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Encountering Others: On and Offline

Body, Time and Space

Classroom Conversation

Article No. 1: posted by Andy Smith on Thu, Sep. 3, 1999, 18:34
Subject: Welcome!

It's a crisp, fresh October morning here as I write this message. The ground is covered with golden and brown leaves, and I can see the steam rising from the river through the window of my 2nd floor study.  However, inside it is nice and warm.  It is a similar, comfortable warmth that I hope to extend to you through this message.  I want to welcome you all to the first week in our course, and to our online discussion forum!    

I’ve been an instructor in English literature for five years, have a Master’s Degree in English literature, and am currently working on my PhD.  I've taught this course a number of times before, and each time with about 20 students.  Every time I teach it, I learn more about English literature from my students.  I hope through this course to learn more about my readings and about who you are –and to help you as much as I can with your writing skills and knowledge of English literature.   

For our first assignment in the course, I am asking you to reply to this message (by clicking on the "reply" link at the very top of the page).  Please introduce yourself as I've just done, telling everyone a little about your academic background and interests, and also your main aspirations or goals for this course.  In this way, I'm hoping we can all begin to develop a fruitful and supportive online community.  I'm looking forward to getting to know all of you!

Warmest regards,

Andy Smith

*

*

*
I glance around as I enter the classroom.  Many of the seats are taken.  I find a spot in the first row, and quickly sit down.  I see that the instructor is handing out copies of the syllabus, and there is a buzz of anticipation in the room:  Many students seem to know one another, and to know the instructor.  She makes her way to the front of the class, stands almost directly in front of my seat, clears her throat and begins:  "Welcome, everyone!" she announces loudly.  The commotion in the classroom gradually settles.  

"Welcome. As some of you know, I'm Ms. McCormick.  I'm glad you could make it to our introductory course in English literature.  In today's class, we’ll start by learning a bit about each other, then we'll have a look at the course syllabus –the assignments, marking, readings.  Finally, I’ll divide you into groups and ask you to read and comment on a short discussion piece.  I'm hoping that we can then have what will be the first of many fruitful and interesting class discussions."  

Classroom dynamics and discussions are matters that are often of great concern to faculty, instructors and teachers.  Experienced teachers know that the way they are able to conduct and sustain a discussion is often a decisive factor in students' engagement and success.  The energetic and mutually respectful exchange of opinion can help to involve and motivate students as little else can.  And the potential quality of this discussion often begins to show itself during the first few, crucial classes. 

The literature of educational technology would regard the two illustrations provided at the outset of this paper as instances of class discussion.  The first of the two is an illustration of an online or Web-based discussion, sometimes referred to as an "asynchronous" and "text-based computer mediated communication" or "CMC."  These technologies are also called "learning networks;" and in  a book-length study of the same title, their potential benefits are described as follows:

Imagine learning with peers, expertise, and resources that are available whenever you want or need them. These "classmates" [may be] from Moscow and Mexico City, New York and Hong Kong, Vancouver and Sydney--​from urban centers and rural and remote areas. And they, like you, never need to leave home. You are all learning together not in a place in the ordinary sense but in a shared space, a "cyberspace," using network systems that connect people all over the globe. Your learning network "classroom" is anywhere that you have a personal computer, a modem, and a telephone line. . . .  Dialing into the network turns your computer screen into a window on the world of learning. (Harasim et al, 1995, p. 3)

The network, in other words, is a classroom in a shared medium called cyberspace, with classmates who may be from all over the world, yet are all still at home.  But what kind of a "classroom" is this?  Can students really “be together” if they are sitting at home--in places as far apart as Moscow, Mexico and Sydney?  How are they present to one another in such a "network-classroom?"  Is this presence really similar to a physical presence in the "non-virtual" space of a conventional, physical classroom?  

Of course, there are differences, as the descriptions provided above clearly illustrate.   In the first description, we read a message that is full of warmth and encouragement, and that attempts to reach out kindly to students, and thus create a sense of community.  But in reading the description, there are only two people of whom we are directly        aware--the teacher who is writing, and the student who is reading.  In the second description, the teacher and a large number of students are physically present in the evidently more crowded setting of the physical classroom.  In this context, issues compete for attention that are apparently tangential to learning and to the subject at hand--things such as seating, class order and ambient noise.  But with some effort, the teacher is able to direct attention to herself and bring the class to order.

In much of the copious literature discussing CMC, the difference between what is called the "networked" or "virtual" classroom and its conventional, physical counterpart are understood as being one of degree or of emphasis.  Either explicitly or implicitly, what happens in both settings is understood as "communication," which is in turn analyzed in terms of sender and receiver.  It is also understood in terms of the information transmitted between them, the characteristics of the channel that carries this information, and an encoding and decoding process that allows this information to be both transmitted and understood (see, for example, Walther, 1996; Pea, 1994).  In his overview of the literature of computer-mediated communication, Joseph Walther describes how this transmission or mediation is understood as involving the "filtering out" or "limiting" of these cues through the constraints (or "bandwidth limitations") of a particular channel (1996, p. 6).  Because text-based communication, for example, does not transmit audible tone or visible gesture, it is seen as "limiting" or "filtering out" these particular signals or cues.  Meanwhile, audio-visual communication media are understood as providing greater "bandwidth" for these same signals or cues, and therefore a higher "ranking" or degree of "presence" (Lombard & Ditton, 1997).

But can the differences separating these two types of experience be sufficiently understood in these terms?  Is there something that might be lost, gained or significantly changed when communication is mediated by technology--something that can't be accounted for in terms of "transmission" or "bandwidth?"  It is questions such as these that I hope to answer in the sections that follow, especially those under the heading of "Relation." 

Body as Positing

Later that day, I check the online forum again to see if anyone has posted a response to the instructor's message.  I see that there is another message apparently sent by Dr. Smith.  I click on it and read:

Hi!

My name is Jayne Spencer.  I am Dr. Smith's teaching assistant in this course.  I will be participating in the discussions and will assist Dr. Smith in marking some of your assignments. 

I have been studying as a grad student for a number of years, and am looking forward. . .
I read on, but I am confused.  Why is the teaching assistant writing as Dr. Smith?  Is it actually Jayne Spencer who has sent this message?  I wonder what the other students are thinking, but I don't know any of them.  I decide I will wait and see what happens.  I sign off.

The next day, another message has appeared from the instructor.  

No - I was not replying to myself - This is Andy writing now!

Jayne Spencer (my teaching assistant) and I have been using the same account to set up this forum and we now realize that we both can't use this account to participate in it.

To avoid confusion in the future Jayne will be logging on using a student account of her own.

Sorry for any confusion.  

Andy
*

*

*
Ms. McCormick continues her introduction to the literature course: "Oh, yes, and before we begin, I just want to let you know that for anyone who might find themselves in the wrong classroom or the wrong course, this would be a good time to leave and find the right room."  As I wonder why she's saying this, I notice that she is looking and smiling at a student in the front row who appears rather flustered.  It all suddenly makes sense as he shoots a nervous glance at the room number above the door.  He blushes, and almost crouches as he quickly scoops up his books and makes a bee-line for the door.  

Here are two cases of mistaken places and confused roles and identities:  In the first, someone logs on to the forum or "virtual classroom" using the wrong user name and password.  In the second, a student shows up in the wrong classroom for a course. 

The differences that separate these two instances reveal some of the more general differences separating a virtual classroom from a physical one.  These incidents show how each setting--real and virtual--stake out widely varying possibilities and conditions for those participating in them.  

The first incident seems to revolve around the fact that the wrong name was associated with the message sent to the forum.  The explanation of the professor seems to confirm this.  It singles out the issue of the "account" (or student or instructor accounts), and the act of "logging on" as being the critical factor:  "we now realize that we both can't use the same account.  To avoid confusion in the future Jayne will be logging on and using a student account."  

It is the "account"--an individual's user name and password--that guarantees his or her identity in a text-based, online forum.  This account, in turn, determines the name appearing along with each message.  And it is the name associated with an account that most explicitly identifies discussion participants to one another.  It is telling that the word "account" also means or implies "consideration" and "careful thought," responsibility ("a statement explaining one's conduct")--as well as designating a business and record keeping "arrangement" that can be computerized (Merriam-Webster, 2000; Microsoft Press, 1997).  

In the classroom, many of these same functions are provided by a combination of factors so mundane that we tend not to notice them:  bodies, time and spaces.  These terms are not to be understood in the abstract sense of science and physics, but in an almost painfully obvious, commonplace sense:  The classroom, as a place or context for learning, is not a place in which access is controlled through user name and password.  We get access to this classroom space through the door, not a code.  And it is our body that provides us with access to it, and that "authenticates" and "accounts" for our presence in it.  It is also our body, moreover, that identifies us to others both inside and outside of this classroom space.  Indeed, our bodies are the medium through which we always reveal our identity in these physical settings.  In these contexts, we do not differentiate between the person's identity and his or her body.  

Merleau-Ponty describes the body as having a "positing" character: it is, he says, "our anchorage in the world."   A person "is his body, and [her] body is the potentiality of a certain world" (1962, pp. 144, 106).  Our bodies, in other words, are the "medium" (1962, pp. 146) through which we both experience the world and reveal our identity.  

In the context of an online forum, however, there is no physical body--and no physical space within which the body would "posit" and position itself.  In front of the computer screen and the in virtual space offered by the conferencing software, there are only names with absent owners.

When is Anytime?

Professor Smith's eloquent online introduction--and the subsequent confusion caused by his teaching assistant's message--takes me aback.  How should I enter into such a discussion?  Can I come up with something that is even nearly as eloquent as what the professor has written?  I decide to wait for a day or two.  The next time I log onto the online forum, I see the following:  

Question [Forum: Week 1 Discussion] 

1. Andy Smith (Sun, Sep. 2, 1999, 10:34) 

     2. Andy Smith (Mon, Sep. 3, 1999, 16:12) 

     3. Andy Smith (Mon, Sep. 3, 1999, 19:44) 


     4. Maria Plummer (Tue, Sep. 4, 1999, 10:50)  

          5. Diane Hayes (Tue, Sep. 4, 1999, 14:47) 

          6. Dan Merceau (Wed, Sep. 5, 1999, 20:14)


    7. Gabriel Rifon (Wed, Sep. 5, 1999, 20:18)

I click on the names to read each of the messages.  
*

*

*
"Now that I've said a bit about myself and the course, I'd like you to tell me a bit about yourself.  Please say your name, what you might bring to the course in terms of experience or background, and what you hope to get out of it.  I'll start at the back with you," the professor announces as she gestures towards a young student in a baseball cap who is just seating himself in the back corner.  All heads turn around to face him.  The student, who must have snuck in late, appears to have been caught by surprise.  He fidgets nervously, and mumbles "Uh, I'm Stephen Draper; I'm majoring in science, and, uhm, I have to take this course as a part of my pre-med requirement; all of the other classes were full."  A few in the class giggle quietly and nervously at this unexpected response.  

It is important to get to class on time; there is a great deal of emphasis placed on this simple rule or convention.  But it is more than a formal exercise in discipline and order.  In the context of a classroom full of students, the importance of being on time reflects an obligation not towards any one person, nor simply to the instructor or to simple conventions.  Instead, it is part of a responsibility to everyone who is present.  It reflects an important fact about classroom experience that is often denigrated as a disadvantage when the classroom is compared to CMC technologies; namely, the fact that one can use these technologies to communicate from "anywhere" at "anytime"--rather than the "same place" and "same time" enforced by physical presence of the classroom. (See, for example, Graves, 2000; Spender, 2001)

Having to be at the same place at the same time, however, is more than just an inconvenience--or something that may be artificially enforced through course attendance marks or requirements.  It is a condition that profoundly affects the experience of the classroom.  It implies a commitment and sacrifice on the part of everyone who is present.  Those who are present cannot be somewhere else at the same time.  Each has sacrificed his or her time and freedom to be in a specific place at a specific time for a common purpose.  This also places a considerable weight or responsibility on the person who is to ensure that this time is spent wisely.  The teacher or instructor has the significant opportunity of directing everyone's attention as a collectivity to a single subject, person, or event.  If this potential is not utilized properly or fully, the results can be quite negative.  Surely any university graduate can recall classes where one could easily think of better things to do with one's time.  But the potential that this collective commitment and common focus present, and its confirmation through each well-attended class--perhaps especially at the beginning of the course--is one of the first and most significant of many tacit, unarticulated but powerful realities of the classroom.  

Of course, with the features of "anyplace," "anytime" communication often advertised as substantial advantages of CMC technologies, a communal "inconvenience" or sacrifice for a common purpose does not exist in the same way.  Students can read and reply to messages when it is convenient for them, independently of where they live, or when they might be accessing the forum.  

But if they are posting and reading at "anytime," when are they actually focusing on the "discussion" that is supposed to be taking place?  As the incident described above shows, in the common space of the physical classroom, events and discussion contributions occur in a "present" or a "now" that is shared by all, and unfolds in linear progression.  Students are asked to introduce themselves one by one, according to their position in which they are seated.  They are not all introducing themselves at the same time.  They are expected to be silent when others are contributing or the instructor is leading.  

However, in CMC contexts, this single, mutual, unfolding present generally does not exist.  Two or more participants can contribute almost simultaneously; or someone can wait for days or even weeks before contributing.  In a certain sense, each participant in this forum can be said to inhabit his or her own temporality, not sharing a common "present" that unfolds in a linear progression with the rest of the class.  The temporal independence of each user that is possible is evident in the common problem of remaining "caught up" with the contributions in a forum mentioned in the third chapter.  The temporal scale that seems to govern this context is one that is measured over days or even weeks.  This is very different from classrooms or other face-to-face situations, where even seconds between a question and response can seem like a very long time.  As will be explored further below, this difference in temporal character makes commonplace communicative phenomena such as silence, timing of remarks and humour very different on and offline.  

Where is Anyplace?

As I read the messages in the listing, I find myself double-checking the names of the people who sent them, in a deliberate effort to associate the contents of each message with its author.  From the introductions, I see that the students are from different parts of the country and, indeed, the world.  Scanning the listing of hyperlinked names of active contributors, I see that there still must be a dozen or so students who have not yet posted.  I also notice that the last two messages were sent in the last couple of minutes.  I decide that there's still time to wait and find out what else happens before posting my own introduction.
*

*

*
But as soon as Stephen Draper finishes his introduction, the student sitting next to him jumps in:  She turns to the class and smiles broadly.  Brand new copies of the course textbooks are stacked neatly on top of her desk:  "I'm Gloria Gillespie; I took Professor Grant's introductory course last year, and really enjoyed it.  I'm hoping that this class will be just as interesting." 

The classroom presents a clearly-defined space in which terms like "next to" and things like seating order have fairly obvious and unambiguous significance.  In an online forum, none of these factors are quite as clear.  In this context, students are, in effect, in two places at once.  They are always necessarily located bodily in front of a computer, in Canada, Mexico, Hong Kong, in a home, a computer lab, cyber-cafe or anywhere else.  At the same time, regardless of their location, they are also accessing and focusing their attention on the same words and the same list of messages and message contents. In such a situation, there is a simultaneous duplicity that is not the case in the classroom:  On the one hand, the student is an interlocutor or a participant in the forum--communicating with others in Moscow, Sydney or elsewhere--and on the other, he or she is at a single physical location using a computer.  The participant and computer user can be interrupted by events completely unrelated to class in their immediate physical surroundings in a way that can't happen when in the confines of a classroom: Writers in online conferences sometimes mention in their messages that they are being interrupted by a spouse who is talking in the same room or by children who are hungry for supper.  At the same time, one can be perceived as being absent to others in this immediate environment.  When one student was engaged in an online forum for a course hosted in Canada, her children would say that she was off again in "Canada," in a place where she was unavailable to them--yet she was still physically present in their immediate environment.  

The one thing that they all share in common, however, is the messages sent between them:  the text of the messages, and the way that these messages are ordered and presented in the message listing.  
The Sound of Silence - Online and Off

I check the forum again a few days later, and a message from a "new" student, Rachel Schrader, appears:

Ok. Time to stop being a lurker and jump in.  This is it!  I have just been trying to figure out this new conferencing system.  I became somewhat confused about the structure of the discussion.  But now I know which message I should be responding to - I think.  

I've been a secondary school teacher for about three years, and I'm glad to be in this course to learn more about. . . 
*

*

*
The introductions in the class continue.  An older man with a thick accent says he is taking the class to get back into university, and to learn to study again.  

Gradually, the students introducing themselves get closer and closer to the place where I'm sitting; as my turn quickly approaches, I begin to flick my pen in my hand nervously.  I scramble for a few simple words to say about myself.  Before I know what's happening, all eyes in the classroom are upon me, and a silence falls as everyone waits for me to say my name and introduce myself.  

The act of "delurking"--of ending one's silence in an online forum, and posting a first message--is clearly very different from making one's first contribution in a classroom.  This difference can be understood by returning to the theme of the body and its presence:  Even if one is silent in a classroom, one is still bodily present.  The physical presence of the body in the classroom involves sharing that same space with other students and the instructor.  This "sharing" implies a certain attentiveness, an openness to participation, and even a certain vulnerability.  In a class, I can be addressed and asked a question, if not by the instructor then at least by my neighbour.  This address or question, moreover, can be directed in kindness, indifference, or even hostility.  And any question or address seems to demand a reply.  A response of mute silence can, in a matter of seconds, quickly appear to be intolerable or absurd.  All people bodily present in the classroom share this obligation and vulnerability.

Silence online, however, is a very different matter.  As Andrew Feenberg explains, 

silence [is the] only tacit sign we can transmit on a computer network. . .  [This is] a message that is both brutal and ambiguous, far more so that the subtle uses of tone of voice, expression, and gesture on which we normally rely. (Feenberg, 1989, p. 268)

In online silence--when one does not, for whatever reason, contribute to a forum--the body is not present to indicate one's obligation or one's implicit willingness to participate, to be open, trusting and vulnerable.  Consequently, the act of not contributing online is much more ambiguous and can easily be interpreted in negative terms.  In addition, with some conferencing systems, it is impossible to tell whether a silent student has accessed the forum at all.  The listing of messages often does not let the student know who has read the messages, or which contributions have been read repeatedly or ignored by the others.  It is also impossible to tell whether a student's failure to contribute to the discussion is due to technical difficulties, lack of time, withdrawal from the course, illness or to other circumstances.  This is perhaps why the idea of "lurking" is so significant in these online settings: The Webopedia (2002), an online computer and Internet dictionary, defines lurking as the act of "eavesdropping on a chat room or conference."  In common usage, this term carries a clearly pejorative   meaning—Webster's dictionary identifies one meaning as "lying in wait, especially for an evil purpose" (Merriam-Webster, 2002).  However, given the connotations this term carries on the Web, lurking is not always viewed as negative.  As The Webopedia explains, lurking allows participants to "get the feel of the area before posting" their own comments.  

However, without posting a message to an online forum, it is practically impossible for a person to be addressed directly in the discussion.  If I do not post a message, then a linked reference to my name will not appear anywhere in the conferencing area, and there will be no "mail" or "reply" buttons appearing above it that would allow others to address me.  When I am "lurking" I therefore do not share the same vulnerability or openness to being addressed as those do who have already posted to the forum.  At the same time, everyone in the conference is still led to suppose that I am able to see everything that they are doing and saying.  As a lurker, I am able to read messages online, but I am effectively concealed, and I provide no indication as to the reasons for my concealment.  

Silence in a physical classroom, however, is not devoid in this way of indications of its causes and its possible significance.  Voice, expression, gesture and other aspects of face-to-face situations can give meaning and determinate character to silences that they cannot have online.  Feenberg, for example, speaks of "subtle uses of tone of voice, expression, and gesture" as contributing significantly to nuances or meanings of pauses and silences (1989, p. 268).  As a further illustration, Otto Friederich Bollnow describes how silences at the gradual conclusion of a conversation can be richly expressive of a variety of meanings, feelings and actions.  These can include 
reflection on what has been said and on what remains to be said, [or] even merely a feeling of gratitude for the profundity achieved in the conversation.  And when the conversation finally does sink into silence, it is no empty silence, but a fulfilled silence.  The truth, not only of the insight that has been acquired, but the truth of life, the state of being in truth that has been achieved in the conversation, continues to make itself felt, indeed becomes deeper, in the course of this silence. (1982, p. 46)

The combination of silences, "subtle uses of tone of voice, expression, and gesture," in other words, can say as much as--and perhaps even more than--what is explicitly articulated:  Stephen Draper's mumbling and fidgeting introduction, and his position in the room, for example, say as much about him as his words themselves.  Similarly, the fact that he is the first student to introduce himself, and that all eyes are on him (and on the other students as they take their turns), wordlessly but clearly shapes and colours the situation in other ways.  Terms such as "obligation," "invitation," "pressure," and "disclosure" may help to characterize aspects of this situation, but do not do so exhaustively.  What we could say about a similarly laconic student online tends to be confined to a series of vague conjectures: he or she might be busy with other work; he or she might have computer problems, or might even not care about the course or about what anyone else has to say.

In the physical classroom, elements such as age, appearance and accent are also factors.  These characteristics, for better or for worse, are associated with one's identity.  The intimacy of this association is, of course, closely related to issues of prejudice that can arise through visible markers--skin colour, gender, accent, etc.--that are sometimes said to be rendered invisible online.  However, these same characteristics are foregrounded and sometimes celebrated, for example, in acting and dance.  Choreographer Merce Cunningham speaks affirmatively of how "we become ourselves in our walk and in our speech" (Atlas, 2001).  Echoing Merleau-Ponty's observations of the positing nature of the body, Cunningham also states that "you don't have to convince others through the way you walk, you just do it" (Atlas, 2001).  We call all remember friends, colleagues, teachers and others for whom a characteristic gesture, a turn of phrase, or another element of a style served as a kind of personal "signature"--seemingly inseparable from the person, and immediately identifiable as belonging to him or her.   

At the same time, these dimensions of personal identity and general feeling and atmosphere are formed by more than just body and voice--however important and multifaceted these may be.  Each student's seating position in the classroom, the clothes each is wearing, the neat stack of new texts on Gloria's desk and other incidentals:  together these weave a rich tapestry of detail; they contribute to a general feeling.  And as they relate to any one student, these details contribute to his or her identity.  These incidentals are full of meaning and meanings, but none of these are explicit meanings; few are typically composed, constructed and edited as meanings, as is the case with written sentences.   They are very different.  By comparison, the only incidentals in online forums--other than what is explicitly said--are times and orders of posting, the "brutal" ambiguity of silences, and (possibly) an accident such as the misdirected message described above.

Con-tact and Con-text

So, it is important to ask:  What is the significance of these details of silences, gestures, and glances that are so easily regarded as incidental to the physical classroom?  What is their role in pedagogy?  If they are important, how might one make up for their absence online, and seek to cultivate a sense of presence in disembodied contexts?  

Van Manen closely associates precisely these details of silences, gestures, and glances as constitutive of what he calls "pedagogical tact."  This "tact does what it does," van Manen explains, "by using the eyes, speech, silence, gestures as resources to mediate its caring work" (1991, p. 173).  In further describing the phenomenon of tact, van Manen uses a conventional definition as a starting point--"a keen faculty of perception or discrimination likened to the sense of touch" (Oxford University Press, 1989).  He then defines its pedagogical manifestation as follows:

Pedagogical tact is the active alertness, sensitivity, and flexibility that educators demonstrate when they are dealing with [students] in everyday educational situations. Teachers who have a high degree of pedagogical tact distinguish themselves for being able to say and do just the right things with students in situations that are always particular, sensitive, always unique, never quite the same. (2003, p. 1)

In the personal relationship of leading and following between student and instructor that is constitutive of pedagogy, tact can be described as an important means through which this guiding occurs.  Like a person's ineluctable and characteristic style, gesture or way of speaking, tact is emphatically embodied and tied to the individual.  

Tact is not a skill we use, it is something we are.  Thus, when we speak of the embodied thoughtfulness, mindfulness, heedfulness of tact we point at the way a person is in mind and body.  Tact is a kind of embodied-knowledge that resembles bodily skills and habits. (van Manen, 1991, p. 207)

But as illustrated above, writing gets rid of the body, and replaces it with the body of the text.  To the biological body is counterposed a textual one.  Clearly, if tact is a question of a mindful, heedful action that occurs through glance, touch, gesture, then its ability to work in an online context where students and teachers do not see one another, and may wait hours or days for a response is limited.  

But can some degree of tact be manifest through this textual corpus in a way that is comparable to its manifestation through our bodies?  

Perhaps there is a tentative and provisional, shared present and presence that is sometimes manifest or possible in online contexts.  Tact and contact might be possible in the context or setting of the text itself.  We do not speak of writing as manifesting a meaningful glance, touch or gesture.  But we do talk about writing as being capable of demonstrating a particular and personal "tone" and "style."  

To address this difficult question, it is useful to look at a longer example of writing occurring in a pedagogical situation.  It represents an exchange between a grade nine language arts student and her teacher that takes place as farewells are made at the end of the school year.  The student in question had distinguished herself through academic and other awards, and her note was accompanied by a small gift--the only one she gave that year to any teacher in the school.  Significantly, the exchange is situated in a face to face context.  And perhaps not surprisingly, it begins by underscoring how important glances, smiles, gestures and other aspects of embodied tact have been in this pedagogical situation:

Dear Mrs. Bergson, although throughout the year I had feelings that I was not your idea of a great student, and that I was not one of the many students that you shared meaningful smiles and glances with, I nonetheless want to thank you. I realize that you care about your students and want them to succeed. I greatly respect you for that and also because it seems like you love your job. You deserve more credit than this, but alas, l am at a loss for words.

Mrs. Bergson responded in a letter as follows:

Dear Marian, I appreciate so much your honesty in sharing your personal thoughts with me. You stir me to reflect about my teaching style and my way of relating to students. As a teacher I was continually drawn to your sensitive intelligence, your many talents, creativity, and devotion to your studies. But I was never quite sure just how to develop a more personal relation with you in class. Maybe I felt that because of your outstanding work and accomplishments you did not require or value the small prods and meaningful smiles and glances. I sensed a kind of reserve that I felt I should not overstep. I now know that I was wrong and that I should realize that as a teacher I need to risk more and not be afraid of being rebuffed or perhaps in going too far in seeking closer teacher-student relations.

I truly regret that we both feel that somehow we were not able to develop a more satisfying teacher-student relation. I feel this as a genuine loss that cannot be recovered. . . . And yet, your kind gesture and your thoughtful reflections have broken through my mistaken sensing of reticence in a way that I find very valuable.

I will continue thinking of Marian as a highly gifted and sensitive person with whom some meaningful "smiles" were exchanged by means of these notes--even though it was only at the very conclusion of the school year. (van Manen, 2003)

This humble exchange expresses powerfully how the teacher and student are in a relation of great significance.  It also makes clear that in the sometimes hurried and pressured environment of the classroom, it is not always possible to realize the opportunities that it provides.  And this, of course, extends to the meaningful gestures, glances and smiles that can be exchanged in such a setting, and that are so important in the dialogical, pedagogical relation of guiding and being led.  

At the same time, however, it also illustrates the potential of writing and a written exchange:  It shows how the repose, reflectiveness, precision and clarity that writing can accomplish purposes that would be difficult to achieve through spoken words alone:  Both student and teacher are able to engage in meaningful but careful self-disclosure, and give precise expression and qualification to their thoughts and feelings that would easily be diluted or diffused by the immediacy of a face-to-face exchange--its temporal immediacy, its confinement to a single spatial and temporal locus, the expressive sententiousness of its unplanned pauses and silences.  What is more, the teacher states that she will remember the student as a person "with whom some meaningful 'smiles' were exchanged by means of these notes."  It seems to suggest that such embodied forms are transferable into writing, in however attenuated a form.

Relation

Self-Presentation through Speech vs. Writing

Realizing that just about everyone in the online forum must be sharing some of my insecurity, I decide that I too will take the plunge and "delurk:"

Hiya,

my name is Norm Friesen, and I have had a number of years of experience using the Web and training others how to use it in different settings.  Earlier, I worked in a variety of educational settings, including university and college libraries, schools classrooms and elsewhere.  I've taken a number of humanities courses in the past  that combine CMC and F2F communication. . .
After finishing my introduction, I re-read it and see some problems: "Hiya" sounds too informal.  I change it to "Hi;" "settings" is repeated too often, so I try to vary my wording; "CMC" and "F2F" might be unfamiliar to some readers, so I simply say "online humanities courses."  Finally, after reading it one more time, I send it off, clicking on the "post" button.  
*

*

*
Everyone is waiting for me to speak, and the silence is quickly becoming embarrassing.  I move uneasily in my seat and clear my throat: "Um, I'm Norm Friesen.  I've taken some, er, other courses. . . I mean language and philosophy courses, and am interested in taking more like this. Um. . . That's it, I think."  

In face-to-face settings, it seems that people vary widely in their abilities to handle being put "on the spot."  For some people, it is easy to become nervous, and to have the best planned lines come out sounding wrong.  Other people, however, seem to be comfortable at taking advantage of such situations, and exploiting things like timing, humor and tone in ways that can be difficult to accurately characterize or reproduce. 

Online, things are different.  A person's ability to introduce himself or herself appropriately, depends almost exclusively on his or her writing ability.  This is not necessarily the same kind of writing that one might encounter in a formal essay or assignment, but it is still written expression nonetheless.  As the description above shows, I am able to make changes to my "message;" and depending on my abilities, my inclination and other factors, there is no reason why I could not spend many minutes or even hours composing a message.  The author of such a message--unlike a speaker in a classroom--can carefully weigh the tonality or effect of each word, and can reconsider it, withdraw it, and replace it.  There seems to be, at least potentially, more choice and opportunity with writing for control, planning and deliberation.  Feenberg characterizes both writing and online forums as allowing for "highly controlled forms of self-presentation," and describes this as follows:

Electronic bulletin boards, dialogue systems and computer conferences present their users to each other only through explicit written language. When writing, it is easier to choose a tone and attitude than it is in speech, dress and gesture.  (1987, p. 267)

With writing, one can carefully tailor one's self-presentation.  The body, on the other hand, allows and encourages very different forms of self presentation.  The body, as well as the voice that emerges from it, is subject to a kind of automatic, unavoidable expression.  In the illustration above, this is indicated in my initial, uncomfortable silence, my hesitation between sentences, shifting in my seat, and words like "um," "er," and "I think."  All of these arise in a manner that is much less subject to intentional control than in writing.  "The body," as Merleau-Ponty characterizes it, "is essentially an expressive space" (1962, p. 146). Emmanuel Levinas refers to this expressivity as the body's "auto-signifying" character.  He explains that the simple fact of the body's presence carries with it various significances: "to appear is already to signify," as Levinas puts it succinctly (1987, pp. 120, 112).

Expressive Spaces

After sending my first message, I am left wondering how or even whether I will be acknowledged by others in the discussion.  Returning to my computer the next day, I hope to see some text on my screen, acknowledging my message.  I see that Susan has replied to my message; a link with her name is nestled immediately underneath mine in the message listings:

Norm, 

I'm glad to see your name. You sound like a great person!  Since you work with computers, I wanted to ask you a question.  I am sure you will have an answer to it. . .. 

I re-read the first two sentences a couple of times, feeling somehow acknowledged, affirmed and gratified by it.  These otherwise plain and impersonal characters glowing on my computer screen speak to me with a certain immediacy.  Somewhere at the other end, there is a person who is "glad to see my name" and who says that I "must be a great person!"  I wonder for a moment what Susan might look like.  

But suddenly I think: Is there something behind her generous compliments?  How can she know that I'm a great person from just one message--without knowing who I am or ever having met me?  
*

*

*
Just as I finish the last sentence of my introduction, I turn quickly to my neighbor, and he thankfully begins speaking without a moment's hesitation:  "I'm Dave Edwards, and am looking forward to expanding my background in English literature."  But now that all eyes are off me, I'm only half-listening; I exhale and shake my head slightly--impatient with my own inarticulateness.  However, I am suddenly surprised to hear my name: ". . .and like Norm, I've taken some courses in philosophy and language--mostly ethics and French." Dave shoots me a glance, and smiles as he says this.  I make an effort to smile back: I am happy that he has mentioned me, but irked at how his eloquent introduction makes mine look all the more inarticulate.    
Even though writing is subject to intentional control in a way that bodily self-pre-sentation is not, it is remarkable how difficult it can be to anticipate or interpret the "real" meaning or import of a message.  Sending or reading a message in an online forum can frequently be a fairly interpretive, intellectual exercise.  The sender can carefully consider what kind of impression he or she might be cultivating.  The receiver can carefully weigh the evidence for arriving at one possible conclusion or another, or can simply jump to a conclusion without being able to confirm its validity.  The "expressive space" of the screen can be subject to careful control but it also can give rise to a range of interpretations and responses.

Of course, in spoken situations, interpretation and consideration can be important, as well.  As the example of classroom introductions shows, one can have mixed feelings about what someone says, or later recognize the patience, generosity or malice that might underlie someone else's words.  However, the temporal immediacy and changeability of face-to-face situations and the ephemeral nature of spoken language itself tend to mitigate this.   They make it difficult to interpret, re-interpret and reflect on what is said in the way we can the case of writing.  In addition, through responses as subtle as crossed arms, a raised eyebrow, or a kind glance, one can indicate support or disagreement, or seek clarification of another's remarks. 

The "auto-signifying" and "expressive" space of the body adds another dimension to the experience of the spoken word in the classroom.  Merleau-Ponty explains that the gestures, dispositions and expressions of the body work in a way that is quite different from the exchange of coded signs that are invoked in understandings of language as "transmission" between "sender" and "receiver."  Speaking specifically of the signs of love and anger, Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that the "message" of the body makes itself understood very differently than the exchange of coded signs:

we cannot say that only the signs of love or anger are given to the outside observer and that we understand others indirectly by interpreting these signs: we have to say that others are directly manifest to us as behavior. (1964, p. 53)

We do not receive a "signal" informing us, in other words, that someone is angered or embarrassed when their face turns red in rage or shame.  We share the experience of their pain or their embarrassment without engaging in a "deciphering" process.  Merleau-Ponty continues:  

I do not see anger of a threatening attitude as a psychic fact hidden behind the gesture, I read anger in it.  The gesture does not make me think of anger, it is anger itself.  [. . .] The whole difficulty is to conceive this act clearly without confusing it with a cognitive operation. (1962, pp. 184, 185) 

A fumbling or fidgeting silence, an uneasy shifting of the body, a blush--these are embarrassment itself.  A warm smile, an unfolding of the arms, a friendly tone--these are openness.  Even though we call this "body language," it works very differently from language itself:  Except in the case of deliberately deceptive behaviour, we do not first think that we want to express unease, and then shift and hesitate in an uneasy manner; we do not first conceive of expressing anger or pain, and then grimace.  Similarly, we do not perceive these things in others through "cognitive operations"--by first weighing evidence, then arriving at a conclusion.  We simply recognize and know--and sometimes we may feel an echo of another's anger or pain, frustration or embarrassment.

Have we met before?

I type in a cautious but detailed response to Susan's message.  The next time I check the forum, I see a message from her:  

Thank you, Norm.  I knew you would help me.  I am looking forward to taking a course that has people in it like you!  Since English is not my native language, my thoughts have to travel an extra lap before they sound half correct.  For my first two messages, I admit that I've asked my teenage son to read it over, to make sure that it is very correct."  

"Now I see!" I think to myself.  I feel my vague image of Susan, despite its imprecision, has changed considerably: "A non-native speaker, an older student, and a mother!  She seems to be very warm, but maybe comes across a bit too strong because of the challenge of speaking a second language."  I find myself thinking of the image of Susan's thoughts having "to travel an extra lap" before she gets them right.  I've also had to work and study in a second language, and I know how hard it can be!  
*

*

*
Once he's finished his introduction, Dave leans over and says quietly: "Glad to meet you Norm!  I've heard about you from Dr. Davis in Philosophy.  He's mentioned you a number of times."  I surprise myself with my witty reply: "It seems my reputation precedes me!" I whisper back.

Getting to know someone through writing or through classroom introductions opens up rich and complex realities that have multiple meanings, connotations, tonalities and possibilities:  A broad smile and a tidy stack of texts can suggest enthusiasm and an eagerness to learn and participate, or maybe more a desire to please.  Similarly, an awkward silence or nervous fidgeting can communicate fears and insecurities--or maybe just a momentary loss for words.  Similarly, in writing, a well-turned phrase, a vibrant image or apparently undisguised compliment can create powerful, positive and warm feelings.  

But we might ask why, in the above examples--and apparently in everyday language--do we tend to reserve terms like "meeting" for those occasions where we actually see someone face-to-face?  Susan tells me that I must be a great guy even though she has not "met" me yet.  Meanwhile, face-to-face, Dave says that he has heard about me from a common acquaintance, and is glad to finally meet me.  When asked whether we have met or know someone, and have only encountered them in an online (or even telephone) context, the answer is often qualified:  "We've met online" or "we've talked over the phone."  Why is it that even though we can have relationships online that can be very intense and involving, we tend to reserve words like "know" and "meet" for face-to-face contexts?  

Our privileging of face-to-face situations seems especially pronounced in educational contexts.  Many have argued, for example, that technological and socio-economic developments should have made the centuries-old, or the "industrial model," represented by the school and the classroom obsolete--and that CMC and other digital technologies make much more sense educationally and economically.  For example, writing as early as 1984, Seymour Papert boldly predicted:  

There won't be schools in the future. . . . I think the computer will blow up the school.  That is, the school defined as something where there are classes, teachers, running exams, people structured in groups by age, following a curriculum--all of that.  The whole system is based on a set of structural concepts that are incompatible with the presence of the computer. . . . (cited in Cuban, 1986)

Other sources say that this model was out of date when the information economy was initiated through the launch of Sputnik in 1957 (Davis & Botkin, 1994), or with more recently developed mass-customization in manufacturing (Spender, 2001).   

Despite such bold predictions, the ascendancy of the classroom as place for education seems far from over.  Instead of decrying the classroom as inadequate, authoritarian and industrial--and as far outlasting its usefulness--we might instead ask, "What is the secret behind its remarkable longevity and importance as an educational form?"  

Perhaps part of the answer to these questions can be found in what philosopher Levinas calls "the enigma of proximity" (1987).  Like Merleau-Ponty, Levinas emphasizes the simple fact that we are embodied beings means that we cannot but communicate.  The mere appearance or presence of others as embodied beings--not as invisible lurkers--is in itself significant.  Levinas assigns the term "proximity" to this "auto-signifying" character of a person's appearance or to the simple, ineluctable fact of his or her physical presence.  

In effect, Levinas' notion of proximity can be said to develop and expand Merleau-Ponty's notion of the expressive space of the body as one which is not deciphered intellectually, but is instead "directly manifest to us as behavior."  Levinas states that "the immediacy of the sensible is an event of proximity and not of knowledge" (1987, p. 116).  Indeed, Levinas connects this notion with an entire type of awareness or modality of consciousness.  He differentiates between "two distinct modes of consciousness: an "a-thematic consciousness [and an] objectifying consciousness" (1987, p. 114).  The latter he describes as giving rise to "intention," and ultimately, to "a thematizing, identifying [and] universal discourse" (1987, p. 114).  A-thematic consciousness, on the other hand, is a type of awareness that is not intellectual, interpretive or deciphering.  Using his own language, Levinas explains this as follows:

Proximity is not an intentionality.  To be in the presence of something is not to open it to oneself, and aim at it thus disclosed, nor even to "fulfill" by intuition the "signitive thought" that aims at it and always ascribes a meaning to it which the subject bears in itself. (1987, p. 125)

Unlike the signs of writing, and the world that they can open up, events of proximity--of physical or face-to-face presence or immediacy--involve a different kind of awareness and a different set of possibilities.  These are not ones that are controlled by intention that aims at things to find out what they are.  It is not one that centers around explicit meanings, themes, and significations--in which objectifying intention and consciousness finds itself fulfilled.  Instead, these meanings and themes are ones that by definition remain implicit, mute and beyond conscious differentiation, manipulation and control.  They might be considered examples of what Karl Polanyi and others after him have called "tacit knowledge" (1967; Kidwell, Vander Linde, Johnson, 2001).  They are most clear in the descriptions above in terms of the expressive domain of the body:  in a blush of humble embarrassment, in a smile or in quiet giggles, or a warm tone of voice--and also in nervous fidgeting, frustrated distraction or reticent mumbling.  

It is this a-thematic type of awareness, however, that is attenuated through the artificiality of writing and the intentional control that it requires.  It is this a-thematic type of consciousness that is one that we often overlook, or perhaps associate with terms like "feeling" or "intuition."  It is something that is the result of factors that are by definition not numerable and subject to systemic control.  They are something that we sense and contribute to, but do not know and over which we have little or no power.  As Levinas says, "The immediacy of the sensible is an event of proximity and not of knowledge" (1987, p. 116).   

Instances of "tact" and of "pedagogical tact," as described by van Manen, can themselves also be understood as "events of proximity"--and "not of knowledge."  Echoing this last statement of Levinas, van Manen explains that "tact is less a form of knowledge than it is a way of acting" (1991, p. 127).  Like Levinas' notion of proximity, tact is bound up with concrete embodiment: "tact does what it does," as van Manen says, "by using the eyes, speech, silence, gestures as resources to mediate its caring work" (1991, p. 173).  It is realized as proximity because it, too, is not planned, nor is it a product of the "signitive thought" that aims at an object and always ascribes a particular meaning to it.  As van Manen says, 

It is generally impossible to plan a tactful action or response.  . . .In teaching it is often the unsteady, unstable, inconstant, variable moment that requires tactful action of a sort that is essentially unplannable.  And these unstable moments are not accidents in teaching but rather are essentially an integral part of teaching. (1991, p. 144)

In this sense, tact, proximity and a-thematic awareness have their essence in the fact that they cannot be known, dissected and reconstructed.  One of their essential characteristics is precisely their mysterious unknowability:   "The evanescence of proximity in truth," as Levinas says, "is its very ambiguity, its enigma, that is its transcendence outside of intentionality" (1987, p. 125).

