 

questions defined at the start of the case study, conducted using Skype and Google Hangouts, 

and limited to writing center administrators from each institution.  Each interview was recorded 

in its entirety and transcribed.  An open-ended interview strategy was used to capture context-

specific information from all three research questions that could not be otherwise captured using 

survey data (See Table 2 for the relationship between interview questions and research 
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questions).  The recall problem, typically associated with interview data, was first addressed by 

capturing the initial decision-making process, implementation, and evaluation of the innovation 

from the participant and then cross-referencing it with the emailed tutor surveys and documents 

to provide a richer, more in-depth understanding of the adoption process; however, the 

triangulated results were limited by the small number of tutors who were willing and able to 

participate in the study (see “Limitations of the Study” at the end of this chapter). 

Emailed Surveys.  After the approval of the survey instrument, I emailed surveys to all 

participating tutors with a requested return date, and periodic reminder emails were sent once 

each week before the requested return date in order to assist with faster response.  The emailed 

surveys primarily assisted with answering the second research question about DOI’s perceived 

attributes.  However, the survey data was also useful for answering RQ1 about social system and 

RQ2 about consequences of the innovation, though not as thoroughly exposed in the survey data 

as in the interview data.  The survey data was coded for the perceived attributes and any context 

variables, if applicable (see Appendix C: Survey for Writing Center Tutors). 

Self-Reflexive Field Notes.  The field notes were used to record impressions, questions, 

and concerns that might assist with the interpretation of the data and were relied upon as a source 

of data.  I incorporated my own personal experiences as a researcher, tutor, student, and online 

instructor throughout the study, weaving in my own experiences as a sort-of reflexive 

ethnography.  Ellis and Bochner (2000) discuss reflexive ethnography as a blending of the 

culture or subculture under investigation with that of the researcher's own experience in the 

culture, allowing the researcher's experience to illuminate the culture under investigation and 

reveal the interactions between the self and other.  As a result, the field notes were a self-

reflexive blending of descriptive content, observational content, and personal experience.  
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Finally, I also made note of personal stories told during open-ended interviews and flagged them 

for potential use in the final report and worked to weave in my own personal experiences in the 

opening and closing chapters of the dissertation.  Deck (1990) specifically defines self-reflexive 

fieldwork as: 

Accounts in which the authors ground themselves in their field experiences, reference 

other social scientists who serve to validate the characters in their stories, keep the 

autobiographical components mainly in the introduction and epilogues, and focus 

personal revelations directly on the fieldwork at hand rather than on their own personal 

development.  (Deck, 1990, quoted in Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 753) 

My own experiences were essential to the underpinnings of this study, epistemologically 

speaking, as I blended constructivist, pragmatic, and transformative knowledge claims over the 

course of the dissertation project.  

This reflection draws directly on Cresswell’s (2013) identification of the four knowledge 

claims of post-positivism, constructivism, transformative, and pragmatism used by researchers to 

understand the world around them, thus shaping the research questions and overall direction of 

the research study.  In the case of this study, my constructivist nature revealed itself through the 

two case studies, which were used to obtain the perspectives of many individuals to make 

inferences about the usability (and compatibility) of Skype and Google Hangouts for the 

purposes of online tutoring.  Second, the technical skills associated with each innovation has 

pragmatic, real-world value beyond the walls of the university because it is purposeful for 

writing centers and in the personal and professional lives of tutors and students. This is 

especially important in a technology-rich culture where the distinction between work and home, 

private and personal is increasingly blurred. Lastly, my interest in the topic stemmed from a 
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desire to provide distance students with resources akin to on-campus students, which is 

undeniably transformative in nature.  Furthermore, I self-identify as an online writing instructor, 

online writing tutor, and online graduate student, which made this project both a personal and 

professional endeavor.  In this sense, the role of the researcher was not ancillary to the research 

study as much as it was embedded within the research design itself, thus providing meaningful 

insight into the shared experience with study participants, the formation of the research 

questions, and the interpretation of the data. 

Data Analysis 

This study used computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) to 

conduct within-case and cross-case examination of data.  CAQDAS is believed to enhance the 

coding process by making it easier to locate useful quotations and multiple perspectives within a 

category or theme; this is especially useful when the database is large and diversified (Creswell, 

2003).  CAQDAS does not replace the research in any sense; in fact, such programs still require 

the same interpretive work since researchers must still read, select/highlight, and label certain 

pieces of data according to categories or codes.  I tested several qualitative programs including 

HyperResearch, Atlas.ti, QDA Miner, and Coding Analysis Toolkit (CDA), before making the 

decision to use MaxQDA.  Ultimately, the software was easier to use than the others, and the cost 

was reasonable, though not the least expensive option of the CAQDAS software options. 

In the following sections, I have identified the steps taken to conduct the within-case and 

cross-case analysis of data using the MaxQDA software program.  In this study, interview data, 

open-ended responses from surveys, reflexive field notes, and documentation artifacts were 

entered into MaxQDA, a CAQDAS database for coding and interpretation.  This allowed the 

data to be used independently or in a convergent manner, such as with cross-case analysis. 



105 

 

Within-case Analysis.  Within-case analysis was the first analysis technique used with 

each institution under study.  First, I studied each institution’s written documentation, web-based 

interviews, and survey response data as a separate case to identify unique patterns within the data 

for that single institution.  By studying a combination of data results, I was able to cross-

reference the writing administrator’s responses with those of the writing center tutors, who are 

most likely to be involved in the day-to-day tutoring activities.  Data was coded for Rogers’ 

(2003) and Moore and Benbasat’s (1991) theory of perceived attributes (relative advantage, 

compatibility, results demonstrability, ease of use, image, visibility, and voluntariness) to identify 

patterns that emerged from both tutors and writing center administrators’ explanation of their 

OWL design.  Throughout this process, I wrote field notes connecting the patterns found in the 

data to my own personal experiences; these field notes could range from mere summaries of that 

day's work to a series of questions generated by the most recent documentation review or 

interview session to dialogue based in and around the disciplines of English Studies, Writing 

Centers, and Online Writing Instruction.  Next, I prepared a detailed case study write-up for each 

institution, categorizing interview questions and responses and examining the data for within-

group similarities and differences. 

Cross-case Analysis.  Cross-case analysis was the second analysis technique used in the 

study.  I examined the cases as a pair, categorizing the similarities and differences among and 

between them.  The reflexive field notes were used to discuss, explore, and offer conjecture 

about the relevance of DOI attributes for each writing center social system.  There were some 

shared experiences or similarities across the cases, but this was not always the case.  Such 

analysis allowed for easier exploration of variations in program design and implementation (i.e. 

the rhetorical architecture of systems), including the selection process of the synchronous 
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tutoring innovation.  Again, data was coded for Rogers’ (2003) and Moore and Benbasat’s (1991) 

theory of perceived attributes (relative advantage, compatibility, results demonstrability, ease of 

use, image, visibility, and voluntariness) to identify some "possible" issues that might cut across 

the adoption of different online tutoring software in different contexts.  As patterns began to 

emerge, some evidence stood out as being in conflict with the patterns.  In those cases, I 

conducted follow-up focused interviews to confirm or correct the initial data in order to tie the 

evidence to the findings and to state relationships in answer to the research questions.  When the 

patterns could not be easily reconciled with the data, I sought to name and categorize those 

variables as an extension of DOI specific to writing center contexts.  The cross-case analysis 

allowed me to discover a new perceived attribute for writing centers, referred to as residual 

value, in addition to arguing for the significance of previous experience or working metaphors as 

an essential code/construct for writing center research. 

Problems Addressed During Study 

In the following section, I identify the three problems addressed during the stages of data 

collection and analysis.  The first problem involved securing enough institutions that met all of 

the inclusion criteria to participate in the study; the second problem addressed was that of my 

own technology, or pro-innovation, bias; the third problem addressed was my own decision to 

adopt a qualitative software program for the storage and analysis of data, which brought about a 

number of unintended and undesirable consequences. 

The first problem was securing enough complete writing center case studies, as I had 

several writing centers that were unable to meet all of the inclusion criteria in order to participate 

in the study.  For example, one writing center was unable to locate any prior tutors to complete 

the survey and another writing center completed the interviews and surveys but was unable to 
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produce documentation necessary to conduct triangulation of the data.  Several writing centers 

declined to participate in the study, but only after hearing all the details because they “wanted to 

publish a similar study of their own writing center” (Personal Communication, 2011).  This was 

a great disappointment because all of these issues resulted in less data for conducting cross-case 

analysis, which would have increased the overall value and contribution of the study to the 

research fields of Writing Centers and English Studies. 

The second problem was my over exuberance for the topic itself, perhaps a pro-

innovation bias even.  Though it was not my intention, I often led participants into topics of 

conversations during the interviews that were not of relevance to the study due to my own vested 

interest in the topic and all things technology.  For example, I learned about UMW’s innovative 

use of a program called HootSuite, an online program that allows users to preload posts to a 

number of social media accounts, such as Twitter and Facebook, weeks out in advance.  This 

information was interesting and was indeed an innovation, but it was not directly related to 

answering the research questions in this study; there are several other instances of innovation-

discussions recorded and transcribed from the interview sessions similar to this example.  In 

short, I struggled to find the proper balance between building a rapport and staying focused on 

the task at hand.  In order to remain true and ethical to the goals of the study, I made sure to 

transcribe all interview data even if I could not foresee how it could be useful.  I also maintained 

reflective field notes to separate my own thoughts from those of my participants as an attempt to 

use them as a guide, for later analysis, rather than as the final word on a specific topic addressed 

during the interview. 

The third problem involved my own decision to adopt qualitative software for the data 

analysis stage.  First and foremost, I spent a considerable amount of time researching various 
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qualitative software programs, installing, and testing them out when that time could have been 

better spent writing thick-description memos of the case study data.  I did not find the learning 

curve of the MAXQDA software to be particularly steep, but it did impact the writing process in 

unintended and undesirable ways.  Second, I was unfamiliar with the process behind the use of 

qualitative software for data analysis, so I had no point of reference to use with when or how 

often I should pause to write memos, field notes, etc.  It was also unclear as to where I should 

store these uniquely different pieces of information since there were several methods of note 

taking available in the system.  As a result, the use of qualitative software definitely disrupted the 

flow of writing and textual interpretation since it was not part of my normal or usual writing 

process.  Finally, the research process, and the writing process by extension, became 

exponentially tied to a single computer, which led to some undesirable outcomes.  On the 

positive side, I was able to work on the data analysis in any location, as long as I had my laptop 

since all of the documentation, interview, and survey data existed on my hard drive.  On the other 

hand, the adoption of the qualitative software innovation made the physical, printed case study 

files virtually useless since all of the highlighting, tagging, memos, and notes now resided inside 

of the qualitative software database.  When the computer failed (which it did), I was unable to 

remain on schedule until a new computer was purchased and the qualitative database was 

reinstalled, but only after receiving a new software key from the software company beforehand.  

This process made it quite clear that the ownership and control of my own research data was 

nothing more than an illusion; indeed, I was still beholden to the software company to grant 

access to my own data in a format that is both useful and usable.  In hindsight, I would still 

recommend the use of qualitative software for data analysis; however, I would encourage a 

multi-computer license so that data backups are stored online (rather than manually, as I had to 
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do), allowing for multiple, secured computers to access the data. I believe such adjustments 

would have assisted a great deal with the overall speed of data analysis.  

Methodological Limitations 

I consider this study the first phase in a longer research study concerned with exploring 

the nature of technological innovations taking place in writing centers, namely synchronous 

audio-video innovations used in online tutoring, and the various factors which affect the 

adoption, re-invention, or rejection of new innovations.  The variety of research methods used in 

the study improved the overall reliability of the data, but there are several features of the research 

design itself which may have affected the quality of the findings.  The first limitation was the use 

of survey data to capture tutors’ responses; the second limitation was the size of the sample data; 

the third limitation was the decision to omit students’ perspectives in the study due to time and 

budgetary constraints; the fourth limitation was the complexity of the DOI social system attribute 

with regard to writing centers; and the fifth limitation was the duration of the study and its effect 

on the relevance of the literature review and other aspects. 

The first limitation was the decision to capture tutor data exclusively through a survey 

method.  The emailed tutor surveys were modified from an existing DOI perceived attributes 

survey, but the data gleaned from the surveys were not as rich as the interview data gleaned from 

the writing center directors.  This limited the analysis of the data in many ways, as the survey 

responses made it more difficult to articulate the complex, puzzle-like relationship between the 

tutors, the writing center, the writing center director, and the overall social system.  For example, 

interviews with tutors, either combined with surveys or in lieu of surveys, would have provided a 

more efficient way to study working metaphors, social norms, and other aspects needed to fully 

understand an individual’s previous experience and the intersections with the social system as a 
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whole.  In addition, the consequences of the innovation were not thoroughly captured using the 

survey data from the tutors, though it was gleaned from the interview data with writing center 

directors; as a result, the research findings for the third research question (on consequences of the 

innovation) were largely limited to that of the writing center directors, with only minimal input 

from the tutors as gleaned from the survey data.  The addition of tutor interviews as another data 

collection method would have addressed each of these limitations and provided far greater clarity 

in the DOI aspects of the social system, perceived attributes, and consequences of the innovation.  

However, additional interviews would have resulted in an overwhelming amount of qualitative 

data, requiring more time and resources than were available for the first phase of the study. 

The second limitation had to do with the size of the data sample.  The data sample is 

rather small, with only two writing center directors and two tutors. Although a small sample size 

is not uncommon for a case study methodology, it still means that the findings cannot be 

extrapolated to other social systems or writing centers.  It is also important to reiterate the fact 

that each writing center had only one tutor responsible for conducting the online synchronous 

tutoring appointments,  but with such a high turnover of tutors (for synchronous sessions), this 

made it difficult to track down previous tutors and was only an option for one case study 

(UMW/Skype) because UNE was in its first season of using Google Hangouts for synchronous 

tutoring.  The limited number of tutors available for online synchronous tutoring speaks to DOI 

theory directly with regard to the rate of adoption, and it also suggests another possible direction 

for future writing center research.  

Furthermore, the experience of students or tutees were not included in the analysis of the 

perceived attributes, even though they are also end users.  This was done intentionally to keep 

the amount of data to a manageable size and to save time since it was assumed that students 
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would be more difficult to track down.  In hindsight, this information would have proved useful 

in answering the second and third research questions with regard to the perceived attributes and 

consequences of the innovation; additionally, data from this third participant group would have 

proved useful in overcoming the three criticisms of DOI research: recall problem, individual 

blame bias, and pro-innovation bias.  This suggests a possible direction for future writing center 

research: studies that would incorporate usability theory from the student’s perspective, rather 

than adopting innovations solely on the tutors’ and administrators’ perspective (Blythe, 1998; 

Harris, 1999; Johnson-Eilola & Selber, 2007; Myatt, 2010). (See Chapter 6 for further discussion 

on this potential avenue for future research.). 

The documentation of a writing center’s social system, within the framework of DOI 

theory, is a massive undertaking, and even with years of analysis and reflection at my disposal, 

the study results barely scratched the surface of that complexity, which is the fourth limitation.  

For example, the combined methods of interview and survey allowed me to use both open-ended 

and closed-ended questions to assist in laying the groundwork for the writing center context, 

philosophies of tutoring, and the exigency of the adoption process.  In other words, I culled 

information about the nature of the social system from both groups of research participants, and I 

filled in the gaps with the documentation review.  This information would not have been easy to 

gather using a single research method, which is why a combined approach was needed.  Even 

with the triangulation of data, however, the social system concept was difficult to identify and 

even more difficult to articulate, partly due to the lack of focused interview questions and partly 

to the lack of student participant insight.  In DOI theory, context is not just part of the case study 

overview; it is central to the innovation-decision-making process itself, and therefore, I would 

argue that the success or failure of an innovation rests in one’s detailed knowledge of the 
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intricate relationship between the various layers of the social system.  This limitation could be 

remedied with more tailored interview questions for the tutor, writing center director, and 

students (tutees), focused on questions related to working metaphors, level of technology skill, 

previous tutoring experiences (as tutor or tutee), level of technology use on campus, etc.  Even 

with these shortcomings, the study provided some insight into the interconnected web of DOI’s 

social system, especially considering how uniquely positioned or situated each writing center can 

be in relation to other departments on a university campus.  

Due to the limitations of part-time doctoral study and full-time work, this study spanned a 

period of six years, with rather large blocks of time between the various phases of the study, the 

fifth limitation.  As a result, some of the research from the literature review may appear outdated, 

so I did my best to update and extend those arguments.  There were also some major overhauls 

made to the interface and functionality of Google Hangouts since the beginning of this study; 

specifically, the document collaboration feature is not as readily available or accessible as it was 

in previous iterations (i.e. Google Talk vs. Google Hangouts).  Skype has also undergone a 

number of upgrades these past few years, with the document collaboration feature being more 

user-friendly in terms of easier accessibility from the main workspace.  These time 

considerations must be taken into account when reviewing the research findings, discussion, and 

conclusion chapters. 

Summary 

This chapter offered a review of the research design, participants, instruments, procedures 

of data collecting, and data analysis procedures.  Various elements of the data collection and data 

analysis were presented.  Qualitative research was applied to this case study research, 

specifically in the form of interview and survey research methods.  Moore and Benbasat’s (1991) 
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instrument was selected for the survey instrument, with slight modifications, to address the 

perceived attributes of using Skype or Google Hangouts for tutoring.  Email was used to 

distribute the questionnaires to the writing center tutors who participated in the study, while 

MaxQDA was the software package used for coding and data analysis.  

The next chapter analyzes the data collected from the participants by applying the 

research methods identified in this chapter.  The research findings are organized according to the 

three research questions and provide within-case and cross-case analysis.  The findings provide 

insight into the reasons that led writing center directors to either accept or reject a specific 

technology innovation for the purposes of online synchronous tutoring.  The findings also reveal 

connections between innovation adoption and the modified and/or newly developed tutoring 

practices and policies for online synchronous tutoring, when using Skype and Google Hangouts.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings of data collected for the study of DOI theory in two 

writing center contexts by examining the innovation-decision process of each writing center 

director leading up to the adoption of the innovation and its emergent practices.  Specifically, this 

chapter explores DOI attributes of the social system, perceived attributes, and consequences of 

the innovation.  As a brief reminder, there were two case studies, or university writing centers, 

involved in the study, with two participants from each case—one writing center director and one 

online synchronous tutor.  The first case study was a public university in the midwestern region 

of the United States (UMW) with 15,000 students (including graduate and undergraduate 

students), 900 of which were online students; at the time of this study, UMW had been using 

Skype for five years.  The second case study was a public university in the northeastern United 

States (UNE) with 6,000 undergraduate students (no graduate students at this university), 40% of 

whom completed their entire degree online and 90% take at least one or more classes online 

(2,400 and 5,400 students respectively).  UNE used Google Hangouts and was in the first 

semester of employing the innovation for online synchronous tutoring at the start of this study.  It 

was also noteworthy that UNE’s Interim Director had been in the position for one year, while, 

UMW’s Director had been in the position for six years at the time of the study. 

The research findings are presented in three sections, which align with the study’s 

research questions.  In the first section, Social System, I used DOI’s social system concept to 

explain the needs of the social system and why the new OWL designs and practices were being 

adopted for the purpose of online synchronous tutoring.  With the data collected from the 
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interviews with writing center directors and document review, the research findings explore the 

relationship between the social system and factors influencing the innovation-decision process 

such as metaphor and previous experience, user roles, leadership style, and type of innovation 

decision.   

The second section, Innovation and Attributes, correlates with the second set of research 

questions and used DOI’s perceived attributes to explain the relationship between the 

innovation’s attributes and the innovation-decision process.  To do so, it describes the concurrent 

innovation adoptions taking place in writing centers for online synchronous tutoring.  With the 

survey data collected from online synchronous tutors, the research findings explore and compare 

the perceived attributes of each innovation as situated in each writing center’s social system.  

This data was cross-referenced with interview responses from writing center directors.   

The third section, Consequences, which matches the third research question, relied on 

DOI’s consequences of the innovation to explore the implications of the new OWL designs and 

related practices.  The data was culled from both survey and interview data since the 

consequences of the innovation integrates knowledge of the social system and overall goals of 

the writing center with each case’s perceived attributes of the innovation. 

Social System 

Why are writing center administrators designing synchronous A/V live OWLs? How might 

DOI’s social system concept help us to make sense of the perceived needs the new OWL was 

intended to address? 

 

DOI theory discusses the social system element in number of different ways.  In the 

following section, I describe the social system of each writing center case study including the 
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structure and norms of the system to include user roles, leadership styles, and types of innovation 

decisions.  When applicable, I also make connections to the role of metaphor and previous 

experience, as it relates to the structure and/or norms of the social system. 

Case #1: UMW and Skype 

The UMW case study was selected because of its unique use of Skype and external 

document sharing programs, such as JoinMe, for synchronous tutoring.  The writing center 

director did not participate in tutoring, and while there were 15 tutors on staff across both writing 

center locations, only one tutor conducted the online synchronous tutoring sessions at each 

location using Skype.  When this study was conducted in the summer of 2013, however, only one 

tutor was available to conduct synchronous tutoring sessions and willing to participate in the 

study.  Each tutor worked 10 hours a week, so UMW’s writing center provided a total of 150 

contact hours each week, with no more than 10 weekly hours available for online synchronous 

tutoring appointments.  The structure of UMW’s social system allowed face-to-face tutoring 

anywhere between 140-150 available contact hours each week for appointments.  

The exigency or circumstances leading up to the initial design for the synchronous OWL 

appeared rather simple on the surface: UMW's Writing Center Director believed it was just the 

“right time” to begin offering synchronous tutoring because the university was headed in that 

direction. In fact, he later went on to say, 

We could see the writing on the wall, so to speak.  In that a bachelor of liberal arts online 

degree completion program was being constructed.  We knew that the nursing school was 

going to start operating a lot of their classes online.  And, you know, there was a big push 

for professors to go through an online teaching certification program on campus.  So, we 

would see that, you know, the campus was kind of going that direction and recognized 
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well, the more we kind of position ourselves to work with these new parts of education 

the better.  (UMW Interview, 3/1/2013) 

This revelation suggests that the social system heavily influenced the director’s innovation-

decision, thereby encouraging the eventual selection, adoption, and implementation of Skype for 

synchronous tutoring.  Consequently, one of the themes that emerged in this case was the parallel 

between expanded online course offerings taking place at the university level and the increased 

number of technology innovations adopted in the Writing Studio.   

The Writing Center itself had also recently undergone a major name change, from 

Writing Center to Writing Studio.  As discussed by North (1984), Carino (1992), and Bruffee 

(1984) in the review of literature, there is a great deal at stake in the name of the writing space—

whether it is called a writing lab, writing clinic, or writing studio.  If this research is considered 

alongside UMW's desire to re-brand itself, it suggests that the image or prestige of the writing 

center, as it exists in the larger university social system, plays a significant role in the innovation-

decision process.  The Writing Studio Director was chiefly responsible for the name change and 

the adoption of Skype; indeed, UMW has had the same writing center director since 2007, which 

provided great insight into the social system and his role as the director and opinion leader in the 

writing center. 

User Roles.  As is the custom in most writing centers, the writing center director was 

responsible for the administrative aspects of the writing center, such as advertising, budgeting 

and reporting, hiring and training tutors, and balancing the needs of the writing center with the 

needs of the larger university.  One of the largest undertakings for the writing studio director at 

UMW was the planning of the annual faculty retreat “where we all get together and do some 

continuing education, or training, for the new hires” (UMW, Pre-Screen Interview, 2/1/2013); the 
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director explained that topics included mock tutoring sessions, problem solving, and other 

activities to reinforce the goals of the writing center.  Another large part of the duties of the 

writing center director was the branding and advertising of the center.  As noted above, UMW 

had recently changed its name from Writing Center to Writing Studio, a change that was directly 

organized by the writing center director.  During that same time, the writing center transitioned 

from the Dean’s Office in the College of Arts and Sciences to the Provost’s Office, which 

resulted in a new physical writing center location and a larger budget.  The writing center 

director played a significant role in shaping and influencing the norms of the writing center 

social system while also navigating the external social systems at play in the larger institution. 

The tutors also played an important role in the social system, which was chiefly 

explained through the use of conceptual metaphors (see Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).  There was an 

extensive use of metaphors throughout the Tutor Handbook to identify and explain the various 

components of a tutor’s role in UMW’s Writing Studio. The first collection of metaphors is 

abstract roles that a tutor may fulfill during a tutoring session such as a goalie, a chef, or 

gardener: “We are brainstorm chasers.  We are goalies, waiting to catch the writer’s slapshot.  We 

are rubber and the writer is glue” (Tutor Handbook, p. 3).  Along the same lines, “Writing Studio 

Chefs even prepare compliment sandwiches, where they put the problems in the middle of two 

soft, inviting pieces of feel-good bread” (Tutor Handbook, p. 6).  This collection of metaphors 

describes the role of the tutor as an active participant and an engaged reader, both important 

tenets of the tutoring process.  

The next collection of metaphors deals with the mysticism and awe of the tutor and the 

finished product or outcome of the tutoring session.  As stated, “Subjective, open-ended 

questions are great because they remind the writer that you are peer tutor, not a supervisor or a 
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superhero or a supersecret agent” (Tutor Handbook, p. 8).  In this excerpt, the Socratic Method is 

alluded to with the reliance on open-ended questions for tutoring, rather than direct instruction, 

but this excerpt also speaks to the normal, everyday tasks occurring in writing centers, which do 

not require special powers.  The idea of magical tutoring powers is referenced again later: 

As tutors we are both students and university employees […] As with any good magic 

trick, there’s some necessary preparation and personal comportment required for our 

position to stay the respected and sought after one that it is today.  (Tutor Handbook, p. 

13) 

This metaphor refers to the sense of wonder associated with tutoring services provided in the 

writing center, where tutors are often considered saviors of student’s writing, able to achieve the 

impossible.  Similarly, it is stated, “[This] does not mean we are grammar gods and goddesses 

that diagram sentences in our spare time, but it does mean we occupy positions of power that 

should never be abused” (Tutor Handbook, p. 4).  The tutoring-as-magical metaphor refers to the 

complexity of the power dynamic between student and tutor—as the peer tutor metaphor has 

been criticized as being conflicting and contradictory because tutors will always have more 

power than those being tutored (Bruffee, 1994).  This power dynamic also speaks to the DOI’s 

perceived attribute of image, which will be further addressed by research question 2. 

The tutors also participated in a number of administrative tasks, in addition to tutoring, 

and many relied quite heavily on technology innovations.  At UMW, tutors were expected to 

participate in the following duties as identified in the Tutor Handbook: respond to emails, record 

number of daily visits or sessions, schedule appointments, schedule workshops, and periodically 

serve as the office coordinator.  The tutors at UMW also had a great deal of responsibility when 

it came to technology.  Tutors checked out laptops daily, signed into several computer programs 


