 Teaching an online unit in a traditional classroom: The Color Purple, modified literature circles, and Google
By Shannon Dykstra

At the beginning of August, with great hesitation I opened the webpage detailing the course syllabus for the first class of my English Education Masters program.  As a basketball coach and a soon to be father of two, I wasn’t sure I had the time and energy to devote to another masters degree.  However, I knew I needed something.  I began feeling boredom in the classroom, and I wanted some inspiration.  

I remembered how hectic completing my first graduate degree while teaching and coaching had been, and this was pre-fatherhood.  I also remembered, however, how rejuvenated I felt after sitting in a room with passionate peers on weekends, discussing ways to do this job better.  The syllabus revealed I could expect the same from this course – a demanding workload of reading and writing with many opportunities to engage with fellow English teachers about their practices and ideas.  
Having now completed the course, I see that I received just the inspiration to shake things up.  The most concrete result was a new unit covering The Color Purple by Alice Walker.  The unit seeks to accomplish its educational objectives by using online tools from Google with principles of literature circles.  In an effort to boost the use of technology and provide relevance to today's high school student, the unit is approximately 75% online.  In essence, it is primarily an online unit taught within a traditional classroom.
 Origin of Ideas for the Unit:
I was motivated to change the structure of my existing unit covering the Color Purple in two ways.  First, I really enjoyed the learning community created in my graduate course through the online discussion board.  I could think about what I wanted to say a little longer than in a traditional classroom discussion, which meant clearer statements from me.  I could process what others were saying slowly and carefully, reviewing their words several times before commenting.  Additionally, I could respond immediately upon reading a text when my ideas were still fresh, rather than waiting for a specified class time.  I wanted to see if I could transfer these advantages into a high school class that met on a daily basis.

Secondly, I attended the “Iowa Council of Teachers of English Fall Conference” in October.  One idea that was presented was using tools from Google in the classroom.  I already had a personal Google email account, but I had yet to use Google Docs and Google Groups.  At the conference I learned how to use Google Docs to electronically share course documents with students, allow students to collaborate on assignments from anywhere at anytime, and share comments directly on student work.  With Google Groups, I found a free public host for the online discussions in which I wanted students to engage.  

 
While I was initially hesitant with the idea of literature circles in my classroom, I chose to try the basic concept with this unit because of the opportunities the online work afforded.  I modified the literature circle concept to fit my needs for this unit, combined it with Google tools, and created a new direction for instruction.

Modified Literature Circles:
We studied the concept of literature circles in our graduate course from the text Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in Book Clubs and Reading Groups by Harvey Daniels.  I had heard a basic overview of the concept before and was somewhat hesitant to incorporate it into my classroom, but several passages in the book led me to give this strategy a chance.  First, according to Daniels, "there has been a boom in their [literature circles] documentation," including "qualitative and quantitative research studies, teacher accounts, journal articles, graduate dissertations, videotapes, and plenty of books" (7).  The growing body of research seems to suggest that many teachers are making this work, despite my personal reservations.  

 
I also liked the ease of adaptation of the concept.  An early statement by Daniels is that many across the country "were inventing and reinventing literature circles of their own" (1).  I wanted to see if I could invent a way to make the idea work in my “Modern American Literature” course. 

 
I modified Daniels' traditional definition of the literature circle in a couple of ways.  First, Daniels states that students choose their own reading, and different groups read different texts (18).  Obviously that didn’t occur in this unit - we all read the same text, and I assigned it.  The other major difference is that evaluation in the traditional model is only through teacher observation and student self-evaluation (18).  I used observation, and I wanted students to evaluate their own understanding; however, there were several other aspects to my assessment of their ability in this unit.  

 
In all other ways, I followed the traditional model, except in that the discussions happen primarily online instead of just in class.  One of the greatest benefits was in assessment.  In evaluating students' work in the literature circle, Daniels discusses the importance of observation (190-1).  This can be difficult in a classroom setting.  Using an online-based unit, however, a teacher has a digital record of every idea that was presented, who responded to those ideas, how they were responded to, and when this discussion occurred.  Concrete evidence of a student's interaction with the text is available (and provable), rather than relying on the subjective practice of observing while students are in class.

 Why “Modern American Literature”?
I chose to pilot these ideas in my “Modern American Literature” classroom for a couple of reasons.  First of all, it's a junior/senior course, and I felt they could handle online discussions a little more maturely than underclassmen.  I felt like less of a chance for cyber-bullying existed.  

 Another reason is that so much of this class is discussion-based.  In this course students are asked to gain a better understanding of American culture as told by it's writers.  I have discovered students have best analyzed our culture after being asked to respond to what they read and connect it to themselves and what they know.  Literature circles are guided by reader-response principles.  Daniels explains the importance of this element of reading: "American teachers, in their hunger to push students up the cognitive ladder to the analysis of literature, forget or refuse to begin with students' response to their reading. . .  The pathway to analysis, to more sophisticated and defensible interpretations of literature, must go through personal response, not around it" (37-8).  
 
Additionally, this course is a college-prep course.  I've noticed a growing trend that more of my students are waiting to hear what I have to say about a text.  I wanted to cut myself out of the equation and get them to rely on themselves and each other to deepen their understanding of the literature.  To a certain extent, I wanted to get out of the way and see what happened.  

Unit Overview
Each of the units in my “Modern American Literature” course contain the same five essential questions to guide instruction:

1. Why is this author/literature important enough for us to study? 

2. What’s going on in the world at this time, and how does it affect the literature? 

3. What is the author’s background? 

4. What type of literature is it? 

5. What is the literature’s purpose?  What is the author trying to communicate?
In addition, this unit also seeks to accomplish the following learning goals:

Students will:
1. analyze the text in order to come to a better understanding of the culture of rural African-American life in the early 20th Century

2. effectively use technology to enrich learning

3. engage in conversations about literature to deepen their own understanding of the text and that of others

4. evaluate the inclusion of The Color Purple in an American Literature currriculum
 
I required all students to get a Google Mail account prior to the unit.  I also created my own account specifically for teaching.  Before the unit began, we spent a day in the computer lab getting acquainted with the features of Google and setting up a Google Groups Discussion Board for each literature circle group.  Each group member and I had access to reading and posting on the discussion board.  The groups were set up by the students.  They consisted of 4-5 students per groups within a class, as suggested by Daniels (76).  
I broke the text up into five reading sections.  Each reading section was accompanied with two requirements.  One of the requirements was for each student to post on the Google Groups discussion board a response to a writing prompt and to also respond to a certain number of posts from other group members.  The other requirement was less reader response and more synthesizing, evaluating, and analyzing the text.  For that requirement, the group members collaborated on Google Docs in one document and turned that one document in to me by sharing it through Google Docs by the due date.  

 
Students were usually given 2-4 days on their own in class to use as they wished, depending on the length of the reading assignment.  Class time could be used to read the text or work on the two requirements.  When the reading assignment and accompanying work was due, students had a comprehension quiz in class to check their reading and understanding.  We then had a large group in-class discussion about key portions of the text and any questions they may have had.  Upon completion of that, we moved to the next reading.

 
Students also had another unit-long group assignment they worked on during their class work time.  I learned about this during-reading activity at the “Iowa Council of Teachers of English Fall Conference” as well.  It's called an emotional timeline.  Instead of just charting the major events from the text on a timeline, the assignment is to make a graph with the major events of the text along the bottom on the x-axis and a range of emotions (positive to negative) charted along the y-axis.  For each event on the x-axis, students mark what they think the emotional response of the main character is.  By the end of the text, this timeline creates a big-picture view of the main character's experience.  

 Post Unit Evaluations:
 
For the major assessment of the unit, students were assigned to create and publish a website on which they analyzed three themes of their choice from the book, detailed what they learned about the culture of African-American life in the rural South in the early 20th Century, and evaluated the value of the book in a high school American Literature curriculum.  
Survey
I asked students to complete a survey of their experience upon completion of the unit.  Survey questions and student responses are below:
Survey Part 1:

For the following questions, please answer them on a scale of 1 - 5 by circling the number.  1 = strongly disagree       5 = strongly agree  

1. Reading and working in small groups helped in understanding the text. 

Student average:  3.9
2. The online discussion board (on Google Groups) helped in understanding the text. 

Student average:  3.03
3. I liked the internet aspects of this unit. 

Student average:  3.83
  4. Google Mail is easy to use. 

Student average:  4.08
5. Google Groups is easy to use. 

Student average:  3.94
6. Google Docs is easy to use. 

Student average:  3.98
7. I would benefit from more literature units or lessons taught using the online tools we used through Google. 

Student average:  3.55
8. I was more likely to make comments about the text online than I normally am in a whole class discussion during class. 

Student average:  3.74
9. I learned more from other students' comments in the online discussions on Google Groups than I usually do from in-class large group discussions. 

Student average:  2.98
10. I learned more from other students' comments in the online discussions on Google Groups than I usually do from in-class small group discussions. 

Student average:  3.46
Part 2: Answer the following questions as indicated (not on a 5 point scale). 

11. For your discussion board assignments on Google Groups, which was better for learning: everybody has the same questions to answer and comment on, or each individual has a separate and clearly defined role?
 Circle one:     Same Questions  (44.2%)         Individual Roles (49.2%)
Both Circled (3.3%)       

Did not answer (3.3%)

12. I completed the reading of the entire book. 

13. I usually read all of the assigned work in this class. 

I completed the book and usually read all assigned work: 40 (65.5%)

I completed the book but I don't usually read all assigned work: 13 (21.3%)

I didn't complete the book but I usually read all assigned work: 5 (8.2%)

I didn't complete the book and I usually don't read all assigned work: 3 (4.9%)

 

OBSERVATIONS 
Observation 1:

For the most part, students had a very positive reaction to this format.  Survey results show an average response of 3.9 regarding how helpful the literature circle format was (Q1) and an average of 3.83 regarding their positive response to the internet aspect of the unit (Q3).  When asked if they would benefit from more use of Google's online tools in our course (Q7), the average response was 3.55.  Just from talking to students in the classroom throughout the unit, I got an overwhelming strong positive response towards this as well.  The unit was polarizing; most students either loved it or hated it.  However, the number who were vocally opposed to the online format was small.

 Observation 2:

Students found Google easy to use.  The highest average responses came in regard to the survey questions about the ease of using Google (Q4-6).  Google Mail received a 4.08, Google Groups a 3.94, and Google Docs a 3.98.  Many of the students said they'd like to make this their primary email account, and others were excited about the feature of Google Docs that allows them to save all documents there and have access to them anywhere they can get online.

 Observation 3: 

I received a higher quality of comments and shared thinking from students than I ever have before teaching this unit.  This fact is supported by the survey and by examples on Google Groups.  First, the average response on the survey to the statement about being more likely to make comments online than in class (Q8) was 3.74.  Additionally, the average response regarding learning more from others' comments than in-class small group discussions (Q10) was 3.46.  Students said more and learned more.  Several written comments from the surveys quoted below support this:

· It was interesting to "hear" everybody else's opinions that normally don't talk in class.
· I felt I could actually understand my own thoughts and beliefs about the book by looking at other people's post.
· I actually really enjoyed working online because I felt more free to express my opinions on the Group Discussion Board rather than out loud in the classroom.
· It was not as intimidating as in class.  
· I was able to write all of my thoughts and opinions on the discussion board because of all the time to think.  I would not have said those same things in class.
 

Additionally, Google Groups allowed me to "hear" all the discussions online.  I saw first hand insightful comments from students that had yet to say anything in class.  I also read students bounce ideas off of each other and ask questions, collaborating to improve their understanding.  It was rewarding for me to see what happens when I get out of the way and allow the discussion topics to go where they will

 
Another positive aspect is the requirement that all students have something to say.  In a large group in-class discussion, I can call on students; but if a student wants to come with nothing to offer to the discussion, they can.  Ideally, all students are offering something in small group in-class discussions; but again, reality shows that often the conversation wanders when the instructor is not immediately next to a group.  Online on Google Groups, however, all students are required to offer something.  Part of their grade is what they bring to the discussion, and I can have a picture into each student’s thought process and understanding of the book in a much clearer way.

 Observation 4:

I can't completely abandon large group in-class discussions.  The only survey response that averaged below 3 was in response to learning more from online discussions than from large group in-class discussions (Q9).  I also received several written comments suggesting more class discussions connecting to the online work.  I've discovered I need to achieve a delicate balance: while I don't want students simply waiting for what I have to say about a text while I dominate the tone of the discussion, I also don't want to leave them in the dark.  While I scheduled one major in-class discussion per week of class, I might want to bump that to two.

 Observation 5:

Group work will always cause problems.  One question about literature circles that has always caused hesitation from me is what happens when a member of the group doesn't do what the rest of the group needs them to do?  That did prove to be a problem here.  I received 14 written comments that directly addressed frustration concerning group members not getting their job done.  I was surprised that this was as big of a problem as it was, considering the fact that I let students choose their own groups.  

 
I'm not sure there's any way around this issue.  For one, I believe it's important for students to learn how to work in groups and deal with adversity inside those groups.  As upperclassmen, they need to learn how to be dependable and how to demand dependability from each other.  I told them that they were experiencing the same frustrations I often had in the online discussion communities I was involved in for my graduate course.  The problems they are experiencing with others letting them down will extend to higher education and the work force.  Learning appropriate responses now, especially with peers they've chosen to work with, is an important aspect of the social education we provide.

 
Secondly, I set up the unit so that no student grades were affected by the incomplete work of others.  Students received individual grades for their commentary online in their group.  Having group members not get their work done certainly lessened the possible depth of the discussions and perhaps created a larger learning burden on other group members; however, each student controlled their own academic destiny.

 Observation 6:

Just as in every aspect of education, one size does not fit all.  When initially designing the unit, I hesitated to assign reading roles for each reading at the beginning of the unit.  The biggest reason is that I found them stifling in the literature circles in my graduate course.  I had so many ideas to shar  about a given book that I couldn't because of the assigned roles.  Additionally, Daniels mentions a widespread "role sheet backfire syndrome," a reaction against the mechanical approach to the process role logs have tended to create (13).  Instead, I gave a couple of prompts from which students chose to comment on their discussion board.  All students received the same prompts.

 
Towards the end of the unit, I noticed several students simply repeating each other's comments on the discussion board without adding depth to the conversation.  For some of the groups, the discussions became stale. They might simply agree and repeat what was already said.  At that point, I gave the assigned roles a shot.  For the final reading section, I gave five role options, defined each role, and let the groups decide who would take on each role.  

 
Curious as to the more effective of these two approaches, I asked on the survey which one the students preferred.  The class was split: 49% preferred the roles, 44% the same questions.  This evidence suggests I should do a little of both.  Just as not every student was a perfect fit for the online unit or for the literature circles, the roles (or lack thereof) aren't prefect for everyone either.  The best instructional approach, as always, is a diversified instructional approach.

 Observation 7:

I love using Google Docs in the classroom.  For assignment directions or other major documents I want students to have, Google Docs is a great way to go.  All I do is create a document and share it with all students in a class (sharing takes about 5 seconds), and immediately students have what they need in their own individual Google account.  The online calendar I shared with students allowed them all to constantly have access to our plans each week while allowing me to edit those plans without having to print out new copies for each student.  I never have to print out extra copies for students who lose documents, and students can't use the excuse that they forgot the directions to an assignment at school.  I make almost no copies.  They have electronic copies, and if they want a hard copy, they can print it out.

 
I also like that students can immediately share their work with me and others, as well as being able to provide editing access.  For group work, this means students can all contribute at different places at different times onto the same document.  It also means I can comment directly on student work turned in to me, all online.

Final Comments:

This was a worthwhile project during which I discovered insights daily into how to get more out of students and improve literacy and technological skills.  I have continued to take advantage of Google in several other units.  While no other unit has had such a large online component, I have been able to communicate with students with much greater efficiency and accuracy.  

I look forward to continuing to learn how Google’s tools can improve my classroom instruction. I’m excited about the possibilities and believe this can be transferred to educational units at all levels.
