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Background	
	
Perhaps the greatest challenge we face as instruc-
tors in the academy today is the same one we have 
always confronted: namely, how do we inspire and 
empower our students to be responsible for their 
own learning. Moreover, the proliferation of digital 
media has created a need for college instructors to 
cultivate in students the skills required to navigate 
and participate effectively within an information- 
and communication-rich environment. Much of 
what we teach today may become obsolete or at 
least incomplete in short order. Thus, we should 
show students how to collaborate with knowledge 
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The pilot began as an initiative of the <emma> 
project (http://www.calliopeinitiative.org), and 
the <emma> project team provided the organiza-
tional and technological infrastructure. <emma>, 
an online learning management system developed 
at the University of Georgia as an extension of the 
writing- and research-intensive classroom, provided 
the collaborative space where students and the 
other members of the team (the instructor, a refer-
ence and instruction librarian, and a composition 
specialist from the writing center) could exchange 
texts, share information, and build knowledge 
resources. Using careful course design and strate-
gic implementation of digital technology that was 
custom-built to facilitate process-oriented composi-
tion pedagogy, we coupled a virtual research and 
writing lab with face-to-face and digital workshops 
designed to support projects that not only encour-
aged, but required, scholarly engagement from 
students enrolled in the course.

Approach	
The course for the pilot was an upper-level Native 
American literature course, and we began by meet-
ing with the instructor to hear her input regarding 
the specific desired learning outcomes and to craft 
the projects that she would incorporate in her syl-
labus. We wanted to include both collaborative and 
individual writing projects and both low- and high-
stakes writing assignments. To that end, students 
contributed twice weekly to an online discussion 
forum in <emma>. To encourage students to engage 
in dialog about readings outside of the classroom, at 
least one posting per week was to be in response to 
another posting. Students also posted two annotated 
bibliographic entries providing historical or cultural 
context for an aspect of a reading to a research fo-
rum to create a collaborative annotated bibliography 
for the course. Students could then use this shared 
resource in their final research paper for the term.
Finally, students participated in a series of forum 
discussions targeted at developing writing skills and 
workshopping ideas for their final essay.

Having designed assignments around the idea of ac-
tive scholarship, we used <emma> to draw together 
and expand the existing structural and support 
systems at our university to meet our pedagogical 
imperatives. In particular, we wished to emphasize 
research and incorporate information literacy, and 
to that end we called upon our busy library instruc-
tion program. One of our reference and instruction 
librarians joined the pilot team and the class. She 
prepared a short, targeted research sources orien-
tation to give students an idea of what materials 

experts and with their peers, teach students to be 
constantly learning about new digital tools, and dis-
cover with them how best to evaluate the authority 
of texts of all kinds. Our goal in this project was to 
use digital technology to facilitate research-intensive 
instruction that foregrounded scholarly collabora-
tion, problem solving, and information literacy 
as key components of the curriculum. We were 
inspired in our pedagogy by the ongoing work of 
the Bernard L. Schwartz Communication Institute 
at Baruch College, City University of New York, and 
the Mellon Library/Faculty Fellowship for Under-
graduate Research at the University of California 
Berkeley.  Both of these institution-wide efforts 
aim to enrich undergraduate learning by engaging 
students in authentic research, writing, and commu-
nication projects.  We thus designed a pedagogical 
pilot in which we created a technology-enhanced 
classroom that integrated a number of institutional 
resources—including technological, instructional, 
and support systems—in a manner that sought to 
develop fundamental scholarly communication 
skills in order to emphasize students’ involvement in 
their own learning. 
 
In the pilot, we particularly wanted to model within 
the class a scholarly community, comprising not just 
the students themselves, but also the instructor and 
instructional support personnel who collaborated 
with her and with them to accomplish the work of 
the course.

 Image One: The <emma> homepage

http://www.calliopeinitiative.org
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the writers to visualize whether their paragraphs 
relied overmuch on evidence without interpretation 
or vice versa.

Image Two:  Markup example

No doubt, the exercise highlighted the value of 
research as well, as it pointed to how students 
could and should use the information gathered in 
their research as evidence for the essay’s argument. 
It also emphasized clear organization and logi-
cal development by highlighting how claims built 
from evidence and connected to a thesis. Thus, our 
two pedagogical goals, i.e., greater emphasis on the 
writing process and richer inclusion of information 
literacy, overlapped and supported each other.

Results
While many of the strategies deployed to foster 
greater student engagement over the course of the 
pilot (consultation, peer review, process-oriented 
composition) are not particularly novel, the use of 
technology greatly facilitated their use in a larger 
enrollment class (35 students) for a number of 
reasons. First, because the <emma> project team, 
the librarian, and the composition expert could 
participate asynchronously in the digital learning 
space, they understood the problems with which 
the students were engaged, how they were using 
information and technology, and what their needs 
were at particular stages of the process. Second, by 
collecting documents and information in a single 
virtual environment designed around the compo-

they could consult on Native American literature, 
led a more intensive hands-on research workshop 
after students were further along in the writing 
process, and participated in two research forums 
with the students. As students began to formulate 
their research topics, they posted their thoughts and 
ideas to the online forum. The librarian then joined 
the online classroom and posted responses that 
pointed students to particular journals, books and 
indexes that would help them refine their topics. 
After the hands-on workshop, students participated 
in another forum in which they were invited to post 
more specific research questions, and the instruc-
tional librarian again was able to help them locate 
and evaluate their sources.

This approach to research support maximized the 
investment of the reference librarian by giving her a 
digital window into the research agenda of the class 
and encouraged the students to see the reference li-
brarian as a partner in scholarly activity. We wanted 
students to understand that librarians do far more 
than look after books, facilities, and equipment. In 
a research setting, particularly when one is new to a 
subject area in which the librarian is expert, librar-
ians can offer invaluable guidance about where to 
begin, how to determine which sources are reliable, 
and how to use library resources most effectively. 
As students gained experience and expertise, they 
transitioned into the role of developing subject mat-
ter experts in their own right through their sharing 
of tips and information alongside the librarian in 
the research forum and their collaboration on the 
course annotated bibliography.

Finally, we wanted to focus on writing and find a 
way to enable students to talk about their writing 
and receive feedback during the writing process. 
Students engaged in face-to-face and online writing 
workshops both in peer teams and through special-
ized instruction led by an composition expert from 
the Writing Center who, like the librarian, par-
ticipated in the classroom as an embedded, rather 
than an auxiliary resource. The composition expert 
first visited the class to run a thesis workshop, then 
participated in an online thesis workshop to assist 
students in refining their claims. In addition to this 
forum, we capitalized on the fact that <emma> was 
designed to facilitate peer review in order to enable 
students to use each other as a resource as their 
drafts progressed. Students shared and commented 
on each others drafts, marking up various aspects of 
each other’s work. For example, in one assignment, 
peer partners used a template in <emma> to mark 
up their paragraphs in progress, highlighting their 
partner’s argument, use of evidence, and the inter-
pretation of the evidence. This peer review enabled 
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her to achieve a level of authentic participation she 
wouldn’t have achieved in other workshops. The 
extra assistance students received from a librarian 
familiar with both the course’s subject matter and 
desired learning outcomes encouraged them to 
develop new research habits and to make use of a 
broader range of primary and secondary reference 
materials than they were accustomed to using.

Likewise, the <emma> project members felt they 
successfully implemented technology to enable a 
new collaborative pedagogical model that effectively 
transformed the relationship among the instructor, 
her students, and the variety of personnel who sup-
port instruction across campus.

Recommendations
We found that the incorporation of a Writing Cen-
ter expert was somewhat less useful to the students 
than we had anticipated. While the students really 
valued the specific input given them by their peers 
in online writing workshops, the Writing Center ex-
pert was not as familiar with the readings, and thus 
provided more general feedback on the principles 
of thesis development. Since this was an upper-level 
course, some of the students felt that their writing 
skills were more developed than the basic instruc-
tion that the expert provided. In short, the writing 
support was not as effective as the research support: 
the writing expert had not invested in the course 
content as the reference librarian had, and thus was 
not as well equipped to enter into a conversation 
about the writing that the students really needed. 
More sophisticated writing and research projects 
quite simply require greater investment by support 
members. Earlier and more regular involvement of 
the writing expert would indeed improve the benefit 
to the students.

Our project confirmed that collaboration in course 
development and instruction is fundamentally 
beneficial to the instructors and the students 
involved and should be encouraged, even though 
it takes a deeper commitment of resources from all 
involved. We learned that technology can indeed 
increase the efficiency of such collaborations by 
creating an easily accessible repository of shared 
information (e.g., class generated annotated 
bibliographies and shared research support 
questions) and by making the participation of all 
of the collaborators a regular, albeit asynchronous, 
part of the class. This collaborative model centered 
around student work contrasts starkly with the 
“celebrity” paradigm in which technology is used 
primarily to push content from a relatively small 

sition process, the technology cut away the usual 
inefficiencies associated with managing document 
and knowledge exchange in a writing- and research-
intensive classroom. Much of the work could be 
completed asynchronously, outside of class time, 
and then reinforced with targeted, face-to-face 
instruction. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, 
everyone, including the students, could observe the 
collaboration at work in the digital environment.

<emma> provided the connective tissue knitting to-
gether the work everyone was doing in and outside 
of the classroom. The <emma> project team could 
see how the assignments they had designed with 
the instructor were taking advantage of, or run-
ning up against, the affordances of the technology. 
The librarian could observe how the peer review 
and composition workshops were reinforcing her 
instruction in information literacy. By the end of 
the term, the <emma> course site provided students 
with a rich and multi-layered digital record of how 
they had transformed information into knowledge 
in the form of an extensive annotated bibliography 
and their individual final papers, through reading, 
discussion, research, collaboration, and writing.

The instructor, her students, and the other team 
members all viewed the pilot as a success. With the 
additional technological and personnel support she 
received, the instructor was able to integrate re-
search and writing into the curriculum to an extent 
that simply would not have been feasible without 
it. Her students reported in reflections about their 
work and the course that they valued the additional 
feedback they received from their peers and, to a 
somewhat lesser extent, the Writing Center expert. 
Though good writing instruction is fundamental to 
improvement, good technology helped nudge the 
students to more drafting and revision and provided 
them more feedback from peers through asynchro-
nous peer-review.

By participating as an embedded resource within 
this collaborative classroom, the librarian worked 
closely with students, both virtually and in class, 
allowing her to teach new skills and make an impact 
on students’ work far beyond the one-shot work-
shop. She felt that the asynchronous instruction 
really enhanced the in-person workshop since she 
already was very familiar with the students’ projects. 
She also reported that the pilot project, somewhat 
predictably, took a large amount of her time—from 
compiling a list of the most promising resources in 
Native American studies to responding to multiple 
postings from the students. Nonetheless, the “big 
commitment” equated to “big rewards,” and her ex-
perience as a part of the course community enabled 
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number of teachers as content creators to an ever-
expanding crowd of students as content consumers. 
We dubbed the pilot “active scholarship,” reflecting 
our attempt to use technology to move away from 
the sage-on-the-stage approach and change the 
fundamental nature of student engagement from 
passive to active learning. We also continue to 
learn that technology can encourage and support 
good pedagogy simply by making it easier to do 
particular tasks both in and out of the classroom 
(particularly here, with multiple drafts and complex 
peer-review). We are at our best in the profession 
when we create an atmosphere in the classroom 
where students discover they can be active scholars.
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The LTC began in 1998 as a partnership of 
institutions with similar instructional goals, 
strong technology and faculty support programs, 
and an interest in collaboration around teaching 
and learning with technology. The members are:
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• University of Florida
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• University of Maryland
• University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
• University of Notre Dame
• University of Pittsburgh
• Virginia Tech
• Wake Forest University 
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