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Hello, my name is Kim Fahle Peck, and this presentation is titled “Videoconferencing is Not a Replication of Face-to-Face Tutoring: Training Tutors to Prepare for Technology Interdependence in Synchronous Tutoring.” This presentation is based on collaborative work I am doing with Megan Boeshart, the Writing Center Director at Old Dominion University. We are writing a guide book for online writing center work. While I am presenting alone today, the ideas I share were developed through collaboration with Megan and I want to be sure to acknowledge and credit her. 
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This presentation will focus specifically on tutoring through videoconference, suggesting important ways that we can train tutors to support writers in this mode. In the past, writing center scholars have been interested in the use of videoconferencing for writing center sessions because it is a media rich modality, a concept Daft and Lengel (1986) used to describe the extent to which a communication medium can replicate face-to-face dialogue. This desire for replication has been explicit in writing center scholarship on synchronous tutoring. In her exploration of technologies to support synchronous tutoring, Grutsch McKinney (2010), draws on Yergeau, Wozniak, and Vandenberg’s (2008) article “Expanding the Space of f2f” and suggests they conclude that tutorials using videoconferencing “come closer to replicating what is good about face-to-face tutorials than asynchronous tutorials do” (p. 11, emphasis mine).  In her article on using Skype and Google docs for online tutoring, Summers (2013) said then when she and her co-coordinator decided to experiment with offering synchronous multimodal tutoring, “we wanted to replicate the meaningful exchanges we experienced during face-to-face appointments” (p. 11, emphasis mine). So it is unsurprising that in the face of the shift to emergency remote instruction in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, many writing centers transitioned their face-to-face appointments to synchronous video sessions because this seemed the most similar to their current operations. 
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So what is the same and what changes when we compare face-to-face and synchronous video sessions for tutors? This slide shows a venn diagram. In terms of similarities, recent research by Wisniewski et al. (2020) found no significant difference in conversation strategies between these two modes. Thus, tutors’ strategies of rapport building, use of questions and scaffolding (Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2014) transfers to the online environment. So what is different? Both the technology used and the environments students and tutors participate from. In in-person sessions, tutor and writer share the same physical environment and share physical access to documents and materials to review together. Yet, in synchronous online sessions, tutors and writers are physically separated from each other and thus every aspect of communication is mediated through technology and the various affordances and features of these technologies. 
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Thus, as we consider how to approach synchronous video sessions, I want to provide a theoretical foundation for considering this modality: the theory of assemblage, which was first articulated by Deleuz and Guattari (1987) in their book A Thousand Plateaus.  Gries (2015) offers a great, concrete explanation of assemblages: “The entities or components that constitute assemblages have their own characteristics and dynamics, have potential to enact change, and are separable from an assemblage in which they participate” (p. 61). This slide shows an image of assemblage in art, a sculpture created by bringing together various items to create a new whole. I suggest that approaching synchronous video sessions as an assemblage of people, environments and technologies will help tutors approach these sessions with the flexibility necessary for the interdependencies of this modality to be effective and accessible for a diverse range of students and situations.
Space and Environments
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In Peripheral Visions for Writing Centers Grutsch Mckinney (2013) unpacks the trope of the “cozy home” of writing centers, drawing our attention to the ways we control the physical environments of the writing center with emphasis on couches, plants, and coffee pots to create a particular ethos and environment. Yet, we no longer have control of the physical spaces writers and/or tutors will occupy when engaging in a synchronous video session. This matters because the environments that the tutor and writer occupy will impact their session. Their environments could include the distractions of pets or other people. Additionally, some locations might not have strong internet connections, a challenge for the high speed internet needed for videoconferencing. Tutors need to be trained to think critically about how the environments they and writers occupy become part of a synchronous writing center session. 
One specific feature of synchronous video that could be impacted by space and environments is the use of video itself. Videoconference of course includes the affordance of video, for tutors and writers to display themselves on screen. But that doesn’t mean that camera use is always necessary or best for synchronous sessions. Having cameras on could support a feeling of connection between writer and tutor that could facilitate the session. However, there are many reasons a writer or tutor would prefer to have their camera off. They may feel uncomfortable having their space on screen or there are distractions within the space they are trying to reduce. In my center, the default is usually to have tutors start a session with their camera on to facilitate presence, but that writers have a choice of whether or not to use their camera. Additionally, video use increases the broadband demands of the conference, so if there are lag or freezing issues, tutors generally advise turning off the camera so the session can run more smoothly.
Technology Variation
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Tutors and writers must use computer or mobile technologies to connect to and participate in synchronous video sessions. This creates the responsibility for each party to navigate these technologies to engage together. Differences in devices might drastically impact a tutor’s or writer’s experience, however. This slide shows screenshots of a desktop view of a meeting on the videoconference platform WebEx and screenshots of a mobile view of the same application. The desktop version allows more elements of the platform to be seen at one time, and also the interface menu looks significantly different. This matters because tutors may need to talk writers through how to use the features of a videoconference, and if their interfaces look different, this can be a challenge. 
Developing a Technology Plan
[Slide 8]
Due to the assemblage of environments and technologies, one thing that I think is important for tutors to incorporate into the agenda setting phase of a synchronous online session is collaborating with the writer on a technology plan. This is likely already happening somewhat when tutors work with writers virtually. In their comparison of face-to-face and synchronous, multimodal online sessions, Wisniewski et al. (2020) found that the average number of words devoted to logistics in online sessions was five times higher than in in-person sessions. This isn’t surprising because there are a lot of technology logistics to work out. Tutors need to determine with the writer how they will both access and engage with any writing the writer has to work on. Will someone share their screen, and if so, who? Will the tutor and writer work together in a collaborative whiteboard space or collaborative document? Will cameras be turned on for the session?
The technologies and strategies tutors use to engage with a writer might change from session to session depending on the platforms they and the writer have access to, the devices they are each using to participate, and the goals of the session, so discussions about technology should be an important part of the agenda negotiation. 
For example, let’s think about the question of screen sharing. The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors considers how screen sharing impacts who is in “control” of a student’s paper, suggesting, “when working virtually, you can ask the writer to control the cursor (especially if you use software that enables desktop sharing)” (p. 12). While it’s clear how having a writer share their screen puts them in control of their paper, this might not be the best approach for every session. Students not confident in the conference interface or who are using a mobile device for instance might have a hard time taking responsibility for screen sharing.  
If a tutor and writer are working in a collaborative document like Google docs, will the tutor use features like embedded comments or “suggesting mode” to provide feedback? At a basic level it’s important that tutors know how to use these features, but also that they communicate clearly with writers about how these features will be used during a session.
Even with something as simple as the chat feature, it might be useful for the tutor to just establish how they might use it or to warn writers when they are using it. Saying, for example, “I’m going to post a link to a resource in the chat.” In exploring its use in educational settings, Cornelius (2014) suggested videoconferencing is a “demanding environment” because participants have to navigate multiple screens, features, and affordances. To help balance this for writers, tutors can narrate when and how they are using technologies or features of those technologies within a session. 
Troubleshooting Technology
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Addressing technical issues is something that every tutor who tutors online will encounter at some point. In Wisniewski et al.’s (2020) study, one-third of respondents to a post-session survey about synchronous online appointments reported dealing with some kind of technology challenge during their session. Because of the technological complexity of synchronous multimodal sessions, helping writers troubleshoot technology issues might be more common in this mode than other modes of online writing tutoring.
Tutors do not need to be IT experts to be effective in this modality, but they likely will need to at the very least be familiar with the interface of the software or technologies their center uses so they can help writers navigate it, even when on different devices. One strategy that could be effective is to pair up tutors and have them explore the interfaces of technology your writing center uses. Have them try using the various features with each other so that they can see what it looks like as the tutor, but also how that view might differ for the writer. The more aware tutors are of what the interface does and doesn’t allow you to do, the more helpful they can be to writers that run into technical issues. I think it’s helpful to encourage tutors to think of the troubleshooting process as a problem solving process similar to tutoring. This means that tutors may need to ask the writer a series of questions to help pinpoint what exactly the technical issue they are having is and then to help them resolve that issue. It might also be useful to have all tutors keep track of technical issues that arise and put together an FAQ with resources on how to resolve the issue as part of a writing center’s resources. Even if this resource exists only for tutors, it provides information and potential options for tutors to consider if they run into a technical issue they are unfamiliar with. 
	Of course, sometimes there will be technology issues that tutors will not be able to fix. Issues on a writer’s device or internet issues are likely outside of a tutor’s control. One thing that might be important for writing center administrators to discuss with their synchronous online tutors is to have a backup plan. If audio issues make verbal communication impossible, tutors might then use the chat or features of a collaborative document or space to facilitate interaction. Or, your center might even have a backup platform. Megan shared with me that while her center uses WCOnline as the primary platform for synchronous sessions, tutors can use Zoom as a backup platform if there are technology issues. Even something as low-tech as a phone call could be a potential backup plan. Whatever is available and appropriate for your center, making sure tutors know options of what to do before an issue arises can lead to less frustration during a session and thus better support writers. 
Preparing Tutors to Embrace Flexibility
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	I don’t think anything I have shared here is particularly novel or is rocket science. However, if we approach synchronous video as simply a replication of face-to-face tutoring, we are missing the important interdependence that environments and technologies have on the experience and trajectories of these sessions. Our literature often advises that writing center work needs to be founded on a principle of flexibility. Synchronous video sessions require tutors to embrace this even more fully as the different aspects of the assemblage of people, places, and technologies make up a session will require very different approaches. We cannot prepare tutors for every possible scenario they might encounter, but we do them and the writers they support a disservice if we don’t prepare them to consider the different technological choices they might encounter within a session, and give them heuristics to consider what might be an appropriate approach for each session. Tutors will need to be comfortable users of the technologies used to facilitate synchronous online sessions, but I think even more important than that, they need to be comfortable with adapting their strategies to match the complex ecologies of each session. The more we can help tutors be confident in their ability to be flexible, the more effective our synchronous sessions will be. 
Contact Information and References
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Here you can see the works referenced in this presentation as well as my email address: kfahle@ycp.edu. I invite your questions and comments and look forward to the chance to exchange ideas with other writing center folks on how they approach synchronous sessions. 
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