








annotators into clusters based on their use of tags and scales and on the

number of times their anchored annotations share hotspots.

Still other visualizations provide an ordinal view of the distribution of

annotations from one paragraph to the next. Figure 4, which displays this

view, shows that although many annotators congregate around multiple para-

graphs, no annotator has chosen to annotate paragraphs 2 and 3 of the text.

Finally, Classroom Salon creates visualizations of student annotation

behavior. Teachers using the system have wanted to know which of their

students are the most active and which are the least active annotators, as

well as which students fall in the middle. Teachers have also wanted ways

to monitor the quality of student comments and not just their quantity.

Responding to these requests, we created a dashboard that only the teacher

can see. The dashboard gives a running list of each student annotator and

the number of annotations the student has made across the documents

submitted to a salon. To experiment with judging quality, we added a

thumbs-up icon for each global annotation a student makes. Students read-

ing the annotations of others can give the annotation a thumbs-up if they

find the annotation particularly helpful or illuminating. The dashboard then

keeps a running record of how many global annotations of each annotator

was given a thumbs-up. A snapshot of the dashboard is shown in Figure 5.

Figure 4. Classroom Salon Construction of a Grid View of Annotators by Paragraph
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This dashboard and the measures that currently define it are crude, so we

plan to refine them in later versions of Classroom Salon.

How Classroom Salon Changes Classroom Dynamics

Introducing Classroom Salon into a writing classroom changes the typical

dynamics of that classroom. Before using Classroom Salon, one of us

(Kaufer) taught a multidraft writing course for designers based on a work-

shop model. Most class sessions were workshop days, and on workshop

days, four students were assigned to have their drafts read and critiqued

in class. Although students were told to read the drafts beforehand, there

was no accounting system to monitor whether they had read them. To make

sure all students fully comprehended the drafts before the discussion began,

the writers read their draft out loud.

When Classroom Salon was introduced into the same class, the four

writers (called salon hosts) were now asked to submit their drafts 24 hours

Figure 5. Snapshot of the Dashboard in Classroom Salon
The dashboard view allows teachers to monitor a student’s annotation activity across
a salon.
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before class. That gave the salon panel (four students assigned to critique

the drafts in advance and lead the discussion about them) time to annotate

the drafts with anchored and global comments and to substantiate their

global comments with breadcrumbs if necessary. The panel’s efforts seeded

a class discussion of the texts before the class met, a discussion that the writ-

ers, the panel members, the remaining students in the class, and the teacher

could all study before class. In presalon classrooms, students submitted

drafts to Blackboard’sTM discussion board; however, submissions to

Blackboard did not provide sufficient incentive for students to read drafts

carefully before class. In the Blackboard discussion board, drafts must be

opened and read in isolation and individual discussion threads cannot link

into the text or cross-index with other threads. In salon classrooms, how-

ever, the existence of both broad and focused discussion about the drafts

across various visualizations, including hotspots, gave students greater

incentive to follow the panel discussion, which in turn motivated them to

follow the drafts that had generated that discussion. By class time, then, stu-

dents came with a more consistent baseline comprehension of the drafts, the

discussion they had spawned, and the various points of consensus and

dissensus. In presalon classrooms, the first 80% of class time on each draft

was spent securing that baseline (reading the texts aloud), leaving only 20%
to build a consensus with the writer on plans for revision. In salon class-

rooms, no more than the first half (50%) of class time on each draft was

spent with the panel reviewing the existing baseline understandings of the

draft and points of consensus and dissensus, leaving the remaining half of

the time for the host, teacher, and class to discuss plans for revision.

Although historical salons were designed for community building more

than production, IText salons in writing classrooms can leverage preclass

community baselines in order to expedite discussion about moving the salon

host, the writer, further ahead to a substantively improved draft.

When time and class size permitted, salon hosts were allowed to resubmit

with a revised draft. As part of the resubmission process, the hosts were encour-

aged to submit their latest draft with ample self-annotations, pointing out their

revision plans and locations in the text that reflected the implementation of

those plans. These self-annotations were designed to explain to the new salon

panel how the changes evident in the revised draft were sensitive to the previ-

ous community understandings of the earlier draft. When commenting on the

revised draft, the panel may comment on the quality of the host’s revision plans

and the implementation of them. Although historical salons were designed

for community building more than peer review, IText Classroom Salons can

emulate some of the functions built into formal peer-review systems.
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Assessing the Experience of Classroom Salons in
Writing Classrooms

Thus far, we have administered survey assessments of Classroom Salon to

teachers and students who are well trained in the software. The preliminary

response from teachers and students in this cohort has been encouraging.

They report that Classroom Salon changes the dynamics of the writing

classroom in the ways that we have already described. Students seem to like

it because it makes reading drafts a more social activity. Teachers like it

because it makes reading a more accountable activity. The students

assigned to submit (the salon hosts) and those assigned to annotate (the

salon panel) know that the quality of the class discussion on the day of class

depends on their doing their work ahead of time. If they do not do their

work, or do a perfunctory job, the results are seen even before class.

Students who do not do their part leave notable gaps in the salon discussion.

But more positively, students who do their fair share reported feeling a

sense of pride in helping to make the salon panel, and the overall classroom

discussion, more successful. Their experience in the classroom was similar

to that in a historical salon, in which a community of intellectuals each acted

to define themselves and one another through lively exchange.

Salon panel members sometimes reported feeling a team spirit to outper-

form other panels in creating annotations that not only helped the student

writers whose texts were being discussed but that also created productive

discussion and a social rapport in the classroom. Some students reported

that they came to know other students well simply through their annotation

styles. Students who made a point of consistently giving detailed and

thoughtful comments became trusted and admired by their classmates.

Other students became known for their wit and incisive comments.

And other students became known for their offbeat comments, their unique

style of annotation, and their capacity to take advantage of areas of text that

other students had overlooked to find penetrating things to say. A particu-

larly interesting observation is that Classroom Salon benefits quiet students

who have much to say but who tend to remain silent in classrooms

populated by more verbally dominant students. Classroom Salon rewards

annotators who are considerate in their commentary and not merely verbose.

By making commenting behavior a mode of personal expression,

Classroom Salon promises to give every student agency and presence in the

classroom. It also makes students accountable to one another because they

know that their personal effort has an impact on the social culture and that

this impact can be seen by all. Classroom Salon enables students to review

18 Journal of Business and Technical Communication 000(00)

 by guest on November 29, 2011jbt.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jbt.sagepub.com/


the social discussion of a text and build their own mental map of what was

said about it prior to the class meeting. This preclass work frees teachers

and students to use class time to discuss the writing at hand in considerably

greater depth. Students in our surveys to date reported that they looked for-

ward to coming to class because they saw the social annotations made

before class as a seed for becoming even more socially connected during

class. Even students who were ill the day their writing was to be discussed

reported feeling more connection with their classmates than they felt in

other classes. Attending class enhanced feedback, but substantial feedback

was available even for those writers who on occasion could not attend class.

Future Directions

In fall 2010, the user base of Classroom Salon had grown exponentially,

to about 10,000 students in various colleges and school districts. We plan

to reach 100,000 users by summer 2011. Classroom Salon is also being

used to support a wider variety of classrooms, including freshman writing

sections, computer science courses, and content courses in the humanities

and the social and natural sciences. We also plan to scale up our assess-

ment efforts. Despite the positive experiences with Classroom Salon

reported here, they are anecdotal and have been carried out on small

populations. Our original designs for Classroom Salon benefited signifi-

cantly from the collaborative input and research of Wolfe, who has found

that annotations can have positive effects on learning from text (Wolfe,

2000), but only under the appropriate conditions of use (Wolfe, 2002) and

only when the annotations are filtered for quality (Wolfe, 2008). We plan

to incorporate the results of this research into larger, more controlled

studies of learning within the Classroom Salon environment. The

National Science Foundation has awarded us a 2-year grant to study

whether salon discussions of difficult concepts in an introductory com-

puter science course can improve comprehension of these concepts and

even programming performance itself.

We are also extending Classroom Salon to content courses, where we

have used a professional conference metaphor to structure the centralized

and distributed learning sessions that take place in content classrooms.

Salons supporting the content classroom are defined as having plenary,

breakout, and submission documents. Plenary documents contain readings

that require the centralized attention of all members of the class and must be

read and annotated by all. Breakout documents require the centralized atten-

tion of only some members of the class, who will use these documents to
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carry out group work that can be supervised by the teacher and shared with

the class as a whole. Submission documents are spaces in which students

work on papers reporting on the content read in the previous documents.

We plan on furnishing Classroom Salon with utilities that allow a teacher

to extract in one portfolio all of a student’s annotation and writing activities

over the course of the semester. And as we mentioned, we are in the process

of making Classroom Salon interactive with Facebook so that Salon users

can feed information about themselves from Facebook, invite their

Facebook friends into salons, and export their salon commentary to their

Facebook walls. In sum, we are trying to make Classroom Salon a spot

on the Web in which text-loving communities can form and flourish around

texts, just as they did in historical salons.

Conclusion

Social media have emerged as leading paradigms within which IText now

exists. Because of the allure of social media in the mainstream economy and

culture, those entrusted with writing education feel great pressure to

incorporate social media paradigms. We believe that we must respond to

this pressure favorably but cautiously, without losing site of what writing

classrooms traditionally do well. At the same time, when we take the nec-

essary precautions to maintain the value of traditional classrooms, social

media can be used to make significant enhancements. Social media, such

as Classroom Salon, help build personal identity and community simultane-

ously and, in so doing, add value to traditional learning environments.

In virtualizing the social space of historical salons, Classroom Salon is a

modest effort to transform the writing classroom into a social media class-

room without sacrificing the traditional focus of such classrooms on texts

and the effects that texts have on readers. Without a doubt, writing class-

rooms of the future will involve writing with social media. The challenge

will be to make sure that these classrooms achieve the best integration of

new learning paradigms with traditional practice.
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