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Throughout the last decade, recent explorations in the uses of internet technology has introduced the concept of the online writing laboratory and consequently, online writing tutelage. This form of assistance where a student typically submits a piece of writing for evaluation to a tutor via email has been widely explored in terms of its benefits and downfalls (Brundage, 2005; Inman & Sewell, 2000; Racine et al, 2000; Rilling, 2005; Robinson, 2005). While a plethora of literature comparing general online learning with traditional classroom learning exists, there is little empirical research that contrasts, more specifically, the efficacy of online writing assistance with traditional face-to-face writing assistance as provided by university writing centers and as evaluated by the students and tutors themselves. Thonus’ (2002) discussion of face-to-face academic writing tutorials (herein referred to as FTFT) reveals that the relationship between tutor and tutee, and more specifically, their conversational interactions, directly influence perceptions of success (with regard to the process of the assistance provided/received). Rilling’s (2005) discussion of online tutelage highlights the fact that there is rarely such conversational interaction present in online tutoring (herein referred to as OT) but that for specific learners, such as L2 writers, OT can serve as an effective alternative or complement to FTFT. For example, anonymity in such cases may help reduce student anxiety. In an attempt to summarize OT and FTFT differences, Blond writes:

…a study by Joanna Castner at Texas Tech University found that out of 554 email consultations at that school's OWL [online writing lab], only 12 resulted in continued dialogue. Half of those were graduate students. This shows that creating a collaborative environment is not as simple as providing the technology for conversation - there must be incentive and time for a dialogue. In face to face tutoring, it is nearly impossible to avoid dialogue. It is also difficult to miss the social cues - body language and tone - that add information to the exchange. Finally, issues of trust, anonymity and work privacy are more clear in person than online. Therefore [online writing tutors] need to work harder to elicit self-explanation and clarification. They have the advantage of a running tally of the conversation - in writing - that can be referred back to, and are often more successful at eliciting self-explanation and clarification. (2002, Section 7, Empirical Evidence)
In order to explore communication in both FTFT and OT environments with L2 writers, I’ll take a deeper look at both Thonus’ and Rilling’s research and their implications for L2 learners. Though I have no doubt that both forms of assistance can be effective in different cases, I’m interested in what pragmatics can reveal about the efficacy of such tutelage. 

Profiles of Face-to-Face Writing Tutelage
Terese Thonus’ 2002 research examined twelve tutorial relationships at a mid-western American university writing center. The subjects included six native and six non-native speakers with their native speaking tutors. By employing both discourse analysis with a focus on language pragmatics, and subject interviews, “a profile of a successful tutorial emerged” (p. 110). Thonus lists the following attributes (Figure 1) as evidence of successful tutorials where success is defined as a sense of mutual satisfaction for both student and tutor, and where satisfaction is motivated by “equivalent and positive interpretations of reciprocally nominated student and tutor behaviors,” where the behaviors are largely oral in nature (i.e., backchannelling, overlap, mitigation, etc)  (p. 125). Thonus’ research is useful because it uniquely addresses the concept of success through empirical linguistic evaluation, a unique application of pragmatics. Moreover, the focus on the relationship between tutor and tutee and the perceptions of both individuals offer a holistic understanding as to what actually happens in these kinds of relationships. Noteworthy findings by Thonus as a result of these conversational analyses revealed some significant differences between native (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS) of English. For example, in NNS tutorials, tutor talk time was greater; laughter was less common; NNS backchannelling was more frequent; and tutor mitigation was less frequent.
Figure 1. Attributes of successful FTFT tutorials, paraphrased from Thonus, 2002.

Thonus concludes her research as follows: “To contrast “good” and “bad” tutorials is essential, but to distinguish between “excellent” tutorials and “the rest” requires training tutors in specific interactional and pragmatic features that research of this type suggests are most conducive to success” (p. 130). Thonus’ findings offer useful implications for FTFT development, but a direct comparison of OT and FTFT seems problematic due to the non-verbal nature of OT. Next, I’ll introduce Rilling’s conceptions of the benefits and challenges of OT before finally offering recommendations for future research.
Profiles of Online Writing Tutelage
Rilling’s 2005 article acknowledges the conversational limitations in most OT environments, but also offers that as technology develops and access increases, tutors and tutees will not necessarily be limited to email interactions; chat and MOO interactions are increasingly viable options, more closely replicating the conversational features inherent in FTFT. In discussing the extent to which OT should try to replicate the FTFT environment, Rilling specifically addresses the needs of L2 writers. Positing that practices common to FTFT such as oral reading of written work, which may cause performance anxiety on the part of less skilled readers/speakers, do not necessarily correspond to the needs of “eye-based learners” (vs. ear-based learners), Rilling believes that offering students a choice of tutelage modes is a step in the right direction (p. 359). 
The greatest challenges that OT poses to L2 learners, in Rilling’s view, are the misconceptions of L2 tutees that tutoring 1) serves to identify errors in composition rather than to provide feedback on the overall process and 2) need only be a one-time consultation vs. an ongoing process. In addition, the tutors in Rilling’s study complained that “second language writers often submit texts…without appropriate contextualizing information” making it difficult for the tutors to understand the assignments’ objectives (p. 367). Therefore, the lack of face-to-face communication time and resulting interactive dialogue may muddy the expectations L2 users have of such assistance. 
Though Rilling dedicates disproportionately little discussion in her writing to the actual pragmatics of communication via the email exchanges between tutor and tutee in OT, she does reflect that the amount of interactivity has a direct effect on understanding: The more limited the communication, the greater the possibility of misunderstanding. This comment was puzzling because Rilling would seem to be building a case for FTFT with its dialogic components. She continues however to suggest that effective OT would involve a number of email exchanges over time. Though pragmatic failure is likely to occur (and according to Thonus, did in fact occur in her own study) in the conversational format of FTFT, both Rilling and Robinson (in her 2005 exploration of online tutor’s perceptions of OT) admit that text-only communications can lead to pragmatic misunderstanding with negative consequences for both the tutor and tutee. Though anonymity, as earlier mentioned, may allow the tutor to focus only on the writing without the need to attend to the face-to-face relationship, Robinson reports that the tutors in her research ultimately preferred the FTFT environment because of the additional communicative cues provided through conversational interaction and valid fears of miscommunication and pragmatic failure through text-only communications.
What is most missing here is a substantial discussion of successful interaction as interpreted by both the tutor and tutee. Though Rilling’s research reinforces the possibility that for specific writers, OT may be useful, I don’t get a clear sense as to what actually happens from the perspective of either tutor or tutee in their personal interactions. This is where Thonus’ application of conversational analysis, perhaps of the email exchanges and written feedback, would be most beneficial. Robinson begins the process by undertaking ethnographic research with tutors, but a pragmatic analysis of actual communication would add an additional dimension, however limited the interaction.
Conclusions

It seems that as OT is in its infancy, subject to the constantly changing developments in the technology within which it exists, it is challenging to either analyze or make recommendations about best practices. As OT expands and establishes itself more thoroughly, researchers will be better able to examine the pragmatics of such tutelage in its differing modes and draw conclusions about successful communication and approaches. As OT moves towards a more frequent use of text chat and MOO, discourse for analysis will be more readily available.
Can we say that one approach is better than the other? Kastman Breuch (2004) notes that the tendency to compare the two types of tutelage with a need to declare one more effective is a result of the long history of peer review as an oral phenomenon. With OT, tutors move away from oral discourse necessitating a different perspective when it comes to examining the efficacy of such interaction, yet Robinson’s 2005 dissertation illustrates that the OT tutors in her study used the “face-to-face model as criteria by which they defined and judged online tutoring” (p. 117). Of course, this preference may be more a result of these tutors having worked in FTFT before their experiences in OT than a direct statement about the efficacy of OT.
In order to better understand what actually happens in writing tutoring, it would be useful to repeat Thonus’ research with both a larger sample (in order to obtain more generalizable conclusions), and with OT tutors and tutees (especially those using text chat and MOOs) to more deeply examine how the participants communicate. I believe that a pragmatic approach to evaluating tutelage, one that considers the opinions and reflections of the actual tutors and tutees themselves, will serve as a useful method to better understanding just how to create an effective program of tutoring for L2 writers that offers a range of modes to suit individual needs.
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Identity of tutor is relevant, i.e., student status of tutor illustrates an understanding of college composition.


The tutor does not take on the role of instructor.


The tutor’s abilities are neither questioned nor negotiated.


Both the tutor and the student share a) a mutually agreed upon goal and b) an understanding of the purpose of the writing in question.


Oral interaction involves conversational turn taking rather than question and answer adjacency pairs.


Interactional features of conversation illustrate involvement in the tutoring process; Overlaps and backchannelling are accepted if assisting the process.


Interactional features signal solidarity as evidenced by behaviors such as shared laughter and small talk, for example.


Tutor behavior and performance (including directives, for example) are accepted by the student.


For native speaker tutorials specifically, mitigation of directives is frequent.


Symmetrical interpretations of discourse phases.











