Teaching Evalution for Professor Caroline Haythornthwaite

Conducted by Professor Nicholas C. Burbules, Department of Educational Policy Studies

Professor Haythornthwaite’s teaching statement

It is impossible to discuss Professor Haythornthwaite’s teaching apart from her research activities, because
she has made the development of her courses and activities in online education an object of reflection and
study as well. As a scholar in information studies and technology, questions of learning and new knowledge
are central, not peripheral concerns. Reading her statement, it is clear that this wider project has informed
both the design and content of her courses — for example, in her emphasis on collaboration in the
classroom, which blends both a distinctive pedagogical approach with her interest in social networking.

GSLIS is respected as a leader in e-learning on campus, and Professor Haythornthwaite has clearly played
an important role in innovation, serving in service roles on course and program development. [ am also a
strong proponent of the centrality of teaching outside of the classroom, especially at the graduate level, and
it is clear that Professor Haythornthwaite has exerted special efforts in this area — for example, in her
editorial guidance for doctoral students.

Overall, this statement reveals a reflective and conscientious instructor who thinks creatively about what
teaching is, and what it is for. Professor Haythornthwaite is a very good example of a faculty member for
whom teaching and research need not be in conflict with each other, but can and should be mutually
sustaining.

Professor Haythornthwaite’s teaching this semester

It happened, due to the timing of my work on this evaluation, that Professor Haythornthwaite’s class this
semester on Community Informatics was meeting for online rather than in-class sessions. Perhaps that is
appropriate. We know from her regular appearance on the Incomplete List that she is an effective teacher —
it is, therefore, an apt question to ask how those abilities carry over into the online context, given the
importance of this area of teaching for her record.

I began by surveying the online discussion forums: Professor Haythornthwaite appears regularly,
encouraging and pushing the students, suggesting additional readings, and asking questions that press the
students to develop their ideas further. The forums I reviewed dealt with fairly abstract themes (“What is
Knowledge,” “Web 2.0,” “Knowledge and Community,” and so on), and the student postings showed that
they were grappling with these issues in a pretty sophisticated way. At the same time, Professor
Haythornthwaite also asked the students to post personal reflections about their first experiences with
computers — so the discussions weren’t entirely abstract.

The tone and substance of the comments from her and the students showed a good rapport and lively
engagement with the subject matter.

I liked the fact that the course used a wiki, although it didn’t appear that the students were taking full
advantage of that.

The overall design of the course syllabus and template is clearly organized and uses the capabilities of the
CMS (Moodle) effectively. The readings are very current, mostly within the last 4-5 years (which is
essential in this rapidly-changing area), plus a few “classic” pieces from earlier. Students completed and
posted brief summaries of the readings, and these looked to be well-done overall, working from a template
of “strengths, weaknesses, and relevance.”

The student projects for this course, which I reviewed, comprised a range of different kinds of work, from
PowerPoint presentations, to annotated bibliographies, to standard essays. This eclecticism seems well-
suited to the innovative and experimental nature of these classes. The projects, along with many discussion
comments, had the kind of reflective quality that seems integral to a course like this: bringing the readings
into contact with the dynamics and interactions of the class itself (which is, of course, also a kind of
networked knowledge community).



Professor Haythornthwaite’s other syllabi

I also reviewed several other course syllabi from Professor Haythornthwaite. Her course on Computer
Mediated Communication from Fall 2006 had many of the same qualities as her current course: a good
selection of readings (along with a very substantial Bibliography for further reading), and active student
involvement. The course on E-Learning, that same semester, struck me as a particularly well-conceived
course in terms of the topics and organization of the material: ranging from games as learning environments
to issues of disability and access. The assignments for that class, which included not only writing an essay,
but observing and evaluating an online class, seemed well thought out and highly appropriate.

Her co-taught course in Systems Analysis and Management, from Spring 2007 was distinctive primarily in
its use of visual as well as textual representations of the subject matter, and inviting student “readings” of
the visual as well as traditional course materials.

Finally, the course on Doctoral Research Methods, also from that spring, is a more typical “Parade of Stars”
course, with guest speakers for each session, so Professor Haythornthwaite was not the sole performer. But
the course was noteworthy in focusing on other aspects of the doctoral experience and completing doctoral
work (“Surviving the Doctoral Years”), and not only methodological issues in a narrow sense. I also found
the “Tricks of the Trade” department for this course ingenious.

Summary

The work I have reviewed here reveals a faculty member who is creative in her approaches to teaching,
both in on-campus and online contexts. Indeed, her courses are an exemplary illustration of how e-learning
technologies can enhance even traditional on-campus courses. This “blended” model is, in my view, a
harbinger of the future, and Professor Haythornthwaite is clearly ahead of the curve in bringing these ideas
together, not only in her course design and teaching, but as I said also in the topics and content of many of
her courses, which use the occasion of studying new forms and processes of knowledge to reflect on the
class as a knowledge-making community itself.



