Computer Classroom Design and Writing Pedagogy: 
At Evens or Odds?

A review of Handa, Carolyn. “Designing a Computer Classroom: Pedagogy, Nuts, and Bolts.” Approaches to Computer Writing Classrooms: Learning from Practical Experience. Ed. Linda Meyer. State U of NY P, 1993. 103-117.

To round out this term’s Computers and Composition readings, Dr. Teena Carnegie has selected yet another thought-provoking set of essays, this time addressing the challenges of designing effective computer writing classrooms. Of the three offerings on this topic, I’ve chosen to focus in this review on Carolyn Handa’s “Designing a Computer Classroom: Pedagogy, Nuts, and Bolts” (1993). Handa’s essay not only is informative in its own right but also has helped me recognize some problematic pedagogical issues and outcomes associated with the design of the computer classroom we’ve utilized this spring in WR 420/520.
Drawing on her own experience, Handa discusses the pedagogical implications of, and learning dynamics within, teacher-centered classrooms, in which students (and their computers) are arranged in rows, with the teacher’s station located up front. Handa found that her own student-centered teaching philosophy—which calls for a classroom environment “that encourages students to be comfortable with writing and minimizes [their] fears about reaching out to [one another] to create a network of thinkers that will help them learn” (109) and that characterizes the instructor as a collaborator in learning rather than, to use Freirean imagery, “one who ‘fills’…student[s] …with knowledge” (106)—was undermined in a number of ways by this type of classroom arrangement. 
In contrast, computer writing classrooms in which students are grouped in hexagonal or circular tables situated randomly around the room invoke a more collegial atmosphere, one that invites students to participate in their own and one another’s educations. In addition, as Handa observes, locating the teacher’s station (at which students can also sit) within this student desk grouping “suggests to the students that the instructor is more like another colleague…instead of being the ultimate authority for whom they produce all their writing” (107).
As mentioned above, Handa’s discussion has helped me understand several apparently mixed pedagogical messages in our own class this term. For example I can see why, even knowing Dr. Carnegie’s commitment to student-centered learning, I’ve at times felt confused by the more teacher-centered role she seemed to be taking in class exercises and discussions. Recognizing now that room design itself conveys a pedagogical message, I conjecture that the computer lab in which we met was actively working at cross-purposes with Dr. Carnegie’s teaching preferences. For example, while Dr. Carnegie clearly likes moving around the classroom as she conducts class, the narrow space between consecutive rows of computers in this classroom, and the fact that the rows dead-end into a wall on one end,  restricted her ability to circulate. Furthermore, the fact that only the instructor’s computer (located at the front of the classroom) was linked to the projector pretty much forced her to sit/stand in front for most computer-supported activities. 
Also, the relatively high computer-to-student ratio in this room contributed to a situation in which students generally sat at a distance from one another, all facing in the same direction and unable to see students in other rows. This factor may have contributed to a sense of interpersonal isolation from one another, despite our many real-time online discussions and other group activities.
The hierarchical room arrangement may even have contributed to one student’s very noticeable, ongoing resistance to full participation in the student-centered, group discussions, exercises, and presentations. The classroom configuration could only have reinforced his strong predilection for instructor-centered teaching; and by preventing the instructor from fully enacting her own pedagogical preferences, such a configuration may also have prevented the student from experiencing ways in which he and his writing process could benefit from a student-centered pedagogy. 
Handa’s decade-old essay does not address the additional flexibility in computer classroom design afforded by today’s wireless technology. For that discussion, we can turn to Dr. Carnegie’s Writing Computer Lab TRF proposal (2001), which does take this technology very much into account while also drawing heavily on Handa’s 1993 design suggestions. 

