UNC-CH Online Writing Center FAQ

What?

We’ve built a password-protected workflow application in which students fill out a web form and attach a draft.  The draft enters a queue of pending papers.  Tutors then access the draft from the queue, read and respond to the submission and send comments to the student’s bin on the web.  An email agent automatically notifies the student when the tutor has finished creating comments.  Finally, the tutor writes a summary of the interaction that is emailed to the student’s instructor.  All documents are stored in a searchable archive linked to the student’s name.  Tutors and Directors have access to all archived material.  

When?

We originally developed the application in 1998 with the support of internal technology initiative grants. In its third iteration, the application becomes more robust through modifications based on usability, focus groups, and tutor input.  

Where?

You’ll find the Online Tutor at http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb.  Use the guest access login to sample the student’s experience with the program.

Why?

We developed the service to provide an alternative avenue for students to get help with writing.  With a successful face-to-face service in place, we designed a service that might tempt a new kind of student to sample our services—students too busy to schedule appointments during our onsite hours, students seeking anonymity in getting academic help, and students who might prefer the distance and reflection an online, asynchronous exchange affords.  We wanted to try a self-serve version of our services that encouraged students to seek help with their writing and problem solve independently. 

How?

If you’d like to learn how you might implement and use an online writing center on your campus, email Kim Abels (kabels@email.unc.edu) and Bill Wisser (wisser@email.unc.edu) for more information.  We are interested in sharing our application and collaborating within the UNC system.

Who?

Kimberly Abels, Writing Center Director, and the tutoring staff have developed and maintain our online writing center services.

Student’s use of the Online Tutor system:

(
The student registers with the Online Tutor, creating a unique username and password or uses their UNC-CH ONYEN.

(
The student reviews the weather symbol to gauge the likelihood of a timely response.

(
After reviewing policies, the student answers required questions on a form that probes for information about the student’s writing history and self-assessment, the demands of the current assignment, and the draft at hand. 

(
The student attaches his/her draft and submits the form.

(
The student receives an email acknowledging the submission.

(
As soon as the tutor finishes commenting on the draft, the student receives an email indicating that comments are available for review on the website.

(
The student accesses his/her space in the Online Tutor via username and password.

(
The student reads the tutor’s comments and completes an evaluation.

Tutor’s use of the Online Tutor system:

(
When assigned, the tutor accesses the tutor work center to view pending papers.

(
The tutor chooses the first unclaimed paper at the top of the queue (earliest submitted).

(
After confirming that the student is a UNC student and the due date for the paper has not passed, the tutor claims the paper.

(
The tutor reviews the student’s answers to the form and develops an understanding of the student’s current needs and dilemmas.

(
The tutor opens the attached draft in a different window.

(
After reading the draft and reflecting on the student’s concerns, the tutor opens a different window and writes comments in response to the student.

(
The tutor then saves the comments.  This process triggers an email to the student notifying him/her that tutor comments are available on the website.

(
The tutor completes a conference summary to be sent to the instructor.

(
During the semester, tutors can review evaluations of their comments for training 
purposes.

(
During the semester, tutors discuss online pedagogy in staff meetings, peer review and staff development activities.

Director’s use of the Online Tutor System:

(
At the beginning of the semester the Director creates new tutors, assigning preliminary passwords that can be changed by the tutors.

(
At the beginning of the semester the Director changes the banner on the entry page to indicate that the Online Tutor is open.

(
During the semester, the Director monitors the queue of pending papers for submissions by non-UNC students.

(
During the semester, the Director monitors the number of papers in the queue and updates the “weather sign” on the entry page to indicate the likelihood that a student’s draft will receive a timely response.   

(
During the semester, the Director reviews individual tutor comments, creates staff development activities to support online pedagogy, sets up tutor peer review exchanges of online work, and reviews students’ online evaluations of tutors’ work.

Student’s Use of the Online Tutor

Students access the Online Tutor from the UNC Writing Center webpage (http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb).  They are taken to a login page where they enter a username and password.  If they do not yet have one, they can obtain a username by registering with the system.  Registering entails completing a short form with statistical data and contact information.  Once the student has a username, he/she enters the Online Tutor and sees this page:
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Welcome to the Online Writing Center, a service available to UNC
students and staff orlly. Our Online Tutor gives you feedback on
your writing through a simple, converient online systern. We
welcome questions about all aspects of writing, so do not hesitate
to try our service. Note that we do not simply proofread, correct, or
edit your work, although we can show you how you might do so
better yourself

To use the Online Tutor, you will move through a series of screens
which ask you to provide background for the tutor and to paste or




From here the student can go in a number of different directions. If the student wishes to submit a draft for review by a tutor, he/she can view the weather symbol to gauge the likelihood of a timely response.  The weather symbol changes from sunny to cloudy to stormy based on pre-set limits established by the Director.  

The student then chooses Submit Draft for Course / No Course from the options on the left side of the page.  The student then is taken to the submission form page:
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This form asks the student a number of questions about the assignment, their draft, their usual concerns as a writer.  Besides the introductory information such as course and instructor, these specific prompts/questions are asked:

(
Paste the assignment or re-type directly from the handout or your notes

(
Describe the assignment in your own words

(
Did you receive any other information from your instructor concerning the assignment?

(
What documentation style (MLA, APA, CBE, etc.), if any, did the assignment specify?

(
Give a brief title to your paper:

(
When is the paper due?

(
When do you need the response by to provide enough time for revision?

(
How much time have you scheduled to revise this draft?

(
How long should your paper be?

(
Who is the audience for this piece of writing? Your instructor? Classmates? (
Someone specified in the assignment?

(
What have you done with this piece of writing so far?

(
What, if anything, have others told you about this piece of writing so far?

(
What are your top three concerns about your draft?

(
What do you usually struggle with as a writer?

(
What is the strongest aspect of this draft?

(
What is the weakest aspect of this draft?

(
Is there anything else you would like the tutor to know about your draft or yourself as a writer?

After completing the form, the student attaches a draft and submits the form.  An email is automatically generated confirming the successful submission.

After a tutor reviews the student’s concerns, reads the draft, and submits comments, the student receives an email indicating that comments are available on the website.  The student then enters the Online Tutor with his/her username and password and chooses My Submissions from the option menu on the entry page.  The student then sees every paper she/he submitted to the Online Tutor:
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Clicking on one of the hyperlinked titles takes the student to the original submission form.  On the form is a link to the tutor’s comments that open in a new window.  The comments remain attached to the original submission in the password-protected student-specific archive.

Finally, the student can submit an anonymous evaluation of his/her experience with the Online Tutor.

UNC TLT Conference 2004.  UNC-CH Writing Center http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb
Contact: Kim Abels, Director, kabels@email.unc.edu, (919) 962-7710

