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 Since 2008, I’ve attended nearly 30 TLC workshops and sponsored events. Some of them I don’t 

really remember well, like “Action Research in the Classroom” (Feb. 2009).  A couple were frankly not 

that helpful, like “Brain-Based Techniques” (Jan. 2012).  A couple more, like the first one I ever attended 

(“Test Design,” Sept. 2008) weren’t terribly applicable for a teacher who runs relatively small, workshop-

based discussion classes in humanities-related subjects. But the surprisingly large majority of these events 

included ideas I really was able to take directly back into my writing courses, either immediately, or in the 

semesters following the events, after some reflection, strategizing, and assessing previous instructional 

designs. So, because I’ve procrastinated writing this reflection as the TLC events continued to stack up, I 

now face the task of figuring out how to convey which particular aspects of all that influence in any 

followable fashion. I’ve narrowed my focus to two of the highest-impact areas of learning for me from 

these workshops: classroom technologies, and student motivation. Interestingly, they really go to the 

same place: whether through technology or through better understandings of where students are coming 

from and what motivates them during class, what I’ve really been working on is increasing student 

engagement. In the rest of this reflection, then, I’ll work back and forth between some specific workshops 

and concepts I took from them, and particular moments in my latest teaching endeavors where I’ve had a 

chance to implement and experiment with those concepts.  

 Some of my learning has regarded kinds of students and their motivations, and the most helpful 

workshop in this respect has been “Veterans on Campus” (Sept. 2010).  Having the veterans panel and 

Glenn Puffer and Brenda York talk about what veterans encounter on campus, where they’re coming 

from, and how they experience college after military service was incredibly eye-opening, and it taught me 

something about what questions I ought to have for all my students—about how their backgrounds might 

shape their expectations and experiences in my classes, and about how students of various backgrounds 

might be relating to each other in ways that are affecting the classroom but that I might not notice if I 

didn’t stop to think about it. Beyond direct classroom influence, this workshop raised my awareness of 

veterans sufficiently to let me communicate better with veteran students, and in fact the next year I 

collaborated with a veteran on research relating to how vets experience the non-directive pedagogy 

characteristic of writing courses. That research led to a forthcoming book chapter, which says among 

other things that if instructors in non-directive classrooms don’t account for veterans’ initial preferences 

for directive learning environments, they’ll have an engagement problem on their hands, while if they 



take some basic measures to bridge veterans’ expectations and the class reality, they increase engagement 

from what a directive environment would yield.  

 Speaking of writing instruction, it’s not news to me that writing improves learning and writing 

assignments increase engagement in any given course. My field (rhetoric & composition, specifically its 

subspeciality Writing across the Curriculum) established the basic research on that question  about 30 

years ago. However, when I attended “Writing and Deep Learning” (Feb. 2009), I came away with some 

specific strategies for integrating short writing-to-learn in ways I hadn’t imagined before. Specifically, I 

started integrating brief in-class writings designed to assess specific classroom activities. Now, in almost 

all of my classes, students will write a couple-sentence “exit question” after days that have been lecture-

heavy, responding to the questions, “What’s something you know now that you didn’t at the beginning of 

class,” and “What concept that we discussed do you need more discussion and clarification on.”  Wow. 

Having those alters my discussion courses, because I get immediate feedback that directly shapes the next 

class’s teaching plans. After a few weeks of that kind of work, I realized that it was easier to make the 

classes matter to students when I was using in the moment feedback to meet students at point of need. 

 I guess the most obvious way to increase engagement, though, is to create assignments that have 

intrinsic value for students. No workshop gave me more fuel for thinking in that direction than 

“Integrating Service Learning into Curriculum and Courses (March 2011). Here is a place I can’t directly 

point to a change in my teaching yet, because I’m still designing how to build service learning projects 

into my courses. I guess my point, though, is that thanks to this workshop, I am thinking about it, and 

have some ideas to try during the next year as classes come up that lend themselves to it. 

 As I noted in my introduction, an entire wing of teaching innovation for me over the past four 

years has been related to classroom technologies, and perhaps as many as half of the workshops I’ve 

attended have related specifically to technology in some way. (This area is of particular interest to me as a 

writing instructor, because the same technologies now drive most writing.) But as I considered the ones 

that have been most meaningful to me, the common denominator among them has been some focus on 

increasing student engagement. I have valued these events tremendously for the thinking they get me 

doing—sometimes I disagree with the thrust of them and don’t implement the suggestions (I am, for 

example, only a partial D2L user), and other times I cannot imagine what my teaching would have been 

without them. But always one of the questions they seem to raise is, how do we involve our students in 

our courses, our students with other students, and ourselves with our courses and students?  The whole 

game reduces to various kinds of interaction that, viewed from this angle, the technology contributes to.   

 Something that didn’t work for me, but has crucially aided my thinking about what might work, 

came back in the “Digital Communication with Students” workshop (Sept. 2009).  We had this extensive 

discussion of students’ communication preferences compared with faculty’s communication preference, 



and the gist of it was, we should do more to engage them in their terms and modalities, perhaps especially 

texting. I thought about that for a long time, because one hallmark of my teaching is availability and 

responsiveness. I’m always online and I try to be easy to communicate with. This workshop got me 

asking, should I be handing out my cellphone number so students can text me?  Would that get some of 

the ones who will not engage with faculty to do so?  I started chatting (IM) with some students, which has 

been fantastic (online advising!), because of the synchronous almost-phone-but-with-a-transcript nature 

of the thing. The part of the workshop I eventually came to disagree with was the notion of begin 

available to students via texting. Such talk—that’s where the students are, so we should go meet them 

there—ignores the realities of why we’re not there already, and it has to do with affordances. Texting is 

good for certain kinds of communication and not others, and it’s really not good for most of what we do 

relating to classes and scholarship. There’s a reason we use e-mail, our students are meant to be learning 

to think and work in environments that depend on the affordances of e-mail (including document 

attachments), and it’s our job not to accommodate their ignorance and distaste of those affordances but 

rather to enculturate them to it. So, what I took from this workshop, ultimately, is why I use e-mail to 

engage students, why I’m committed to that, and what I need to be doing to bring students along in this 

style of engagement, rather than just assuming that like me they’re professional e-mailers.  

 My other tech workshop experiences have been more immediately agreeable. After the 

“Feedback in Technologically Mediated Environments” workshop (Oct 2009), I could “see” electronic 

feedback sufficiently to finally go all-electronic in my writing courses. I’m doing paper feedback in a 

number of ways now. First it was comments on papers, and I still do that for lengthy projects and 

development-drafts of pieces. Then it was chat-feedback. And then it was collaborative, blog-based 

feedback by students in my workshop environments, so that drafts are now shared electronically on 

students’ blogs and the reading and initial workshopping happens outside class. We all talk about 

“flipped” classes these days, usually with reference to lectures. This TLC event planted the seeds that got 

me thinking about what, in essence, a flipped workshop course would look like. You use technology to 

assist reading and commenting outside class (what used to take up the bulk of in-class workshop time) 

and then use in-class time to share brainstorming and reactions on live-edits of pieces, in ways that 

engage students with each other more than the old almost solitary workshop model did.  

 More recently in my learning: Who doesn’t think that lecture-capture is an eye-opener and a true 

source of innovation? What was particularly neat about “Use of Lecture Capture at MSU” was that the 

panel of people who have actually done stuff with it really got the juices flowing about possibilities it 

creates. Again, not doing lecture classes, I’m not going to be actually capturing lecture. But what I’m 

developing uses of it for is technical instruction related to various writing software. Two things hold me 

back: 1) my office computer has a mic configuration that makes Camtasia refuse to record audio, which 



I’m still working on; and 2) much of the instruction I’d want to provide, there are already five videos for 

on YouTube, and why reinvent the wheel?  So, still developing plans and technical feasibility on this one. 

But: as relates to student engagement, the thing here is that video is a huge delivery vehicle even in f2f 

classes, given where our technological culture is. We need to be thinking about how to incorporate 

motion-image (video) in all our work because, well, that’s how this culture communicates now. 

 This summer I taught fully online for the first time. (I’ve been teaching hybrid since around 

2005.) It went extremely well, even the part I was very concerned about, student engagement in 

asynchronous discussion via discussion boards and blogs. One crucial part of that success in student 

engagement was what I learned in “The Cadence of Online Teaching and Learning” (Nov. 2011): 

building community in an online course, community based on regular interaction among students, 

requires regularity of schedule and of faculty interaction in student spaces. The instructor has to create 

(and enforce) a system that establishes rhythm and expectations among students of what’s “normal” 

interaction for the course. At that workshop, I learned some basic principles that hadn’t even crossed my 

mind, about plans I’d have to have, systems I’d need in place, and problems that were going to come up 

surrounding the pace of the course and the constancy of the demand for student engagement and 

interaction. I would never have realized this on my own; but having seen these ideas in action in the 

workshop, I knew to build structures and instructions into the class from the beginning that helped gets 

students on the page immediately and set expectations for that constancy and regularity. Being able to see 

it in advance helped me get the class off on the right foot. So essential. As a result, the class built a terrific 

web of asynchronous discussion that then directly impacted our synchronous sessions, putting everyone 

immediately at ease (an already-built community) and making terrific use of our synchronous time.  

 In writing this reflection, I’ve been less interested in “defending” or “proving” some transfer from 

the workshops to my classroom, than I am in saying, wow, these are truly a fantastic resource for teaching 

development. Writing this piece has been bringing me to the realization of how much ground these TLC 

events have covered, and how useful so much of it has been. It’s clear to me that I would be a less 

thoughtful and less prepared teacher in their absence. I hope the value of them is clear to any who 

wonder. Keep ’em coming. 

 


