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 “. . .The Harder They Fall: Pitfalls of Online Team Writing Assignments”

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) has opened up new territories for
teaching technical communication.  But web-based courses can present steep
challenges for students working on team assignments as well as for teachers
designing them.  What conditions make it likelier that e-teams will fail?  What
conditions might better prepare instructors and student teams to deal not only
with the technical, but also the interpersonal, challenges of learning from each
other in a CMC environment?  First providing theoretical frameworks suggested
by research into collaborative writing and the effects of CMC on learning and
teamwork, I outline some difficulties facing students struggling to complete a
technical writing team assignment. I then suggest strategies for instructors and
students to help ensure that online teamwork is a productive and positive
experience.

Reviewing the Effects of CMC on Learning and Teamwork

Western perceptions of writing, especially in the humanities, have deified it for
centuries now as the production of literary artifacts and as the intellectual
property of an artist.  When many of us think of a “writer,” we may find
ourselves conjuring this romantic image:

In my craft or sullen art
Exercised in the still night
When only the moon rages
And the lovers lie abed
With all their griefs in their arms,
I labour by singing light
Not for ambition or bread
Or the strut and trade of charms
On the ivory stages
But for the common wages
Of their most secret heart.

(From Dylan Thomas, In My Craft or Sullen Art)
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This image of the lone writer of poems, novels, or documentation, closeted in a
garret with a guttering candle or in an office cubicle with a keyboard, is still
enormously pervasive.  So it was somewhat revolutionary—even in the
1980s—for teachers of rhetoric and composition to theorize that writing is not
inherently a solitary act. Kenneth Bruffee’s landmark essays on collaborative
learning (1983, 1984), Karen Burke LeFevre’s Invention as a Social Act (1987), and
Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford’s Singular Texts/Plural Authors (1990) all argued
that writing shapes and is shaped by social interactions.  Often referencing
writing in the sciences and professions, these theorists explored the benefits and
strategies of writing in groups.  A fundamental benefit is that writers working
together learn from each other; at best, their work as writers is shaped positively
by the quality of their social interactions and the ability to share knowledge.

A number of researchers have continued examining collaborative writing
processes and strategies within technical or professional writing contexts:
notably Ede & Lunsford (1990), Lay & Karis (1991), Bosley & Morgan (1993),
Haskins et al., (1998).  Examining writing groups in a large consulting
engineering firm, a construction equipment company, and the public
sector—among other locations—Ede and Lunsford found that the question of
who wields power in the group is paramount.  They identified two modes of
collaboration, “hierarchical” and “dialogic.” The dialogic mode, more loosely
structured, can be considered a process-based approach, allowing participants to
occupy multiple and shifting roles and encouraging ongoing articulation of
goals.  The “group effort” is as essential as the “product” (p. 133). Ede and
Lunsford characterized this mode as predominantly feminine because most who
tried to work in that mode were women, because it was so much an “other”
approach—often working on the margins of established conduits of power—and
because it seemed to have subversive possibilities for redefining traditional,
often oppressive power relations (p. 133).

An important stream within collaborative writing research explores why some
“face to face” (FtF) collaborative writing teams become dysfunctional.  Among
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the questions asked:  what role does conflict play in successful collaborative
writing?   How do socio/cultural factors like gender influence conflict and other
interpersonal dynamics within writing teams?  Burnett (1991, 1993, 1996) has
found that teams must engage in a certain amount of substantive conflict to carry
out tasks successfully.  That is, “considering alternatives and voicing explicit
disagreements” about the project (Burnett, 1993, p. 160) can help student groups
produce high-quality work.  In their study of engineering student writing teams,
Ingram & Parker (2002) reach a somewhat different conclusion about group
modes than Ede and Lunsford did twelve years earlier.  They were looking for a
distinct “gender-based communication style,” but found that gender may have
much less influence on group dynamics than the way in which team members
deal with conflict and issues of trust.  This issue of gender dynamics is one
important factor in exploring whether, or how, to apply FtF team interactions to
online teams.

Communication researchers examining online collaborative writing teams have
at times reached opposite conclusions about the effects of a CMC environment.
To a certain extent, such conclusions reflect the rapidly changing state and
availability of computer technology.  A number of studies from the early to mid-
1990s suggested that CMC enhances student-to-teacher and student-to-student
interaction.  For example, a 1991 study showed that CMC increases teacher-
student interaction (Hartman et al.).  In 1994, Walther et al. found that     “. . .
CMC groups were significantly more socially oriented than nonelectronic
groups” (p. 479), and a 1995 analysis expressed optimism about CMC’s potential
to foster a sense of community (December, p. 5).  As recently as 2000, a study
found that a well-structured “virtual classroom” can provide students with high
levels of satisfaction and more access to professors than a FtF equivalent
(Marshall).

From about 1996 on, however, more researchers began sounding warnings about
interpersonal difficulties facing students working in wholly computer-mediated
environments. “At issue here is whether computer-mediated communication can
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provide the same type of supportive atmosphere that can be achieved in face-to-
face interactions” (Weinberg, 1996, p. 52).  While this study concluded that CMC
may be “less callous” than FtF, Walther found that “CMC groups take longer to
reach decisions and. . . more CMC than FtF groups fail to achieve consensus at all
within allotted time periods” (1996, p. 15).  In 1998, Chester and Gwynne
examined the problem of flaming, commenting that “CMC has been associated
not only with higher levels of self-disclosure, but also antisocial behavior,
including flaming . . . . Such behavior is the antithesis of the mutual respect that
we aim to foster in our teaching.”

Social Attitudes and “Netiquette” in CMC

When it comes to social interactions in a CM environment, the personal becomes
the political.  While many feminist critics of CM have indeed found that girls and
women have been, and can still be, marginalized in CM environments, gender-
based analyses have also found people may see the Internet as an opportunity to
play with gender roles: as the old joke has it— “On the Internet, nobody knows
you’re a dog.”  I acknowledge the profoundly serious threats unscrupulous users
pose to children and others who are vulnerable, but for my purposes here, I’m
not convinced that attitudes toward gender are the only primary tool of analysis
for exploring the pitfalls of online teamwork.  Indeed, as Ingram and Parker
found—and echoing Bruffee, LeFevre, and Burnett—modes of collaboration are
profoundly shaped by attitudes about mutual learning, trust, and conflict.  As
Ingram and Parker also discovered, the only all-female team in their study did
not provide the anticipated example of a dialogic collaborative style.  In fact, they
found the opposite:

. . .while some studies on gender and interaction point to a feminine style
of communication which emphasizes cooperation, consensus and the
indirect resolution of conflict, [this] team provides little evidence to
support this assertion.  This team was characterized more by the
prevalence of interpersonal conflict which gave rise to a number of
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negative feelings, including fear, distrust, anger, which eventually
resulted in a communication breakdown. . . (p. 97)

If dealing with conflict is challenging enough face-to-face, then how much more
challenging is a CM environment? To what extent can instructors rely on
conclusions from FtF writing teams to design successful wholly web-based
assignments?  Do instructors and students need to adopt an entirely different set
of social interactions and expectations?

The “Banshees”:  Staring into the Abyss

I assigned two online team projects in my Fall 2000 version of “Strategies for
Technical and Professional Communication”: a set of instructions and an
informational web site.

Required Preparation for both online team projects: self-select team members; read
one article on collaborative writing and one on online teamwork; agree within
the team on communication strategies (and debrief after the first project); ask
Julie [my TA] for advice/ resources when needed; post a Progress Report for
credit; and provide feedback on each others’ draft sites for participation credit.

After the first assignment, I sent the following message to all students: Now that the
final versions of [the first team assignment] are done or just about done, many of
you will be breathing a sigh of relief and taking a well-deserved break from
teamwork. . . (for about 3 days. . . until the next team assignment starts to kick
in)! . . . Julie and I would really appreciate receiving individual, private feedback
from as many of you as possible (everyone, ideally) about your team experience
during the Instructions assignment.  To make this task easier, Julie and I have
created some questions for you to base your responses on.  We will hold your
responses in confidence and will use them only as guidelines to help us make
sure you get the most out of the next team assignment (with one exception--we
will make sure you get positive feedback about yourself).

X:  Through the first team project, I felt that making a commitment to a project
and communicating with team-mates are the two most important aspects to
work [on] as a team. I think everyone in the team did quite well in terms of
making the commitment and communication. So we met our project deadline.

S:  This group experience has been the most positive experience I have
encountered in the university setting.  Team members . . . all made significant
contributions to the assignment, stayed on task and respected timelines.  C.
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deserves special recognition for taking on the task of editing and formatting our
instructions.  I was very impressed with the work C, did to produce the final
product.  And I believe the rest of us did a pretty good job of "not messing" with
the editor.

C:  I see our success as a result of us keeping the lines of communication open,
being committed, and regularly sending progress reports to the group.  It was a
pleasure working with this group and I hope the others found the experience to
be as rewarding as I did.

RL:  There wasn't anything that I would classify as "difficult." I would say that
the biggest problem, was that at first, no one wanted to make any decisions,
without going through the entire group. This was kind of time consuming.
Eventually, as things needed to be done or minor decisions made, different
group members would take initiative, and just make the decision. I thought that
this was very effective. By then we had gained each others [sic] trust and had no
problem letting one another make some decisions. For the next go around, I'm
sure that we will do the same.  We didn't have any other problems that I'm aware
of.

S (again):  Just this last week in my Management class we were studying working
in groups. There are supposedly these five stages* that every group goes
through. I found it interesting that even though we are an Internet based group
and lack face to face interaction and expression. . . the stages still apply to us.

*From Contemporary Management in Canada by Frederick A. Starke and Robert
W. Sexty (Prentice-Hall, 1992), pp 352-253:
• Forming:  group members get acquainted with each other and with the roles they are

expected to carry out.
• Storming:  conflict appears within the group.
• Norming:  characterized by cooperation not conflict.
• Performing:  group reaches a productive stage.
• Adjourning:  group is terminated.

The “Banshees” comprised R, B, J, and M. Only B and J responded to my request
for feedback about the first teamwork assignment, and their reviews were mixed.

B’s feedback:
In our group there was [sic] difficulties in communication and completing
assignments by deadlines because of overfull personal schedules. It was
disconcerting to wait for days and days for response to Email messages
sometimes.  However, the communication quality and attempted cooperation
was excellent.  When one person’s work was incomplete we worked around it
and incorporated what they had provided. Also, we each were allowed wide
latitude in our choice of content.  Our difficulties were primarily workload
related. We attempted to keep the channels of communication open but it was
not always possible. I was the contact person for the majority of the time and
directly asked individuals questions when a response was required. However,
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when I was out of town, R quite capably took over. We did not have contrasting
styles as we all like to work independently. A live online conference at the
beginning did not materialize due to scheduling difficulties. . . .Everyone is
committed to obtaining the best possible mark. . . . If I had to re-select my team
members I would certainly choose them again!

J’s feedback:
I would suggest that some of us had different working styles, however I think
those working styles (at least in my case) aren't by choice, but by what is
dedicated by life outside of school.  I know B was away for a few days and so
was M, and my job and other two classes had me buried for a few days, but we
seemed to work together fine despite the chaos.  I know my working style isn't
necessarily the style I would like it to be.  I am a real planner, however I find
myself leaving more and more to the last minute only because there are other
things going on in my life that have to come first. . . . I found this experience very
challenging, and at times frustrating and difficult.  I am looking forward
however to the next group assignment to see if it is easier, and to prove that the
first on-line group work was difficult only because it was a new experience.

B’s feedback: J’s feedback:
difficulties in communication very challenging, and at times frustrating

and difficult

overfull personal schedules [busy] life outside of school
attempted cooperation and keeping
channels of communication open

we seemed to work together fine despite
the chaos

attempted cooperation was excellent looking forward to next assign
all like to work independently B was away for a few days and so was M
did not have different working styles had different working styles
I would certainly choose [same team] again [hope to] prove that the first on-line group

work was difficult only because it was a
new experience

The “Banshees” Team Online Conflict:  lead-in to Team Assign. 2 crisis

DAY 1.  From R to the class e-group, seeking peer feedback: Hi there.  Our
informational website [Team Assign. 2] can be found at [URL given].  Our group
has been ravaged with debate over which format to use as a final copy.  Hence,
some of the links don't match.  There are e-mail links to us all on the index page.
We would REALLY appreciate some feedback.
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DAY 2.  From R privately to Amanda.  This message was my first indication that the
Banshees were in trouble: Literally, I've had enough.  The first group assignment
was bad enough, this one has been a nightmare.  I didn't sign up for this course
so I could be abused, take on everyone else's work, etc.  I'd like out of my group,
and fast.  I'll do my own site (i.e. start from scratch), whatever, but I don't care to
work with B anymore.  The note below is just the latest rude message [from B].
Trust me, I've tried being nice, I've tried to compromise, I've tried everything I
can think of...it hasn't worked.  Please get back to me asap.

R attached B’s “rude” message, which reads in part:
I am very disappointed with your agressiveness  [sic] in general. . . .  I
think you have taken some liberties with decision-making that I would
not have agreed to if you had been up front. I am not pleased with the
format chosen for our pages. Frankly, I would not have participated with
the group in this instance if I had known what strategy was to be chosen.
If you had intended to be so radical you should have stated so right from
the beginning.

From Amanda privately to R:. . . of course this is an urgent problem, and not a
happy situation at all.  It's a great pity that the disagreement between you and B
has reached such an apparent impasse, to the point where you are feeling so
frustrated.  Without violating the privacy of your e-mail messages, I am opening
the question of "what to do" out to the group at large to see if there can be any
kind of agreement over what a workable solution would be.  This is a necessary
move, since any decision will affect two other people as well as you and B.  So
please just hang in there until I hear back from J, B, and M, and we'll take things
from there.  Meantime, you might want to give group-work a miss for a day or
two, so you can gain some perspective and sanity.

From Amanda to the “Banshees”: I understand that a conflict has come up between
two team members who each have very strong--and equally valid--visions of
what the informational web site should look like.  It seems at the moment that an
agreement or compromise is not within reach.  I'd like to hear from _everyone_
in the group, as soon as possible, about your view on this.  I am asking you what
you think a good, realistic, and workable solution might be, given that this
assignment is due next week.  What in your view would be the best or fairest
course of action?  Reply to me privately and copy Julie as well, since she also
knows about this situation.

The “Banshees” Team Online Conflict:  Team Assign. 2 crisis escalates

From B to Amanda and Julie: Is R now refusing to continue with this assignment? I
haven't had a response . . . It might help if I knew what exactly what R wants. It
is unfortunate that after we placed so much on receiving feedback on the drafts
we did not receive any so far.

From B privately to Amanda: I am aggrieved that R has escalated it to the prof. This
issue belonged to our group. . . . Did R forward the Email on to you that I sent? I
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would but I don't have a copy here. It was quite direct but it wasn't that bad.. Did
you actually speak with R or just receive voice mail?  You know Amanda, I
aspired to learning as much as I could during this course and do not like the
direction my group has taken. It is not what we originally agreed to do as I
understand it. I would be ashamed to produce work in that format. Have you
faced a similar situation?

DAY 3.  From M. to Amanda and Julie: It looks as though the disagreement is being
worked out. We are taking the feedback received so far into consideration and
making some minor changes to the overall site.  I think this kind of disagreement
is often unavoidable and happens in a group project such as this but in the end I
have to agree with the final edit person who in this case is R.  There are so many
different ways a website such as this can look but I think we should stick to the
assignment instructions which state that "the final edit person is always right and
not to be messed with!"

From J. to Amanda and Julie (excerpts from a “time-line” tracing group conflict):
Shortly after our group decided to remain as a group, B sent a message saying a
first draft [was] done already.  If I recall correctly, I don't think we had even
discussed the topic in detail, and I know for sure we hadn't divided up the tasks.
I know for a fact, that I sent at least two if not three emails to the group
suggesting we look at the assignment as a whole, and then divide the tasks. . . . I
know I was more than thrilled when R agreed to be the editor of our page again.
R did it for the last assignment, and I was very impressed with the work.  I think
we made it quite clear last week what approach/strategy we were going to use,
and I'm sure that was one of the communications that B agreed to, and suggested
we post it as a draft and ask for feedback at which time we would change either
our (R, J, M) strategy, or B would agree to change [strategy]. I'm not sure where B
got the feelings that R has taken liberties with decision making, and that R has
been radical.

I have never communicated with any of the group members by any other mode
than email, so I don't know their [sic] in person personalities.  However after
reading B's email time and time again today, I feel that it was a very direct and
somewhat viscous attack against R. . . . At this moment, the only [solution] that
comes to mind is that R, M and myself post the index page with our links, and
that B post a [separate] page, and that consideration be given to content only, not
design, because our pages are so drastically different.

DAY 4:  From Amanda to the “Banshees”: I'd like to thank you all for taking the
time to share your perspectives and suggestions with me and Julie about the
difficulties concerning group leadership and its effects on the final
formatting/design of your web site.  I know this hasn't been easy for any of you.
These kinds of disagreements are less uncommon in professional teams than
we'd all like to think, and they are always stressful for every one. . . .there seems
to be a tentative agreement [that] everyone would be willing to edit their own
pages and make at least "minor changes" to the site in response to the feedback
received.  That's a step in the right direction. . . . If R is still willing to be editor,
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then R’s final decisions about changes must be respected.  If R would like
someone else to take on this final task, then that person's final decisions must
similarly be respected.  It's also really important that all of you focus on what
needs to be done rather than getting too hung up on (or trying to second-guess)
individual team members' personalities.

DAY 5:  Excerpts from two messages from R to Amanda: I seemed to be faced (albeit
begrudgingly and in the light of no other possible solution as I want a good
mark) with having to completely revamp all the work I have already done on the
web-site and start from scratch.  Could you please give me some feedback on the
now preliminary version of our assignment? . . . .I find it amusing that your main
criticism of our page is the major bone of contention between myself and B.  I
would also like to note that B is, again, refusing to bring [B’s web page] in line
with "ours".  Would it be possible for me to be marked sans B?

From B to Amanda: Amanda, this is getting ridiculous. The tone of R's messages
(the exchange was attached) have [sic] been hostile for weeks.  Please inform R to
desist from sending me flaming Emails or corresponding  with me altogether. I
ask that you tell R that this assignment is finished and it is time. . . to finish other
assignments. I would consider [this] behaviour to be harassment if it continues.
The e-mail exchange between R and B to which B referred:

From B:  R, there is unfortunately no way I have time or opportunity to
revise it.  So go ahead and publish.  Please note that Amanda has said that
there is no problem with our site except this link in the Email we received
today.
R’s reply:  That's all well and good BUT, seeing as I made time, don't you
think you could do the same?  Amanda identified it as a PROBLEM.  If it
isn't fixed, we're right back at square one, inconsistent.

B’s reply to Amanda when she inquired if B could fix a broken link on the page B posted
(Amanda thought it was understood and agreed that B would not have to make any
substantive changes):  I will of course comply with your request but I hope you
suspect, as I do, that this was done deliberately, as all links worked fine when I
checked yesterday. I don't know when I can get at it however, as my time is
booked as I had stated.  And who's to say R. won't move everything again. . . . I
must confess I have been uneasy ever since our first assignment when all team
members did not submit a finished document as they promised, or even
communicate on a regular basis.  R produced a notable piece of work
nevertheless.  This practice has continued into the second exercise when R again
edited their work and submitted the final copy. I, on the other hand have been
trying to do my own work while following the team style. If I had not done all
my own work, I would not have learned all that I have (and it has been
considerable.)  In a more rational world, R and I would have been given extra
credit for driving this to completion. I hope that you will render me an
explanation of what happened here, because I feel like I am way out of the loop. I
now feel very uncomfortable participating in this course.
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Toward an Ethical Framework for Online Teams

When I taught FtF collaborative writing, I relied on some of the literature I cited
earlier to create a “pre-assignment” for student teams.  Before they even mapped
out the major rhetorical decisions about a document, I had them sit down with
each other and create what I called a “manifesto”: a statement of what each team
expected from its members and what they were prepared to commit.  When I
was preparing for the winter 2003 online course, I realized I needed to do much
more than in fall 2000 to raise awareness about interpersonal relationships,
conflict, and the challenges of creating a learning community within a CM
environment.

I began this process by making a number of structural changes in the course.
This year’s online version of “Strategies for Technical and Professional
Communication” required only one team project:  a collaborative web site.
After self-selecting their teams, but before beginning substantive work on the
project, students were required to read Rachel Burnett’s "Negotiating Conflicts"
from Technical Communication, 5th ed. (Harcourt, 2001); download two sites (one
academic, one professional) about online teamwork; and become familiar with
strategies about group communication provided in a set of “10 steps”—gleaned
from various sources as well as sad experience—that I put together for
establishing and maintaining a positive and productive online team. After
completing the project and uploading the web site, students were required to
submit (1) a confirmation of their individual contributions to all other team
members, copied to me; and (2) a list of their individual contributions and
optional supporting comments to me privately.  Projects received a team grade,
and I entered that grade into each team member’s record only after I received
and was satisfied with these materials. Thus, while the semester’s work now
included only one online team assignment, student teams had to do more
preparation-work and be more accountable to their teammates throughout the
process.
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One of the “10 steps,” and a required precursor to the entire team website
assignment, was for each team to create collaboratively a “code of ethics” to
guide their interpersonal interactions and overall conduct.   Here is one team’s
version:

1.Thou shalt frequently check and respond to e-mails quickly.

2. Thou shalt inform the rest of the group for future absences.

3. Thou shalt agree to assume equal responsibility and duty.

4. Thou shalt discuss new developments of opinions and ideas.

5. Thou shalt treat each group member with respect and dignity.

6. Thou shalt have fun and embrace the experience of working as a group.

The chart on the next page summarizes the common features within the seven
codes of ethics students completed and posted in our course web-space.
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Online Team “Code of Ethics”:  Common Features
* = specified in instructor’s guide

Frequency of Contact Quality of
Interactions

Commitment to Team
Members

*Check email every 2nd

day
Be open and honest Attend all team meetings or

stay up-to-date
*Check email at least 3
times/wk

Offer suggestions &
advice

*Notify team members re
absences beforehand

Meet FtF once/wk as
well as check email
daily

Express areas of
concern ASAP#

*Stay in touch with team
during absences if possible

Communicate,
communicate,
communicate!

*Remember “no one
person” is leader

Work together to complete
project; all contribute equally

Check email
frequently; respond
promptly

Listen to and respect
each other; treat each
other with dignity

Be realistic about
expectations/timelines

Have fun! Be creative You’re not alone; be realistic
about your limits

#One team put it this way: “Your nasty mood may be contagious, so please be
careful (tell me about it, but please don't take it out on me).”

The bolded keywords represent values and priorities shared among teams.  I
provided suggestions for frequency of contact in my “10 steps,” and in that same
document, I also outlined the most common leadership roles and cautioned
students not to burden one team member with a disproportionate amount of
work.  But aside from those points, students were encouraged to base their
interpersonal and other ethical guidelines on ideas from the required readings as
well as on their own sense of what they wanted to preserve and gain from the
experience:  respect, dignity, being listened to, mutual commitment,
and—tellingly—creativity and fun.

Brief Results:  Two or three teams experienced minor misunderstandings and
miscommunications earlier in this project (“Storming”). One student elected to
leave a team and work on her own.  But no team even came close to experiencing
a “Banshees”-style meltdown.  All projects were completed on time or close to
schedule (“Performing”), and almost all private comments to me about team
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conduct and communication were positive.  (*Note: I didn’t use Starke and
Sexty’s “five stages” as a conceptual framework for this class.)

Unquestionably, text-based CMC lacks the usual interpersonal cues that, in a FtF
situation, can provide implicit and explicit information about how others in a
group are reacting—though not at all fool-proof, such FtF cues help guide
interactions and facilitate bonding.  Lack of respect, inability to “listen,” and a
general lack of sensitivity to others in a CM environment pose a tremendous risk
to learning.  Therefore, a code of ethics for wholly online teams must be more
than usually attentive to emotional factors.  Such an ethics should raise
consciousness about participants’ feelings, and open up ways to help people in
CM teams save face, bond with each other, express differing views, and feel
valued.

An Ethic of Care for Online Teams

For reasons I’ll explain further, I propose that “an ethic of care” might meet these
needs in a CM environment.  Arising out of Second Wave academic feminism,
this ethic arose from the argument that traditional moral philosophy excluded
women’s standpoints and experiences.  These standpoints include

•a biological and cultural predisposition to nurture, and a ready capacity for
emotional involvement
•a need to be sensitive about relationships and how they generate different
varieties of responsibility to others
•the importance of particularity, connection, and context (Cole & McQuin, 1992,
pp. 2-3).

Two feminist ethicists—Carol Gilligan and Nel Noddings—are credited with
creating the central framework for an ethic of care.  In her 1982 book In a Different
Voice, Gilligan found that for women in particular, a moral problem can arise
“. . . from conflicting responsibilities rather than from competing rights and
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requires for its resolution a mode of thinking that is contextual and narrative
rather than formal and abstract.” Gilligan concluded that the life experiences of
women uncovered a “conception of morality as concerned with the activity of
care,” centered around “the understanding of responsibility and relationships,
just as the conception of morality as fairness ties moral development to the
understanding of rights and rules” (1982, p. 19).

Gilligan was careful to point out that her “different voice” is characterized “not
by gender but by theme”; that she contrasts two modes of moral thought in order
to highlight their distinctions and not “to represent a generalization about either
sex” (p. 2).  Nel Noddings, in 1984, moved further toward defining an ethic of
care as “feminine in the deep classical sense—rooted in receptivity, relatedness,
and responsiveness,” though she noted there is no reason why men should not
embrace such an ethic (1984, p. 2).  For Noddings, caring constitutes a “practical
ethics” (p. 3), based on reciprocity—one-caring and one cared-for—and
recognizes “human encounter and affective response as a basic fact of human
existence” (p. 4).  In this framework, both parties contribute actively to this
relation of caring; the “cared-for” is not a passive recipient.

Noddings—as well as Sara Ruddick, whose 1989 work on “maternal thinking”
also contributed substantially to feminist ethics—see an ethic of care as a better
way of thinking and being in the world (though for those leery of essentialist
feminism, it doesn’t help that Noddings labels the “one-caring” as “she” and the
one “cared-for” as “he.”)  From a more general feminist perspective, basing
thought and action on an ethic of care contributes not only to the liberation of
women (Larrabee, 1993, p. 16) but, ideally, to global reform and “a politics of
peace” (Ruddick, 1989). Gilligan herself does not set up an ethic of care as
superior to an ethic of rights, only different.  But theorists in rhetoric and
composition, such as Ede & Lunsford (see above) among others, have taken an
ethic of care as a framework for suggesting that women in collaborative writing
teams may speak and write “in a different voice”—a dialogic voice, as Ede and
Lunsford called it. For feminist rhetoricians, an ethic of care may be subversive:
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subtly dismantling oppressive power-relations in professional settings and
suggesting more egalitarian, representative formations.

While these political and gendered overtones are important, a more immediate
and beneficial relationship exists between an ethic of care and online teamwork.
At its most fundamental, an ethic of care represents a necessary
acknowledgement—often absent in CMC—that behind the emails and message-
postings are human beings who should be treated at all times as we ourselves
would wish to be treated.

Only since the winter 2003 online course ended have I begun thinking of an
online team “code of ethics” within the context of an “ethic of care” framework.
As this illustration shows, several areas of connection are possible:

General Traits of an Ethic of Care

•a predisposition to nurture

•a ready capacity for emotional involvement

•a need to be sensitive about relationships and how they generate different
varieties of responsibility to others

•a willingness to value particularity, connection, and context

(Cole & McQuin, 1992, pp. 2-3).

Some Connections to Online Team Ethics

Capacity for emotional involvement
‡ express concerns, “tell me about it,” have fun

Sensitivity about relationships and responsibilities
‡ respect and dignity, listening, “know your limits,” “please be careful”

Valuing connection and context
‡ work together, stay in touch, “you’re not alone
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As I mentioned earlier, before receiving their share of their team’s grade, each
student was required to send me a private report detailing their contributions to
the project.  A few reports mentioned occasional communication gaps; one team
lost a member; and one or two teams experienced tensions because of last-minute
problems—that being an almost unavoidable aspect of student life. But mainly,
reciprocity and mutual support paid dividends:  the sites were generally of high
quality, most students appeared to enjoy collaborating and sharing skills, most
found the workload manageable.  More importantly, students within teams that
experienced some difficulties remained on good terms with each other, and
expressed neither bitterness nor blame for mishaps.

It’s a common misconception that creating relationships, maintaining trust, and
working productively through conflict are somehow separate from “the project
itself.” Indeed, as Karen Burke LeFevre argues, an integrated view of writing as a
social act values “cultivating relationships with those with whom we invent and
attending more carefully to ways of enabling the creativity of others” (p. 123).
She recommends that, as part of the writing process, students be taught how to
recognize and solve problems that “inevitably arise in collaborative invention”
(p. 129).  Learning to write, create, and work together in communities—whether
they be FtF or CM—“will do more than enable success in classrooms or careers.
It is absolutely essential to achieving peace. . .”  (p. 129).  My experience so far
suggests that people writing and working together in a CM environment are
more willing than not to assume responsibility for nurturing human
relationships and to integrate that responsibility with traditional project
priorities.  And for anyone exploring the strange and sharp-edged pathways of
the CM environment, that is a hopeful sign.
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