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Instead of focusing on technologies of online delivery, specific course design, or re-
porting on the successes or lessons learned of an online or distance education course,
in this essay I focus on the readiness of technical communication teachers for teach-
ing in online settings. Using ideas gleaned from cultural geography, specifically the
concept of reading and interpreting landscapes, I develop a framework for instructors
to determine their willingness, readiness, and preparedness to teach online. The final
section of this essay provides an example of using this framework based on my ex-
plorations into my readiness to teach online. I find that self-selection for online in-
struction is a critical step in developing powerful instructional settings and allows
technical communication teachers to cross or remove existing boundaries within
their own pedagogical practices.

With an extensive background in technological applications, especially those that
enable online collaboration, it came as a surprise to colleagues and friends that I
was hesitant about the prospect of teaching online. As a practicing technical com-
municator with over 15 years experience in a variety of settings and as an instructor
of technical communication, it would seem that I would be automatically and natu-
rally predisposed to teaching online. I presently teach a hybrid configuration of on-
line education courses where the students meet in a face-to-face class yet are ex-
pected to interact a great deal online. All the handouts, readings, and assignments
are accessible online, and after the first 2 weeks of the semester, all their assign-
ments are graded online. By the end of the semester, the students are collaborating
with one another and, in some cases, with clients online. Despite these online prac-
tices, until recently I could not put my finger on what caused my hesitation to teach
a course completely in an online setting.

To better understand my underlying hesitations and reservations, I began an ex-
ploration to discover why I felt I was not ready to teach online. This journey be-
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came not only a road map for my own exploration of online instruction; it became
the outline, of sorts, for this essay. I began with some broad questions: How do in-
structors adapt to online learning spaces? How do I know whether I can be com-
fortable in such new learning spaces? To answer these question and others like
them, I turned to the existing literature. Yet even with a continuing emphasis on on-
line learning environments, the limited amount of scholarship available to techni-
cal communication educators surprised me. The impetus of this special issue of
Technical Communication Quarterly (TCQ) underscores the need to discuss on-
line education in conjunction with concerns particular to technical communica-
tion. Further, it joins three other special issue journals pertinent to the subject: one
in TCQ in 1999 (8.1) and two in Computers and Composition (2001, 18.4; 2006,
23.1). Additionally, two recent books begin to fill in the scholarly void. In Online
Education: Global Questions, Local Answers, Kelli Cargile Cook and Keith
Grant-Davie (2005) presented essays that approach online education from a tech-
nical communication perspective, whereas in Preparing Educators for Online
Writing Instruction: Principles and Processes, Beth L. Hewett and Christa
Ehmann (2004; see also Hewett & Ehmann Powers, 2005) addressed training and
professional development principles and processes for assisting educators to teach
writing in online instructional contexts, particularly one-to-one conferencing. This
handful of works still left me wanting, however, because it provided little in the
way of strategies for self-selection or self-reflection for instructors of technical
communication who need to approach online teaching and learning. I still wanted
and needed guidance to help me work through all of my questions and concerns.
Indeed, I still needed help to decide whether I was willing, ready, and prepared to
teach technical communication in a fully online setting.

As instructors of technical communication, we are obliged to ask and answer
such questions and to explore more deeply our willingness and readiness to teach
online. Technical communication instructors in particular teach practical writing
behaviors and skills that the students, hopefully, will use frequently with clients
and colleagues. Therefore, in an online course, an instructor not only interacts with
students, but also models behaviors and skills that the students will use with their
future colleagues and clients—often in similarly online settings. To address the
ever-increasing need of preparation strategies for educators in a time when tech-
nologies are proliferating and online education seems pervasive, our explorations
must take on a new urgency. Therefore, instead of topics that have become some-
what more commonplace—such as technologies for online delivery, specific
course design, or reporting the successes or lessons learned in an online or distance
education course—in this essay, I focus on (a) the readiness of technical communi-
cation instructors, and (b) their self-selection processes for teaching in online set-
tings. Using metaphors and ideas gleaned from cultural geography, I develop a
framework, a heuristic of sorts, for educators to use in determining their willing-
ness, readiness, and preparedness to teach online. This framework answers a prac-
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tical need for ongoing discussion of educator preparation that Hewett and Ehmann
(2004) illuminated with their principles for preparing educators to teach writing
online. Even though this framework is potentially useful for educators in any disci-
pline, I target technical communication educators specifically throughout my dis-
cussion. Thus after explaining the importance of cultural geography and landscape
metaphors to technical communication and online education scholarship, I define
the electronic landscape and show how cultural geography’s concept of reading
and interpreting the landscape can form a systematic schema to help educators de-
termine their readiness to teach online. The final section of this essay models this
framework by exemplifying my own explorations into my personal readiness for
online instruction. Self-selection for online instruction is a critical step in develop-
ing powerful instructional settings, and it allows technical communication instruc-
tors to cross or to remove existing boundaries within their own pedagogical prac-
tices and to become “leaders in the field of online education” (Davis, 2005, p. 17).

GEOGRAPHY AND TECHNICAL COMMUNICATION

Scholarship in technical communication, rhetoric, and composition draws heavily
on geographic metaphor for explanation. Scholars have built strong traditions in
the contact zone, frontier, city, town, and borderland where they build architecture
and maps and work in and from margins, sites, paths, and locations. The
georhetorical tradition has continued from early work in composition
(Shaughnessy, 1979) to an increasing scholarly interest in geography and
space–place as it relates to writing (Bolter, 2001; Ede, 2004; Inman & Hewett,
2005; Mauk, 2003; McComiskey & Ryan, 2003; Nagelhout & Rutz, 2004;
Reynolds, 2004). Geographer Paul Adams (1997) suggested, “People fill voids in
their knowledge with geographical features and metaphors that confirm the over-
arching cultural meanings they already hold” (p. 167). It makes sense to rely on
spatial metaphors to describe teaching and writing because, in our everyday lives,
we are involved in an endless, subconscious stream of spatial behaviors. Spatial
metaphors give us a sense of place and direction. Terry Anderson (2004) encour-
aged instructors to think of the online environment as just a “different kind of
classroom for interacting with students” (p. 183), and the difference in the online
classroom environment can be understood as spatial in nature.

Educational space marks the first step on this exploratory journey, and it is the
defining characteristic for the use of geographical metaphors. Geography derives
from the Greek words meaning earth and to describe or to write. Geography, then,
is the description of the earth’s surface and the written expression about the earth.
Historically, geography has three branches: (a) physical, which examines the phys-
ical aspects of the world around us; (b) human, which studies the impacts of people
on the physical world; and (c) regional, which analyzes the political and economic
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issues associated with the other two branches. All three branches interrelate to pro-
vide a comprehensive picture of the world premised on concepts of space and
place. Geography’s emphasis on spatial relations of the physical environment co-
incides and connects to teaching, especially technical communication teaching, in
interesting ways. The where of technical communication is as important as the
how. David Gillette (1999) reminded instructors that the “reason we move classes
to online environment is to escape the physical constraints of the classroom” (p.
21), which makes geographical terminology ideally suited to discussions of online
education. Because online learning occurs outside the boundaries of traditional
classroom spaces, geography provides an exceptionally useful choice for meta-
phorical representation.

Shifting of space is exactly what happens in online instruction. A comparison of
teaching face to face in traditional settings to teaching in online educational set-
tings is, among other things, the comparison of spatial dimensions and practices of
those learning environments. Although a framework based on geographical meta-
phor certainly can be used to help educators in any teaching situation whether on-
line or traditional, it is naturally suited to the self-selection process for online edu-
cation because of its emphasis on space. For instructors of technical
communication, notions of space matter a great deal as they teach students about
the nuances that different work sites bring to bear on the writing experience. Tech-
nical communication instructors, who understand the multitude of sites that stu-
dents will eventually inhabit, face particular pedagogical challenges. Certainly,
many students come to technical communication classrooms to fulfill a major or
minor in English or in disciplines like computer science, engineering, and earth
science. However, they also come out of a practical desire to continue their educa-
tion in job-related scenarios: to learn new communication skills, to upgrade their
skill sets, to improve their chances for promotion or advancement, or to alter their
career trajectory, to name but a few.

Technical communication educators teach practical writing behaviors and skills
that the students will use everyday in their careers in a myriad of business and in-
dustry settings—where not even two companies in the same industry might share
the exact communication practices, policies, or procedures. In such a case, educa-
tors need to recognize their own use of online space as one that mirrors the realities
and practicalities of applied technical communication. For example, technical
communication instructors often educate by modeling ways to communicate about
and develop the material or skill set to be learned. In an online setting, they model
not only productive online behaviors, but they also can relate those behaviors to
more traditional workplace communicative spaces through a metadiscussion. In
other words, by overtly discussing their communicative strategies with their stu-
dents, the students have the metacognitive advantage of both seeing the strategy in
practice and of learning about the strategy as a strategy. Thus when online instruc-
tors use synchronous discussion technologies to simulate a live, real-time discus-
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sion, they both model one’s role in a work discussion and unite all class members
into the same location or space. Live, real-time discussions reflect an ongoing spa-
tial shift in economic and business models found in the “real world” where both
large and small companies need to interact and accomplish business despite differ-
ent geographic locations. If educators are trying to exploit the benefits of the online
medium to promote active learning and optimum student involvement, then ap-
proaching this challenge spatially using geographical perspectives and metaphors
is appropriate.

Rebecca Rickly and Locke Carter (2005) incorporated spatial concerns into
their discussions of online instruction by cautioning online educators to identify
and “mind the gaps.” They noted that they became “mindful of space first and fore-
most” because it is the most obvious gap between traditional face-to-face class-
rooms and online learning (p. 124). Rickly and Carter’s astute discussion of physi-
cal, virtual, and cognitive space shows the complexity of spaces incorporated into
any—traditional or online—classroom environment. This emphasis on spatial dy-
namics and the acknowledgment of gaps as important educational tools helps in
situating the rest of my discussion. Indeed, in an immediate and geographic sense,
this essay’s major question becomes how to know whether a technical communica-
tion instructor is willing or able to change spaces to teach online. To help address
this question, I turn to the geographic metaphor of interpreting the landscape.

LANDSCAPES AND INTERPRETATION

Material and metaphorical space mark the second step on my personal exploratory
journey. Cultural geography’s attention to interpreting the landscape provides a
foundation for systematically reflecting on one’s expectations and readiness to
teach online. Cultural geography is a “sub-field of human geography that focuses
on the impact of human culture, both material and non-material, upon the natural
environment and the human organization of space” (Cosgrove, 1994, p. 111). Carl
Sauer (1889–1975) was instrumental in changing the face of geography. In 1925,
Sauer wrote “The Morphology of Landscape,” which initiated the discipline of ge-
ography’s movement toward including human interventions in transforming the
surface of the earth; the field tried to locate patterns of cohesion and continuity re-
garding such intervention. After a decline in practical application, cultural geogra-
phy experienced a renewed interest in the early 1990s. The new cultural geography
movement began with different theoretical assumptions grounded in conflicts, dif-
ferences, and inequality. How these cultural attributes are distributed spatially and
how they relate to the spatial distribution of wealth, power, and justice ground the
new cultural geography movement.

Cultural geography has provided valuable insights into better management and
design of built environments, which are the manmade material constructions (like
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buildings, roads, and parks) that surround us. Both schools of thought examine cul-
ture in contemporary and urban societies, and both are interested in nonmaterial
culture (e.g., ideology, meanings, attitudes, power, and identities). For example, in
Urban Space and Representation, Maria Balshaw and Liam Kennedy (2000) gath-
ered essays on various forms of representation, exploring the concepts of appre-
hension, comprehension, and power relations in the visualizations and depictions
of urban space that result from and produce race, class, gender, and sexual identi-
ties (p. 10). The work of Doreen Massey (1994), as another example, has empha-
sized how space and place connect in profound and intricate ways to concepts of
gender. Cultural geography has also provided macro- and microstudies of U.S. cul-
tural imperialism and globalization like Karen DeBres’s (2005) work on McDon-
ald’s restaurants in the United Kingdom. DeBres showed how even though Mc-
Donald’s is a familiar part of British culture and landscape, it is still identified with
the Americanization of Britain. Additionally, Don Mitchell (2003) highlighted the
politics and power structures found in and produced by space. Mitchell claimed
that all cultural clashes are territorial and “literally take place” (p. 5) on the streets
during a protest rally, on editorial pages, and in the chambers of city hall as deci-
sions about public spaces are discussed. These debates are highly politicized be-
cause they determine social boundaries both metaphorically and literally

Cultural geographers, as these examples show, provide not only geographical
metaphors, but also a method for interrogating built environments. These same
methodologies can be applied to one’s perceptions of online learning, and they can
be valuable for instructors to use in identifying the systems of meanings and as-
sumptions they bring to their teaching and to their concerns of moving into a new
teaching space. Indeed, whether geographers align themselves with the Berkeley
school tradition or the new cultural geography, cultural geographers tend to agree
on the importance and vitality of studying landscapes.

Landscapes

Landscape, as the central medium of examination and analysis, unites different
methodologies and theoretical assumptions in many strands of geographic scholar-
ship. Cultural geographers use landscapes because they “represent an attempt to
define the elusive object of geographical study in an integrated yet more focused
way” (Matthews & Herbert, 2004, p. 217). Landscapes, therefore, can serve as an
appropriate metaphorical and material construction for use by technical communi-
cation instructors. Landscape theory can be applied to traditional face-to-face
classrooms, online learning environments, or organizational settings because it
pulls everything together—physical, chemical, biological, human—into a frame-
work that can be analyzed and, therefore, interpreted. Being able to interpret the
landscape gives technical communication instructors another way to understand
and describe various sites where technical communication takes place. Landscapes
provide a metaphorical and material space to which instructors can relate and use
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as a starting point for working through their own questions about online readiness.
Using landscapes as a descriptive mechanism helps “define the elusive object” of
our geographic writing situations.

Cultural geographers (Cosgrove, 1985; Olwig, 1996) have spent a considerable
amount of time and scholarship trying to untangle the term landscape. Cosgrove
stated that landscape has been “closely bound up with the practical appropriation
of space” (p. 46). Because it can be so easily misunderstood and because the term
itself can be ambiguous, landscape merits a definition. “Landscape denotes the in-
teraction of people and place: a social group and its spaces,” declared Paul Groth
(1997, p. 1). Furthermore, landscapes are socially constructed representations, me-
diated through culture, and interpreted by the individual or predefined group. In
this sense, each classroom, whether traditional or online and regardless of the sub-
ject matter, becomes its own unique landscape, a sum of its parts. The class mem-
bers, both instructor and students, construct and create all facets of that classroom
landscape, and the inhabitants of the landscape bear responsibility for interpreting
and reading their landscape. Because each person can comprehend a single view
differently, landscapes prove to be fertile grounds for diverse interpretations that,
in turn, add richness and complexities to the classroom experience. Indeed, the
construction of landscape can also apply to the educational system as a whole. Ad-
ministrators, instructors, and technology personnel form a distinct landscape
group that would approach decision making about online learning from an organi-
zational perspective.

As an adaptive system, landscapes certainly can extend into the virtual realm.
Electronic landscapes are complex configurations of landscapes experienced
through technologies. Technologies are needed to access them, but electronic land-
scapes maintain characteristics of physical or material landscapes. Visual cues and
artifacts provide useful clues to present meanings, social identities, political strug-
gles, and economic realities. For example, in a physical landscape, buildings and
their appearance can help determine the socioeconomic makeup of a neighborhood
or a section of town. Statues and memorials mark political or cultural achieve-
ments. In the electronic landscape, links, images, and advertisements may provide
the best clues about the makeup and meanings of sites. Most artifacts are not ran-
dom but, instead, form part of repeating processes and patterns. These processes
and patterns combine to form the spatial foundation of a particular electronic land-
scape. How do instructors begin to understand the artifacts of landscapes as they
relate to their willingness to teach online? The answers lie in becoming a stranger
and understanding how to read electronic landscapes.

Exploring the Stranger’s Path

In his text Discovering the Vernacular Landscape, John Brinkerhoff “Brinck”
Jackson (1909–1996) explained that place provides people with their identities
(1984, p. 152). So if educators are changing teaching places, they need to redefine
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themselves in light of the change in landscape. This notion of changing or shifting
identities is a common refrain in scholarship about online writing instruction.
Gillette (1999), Nancy Coppola (2005), and Susan Miller (2001) discussed the
changes of the instructor’s role and identity. Stuart Blythe (2001) and Wilhelmina
C. Savenye, Zane Olina, and Mary Niemczyk (2001) called for instructors who de-
velop Web-based courses to “act like designers,” which is a useful construction of a
new role and identity. Kristen Walker (2005) was surprised at the difference be-
tween teaching technical communication face-to-face and online (p. 207). Al-
though these authors specifically addressed the instructor’s role or identity, they
did not provide a way for an educator to self-select or to explore in depth one’s
readiness, willingness, or preparedness for the online setting. Instead, the authors
appear to have assumed that a decision to teach online was a foregone conclusion.
As Pamela Takayoshi and Brian Huot (2002) have explained, however, current
composition scholarship “does not address very well the needs of instructors new
to a computer teaching environment in the field” (p. 2). Further, as Catherine
Schifter (2004) pointed out, “what is missing from this [distance education] litera-
ture is a significant discussion of the faculty, full- or part-time, who teach the
courses and why some faculty members participate while others do not” (p. 23).
An educator’s willingness to participate is dependent on the concept of identity
and whether the educator can perform the spatial shift to online teaching (see
Hewett & Ehmann, 2004, pp. 163–165), yet some skills are not necessarily trans-
ferable between the traditional and the online classroom settings (pp. xiii–xiv).

Shifting one’s focus from the traditional classroom to the online classroom
means shifting one’s basic assumptions of instructor, student, and class. For exam-
ple, the most obvious shift is in the notion of identity because it is no longer tied to
the instructor’s material, corporeal body in a classroom, but is instead “created”
online in a virtual environment. One must shift one’s teacherly ethos from the em-
bodied form in the physical room to a disembodied form listed as instructor on the
course homepage. Additionally, the instructor must adjust the way he or she inter-
acts with students. Joining a small group no longer means walking around the
room to observe conversations and body language where scribbled words might re-
veal who is having problems or who may be feeling left out. Seemingly intuitive
and deliberately taught practices of drawing students out and getting them to en-
gage with one another are altered by the electronic landscape’s surroundings.
One’s identities shift as well when course content is repurposed to account for the
online medium. In this sense, when educators move to teaching online, they begin
to walk down the “stranger’s path” (Jackson, 1970).

The stranger’s path is a useful distinction for understanding how instructors can
determine their readiness for online instruction. Because technical communication
instructors model many skills and communication approaches for students, they
must be open to and consciously aware of constant shifts in identity if they are to
provide valuable instruction for their students. The stranger’s path shows how

38 MELONCON



places differ depending on the purpose of the visit. Strangers, who are visitors by
definition, see different images of a particular place. Along these lines, one can
think of educators acting as strangers in online learning environments. This con-
ception of a stranger in an unknown place is particularly fruitful, especially when
one is considering whether to teach online for the first time.

Although it is easy to see disadvantages to being a stranger, it also has advan-
tages. The path strangers take “begins when they disembark” (Jackson, 1970
[1957], p. 96). One of these advantages is heightened awareness of the surround-
ings, some of which is familiar by analogy to known places. Strangers to a city are
apt to notice the nuances—the lights that blink on a marquee, the detail of a build-
ing’s architecture, the funky statue in the park—but they recognize the marquee as
a marquee, for example. In the electronic landscape, therefore, although educators
must embark on a new path much like a stranger in the city, they do not need to
leave all they know behind. There are similarities between teaching in a traditional
setting and teaching online. Nonetheless, they have the advantage of becoming
aware of the nuances of teaching in this new space by taking the stranger’s path,
which provides a view residents never see. Through a sense of the stranger’s path
in a new space, they can use analogy to match what they already know about teach-
ing to new information. In this light, an instructor’s personal explorations, or inves-
tigation into the new space and subsequent reflections about it, indeed help to pre-
pare him or her to teach online (Hewett & Ehmann, 2004).

Ervin Zube, James Sell, and Jonathan Taylor (1982) derived a landscape re-
search framework and identified four different research paradigms. I draw on two
of these paradigms, the cognitive and experiential, which help to situate the elec-
tronic landscape and teaching in the online environment. The cognitive and experi-
ential research paradigms are more concerned with theoretical issues, such as the
nature of landscapes, why people have preferences for particular landscapes, and
the meaning people attach to particular landscapes. All of these apply to instruc-
tors’ explorations of landscapes and their perceptions of their readiness to teach
online. Further, the cognitive and experiential research paradigms are flexible;
they can expand to include Hewett and Ehmann’s (2004) pedagogical principles in
practical and useful ways. Although Hewett and Ehmann’s principles of immer-
sion and investigation apply to training instructors more generally, they can be
adapted to the process of self-selection for technical communication instructors.
For example, Zube et al. (1982) argued that exploration is an important aspect of
the perceptions of landscapes. Instructors considering teaching online need to in-
vestigate and explore the electronic landscape, which they can do through immer-
sion into the environment. Hewett and Ehmann suggested that “teaching online ne-
cessitates training online” (p. 11), which implies an immersion into the electronic
landscape that, in turn, allows technical communication instructors to reconsider
their perceptions of whether they can teach in that environment. Additionally,
Hewett and Ehmann’s principle of investigation, which addresses the need to es-
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tablish protocols for research and development for both the program and the
trainee (pp. 6–9), can also be adapted within Zube et al.’s perception of landscape
and applied to self-selection. I think one can shift Hewett and Ehmann’s concept of
“rigorously examining teaching and learning processes as they occur in naturalis-
tic settings” (p. 6) to that of the self-selection process (which is a study of the self)
in a naturalistic setting, thus enabling technical communication instructors to in-
vestigate their own electronic landscapes from their perspectives. Immersion and
investigation give technical communication instructors an interpretive process to
help them understand the spatial changes, which involve shifting perceptions of
one’s place or position within the landscape.

Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) wrote, “Many places, profoundly significant to particular in-
dividuals and groups, have little visual prominence. They are known viscerally”
(p. 163). The intuition to know a place is central to the stranger’s journey; there-
fore, it is essential to instructors who are considering teaching in an online environ-
ment. Instructors come to this intuition by being the stranger who reads the new
landscapes. They do this by immersing themselves into the landscape, investigat-
ing different paths, and then reflecting on the journey. The path a stranger takes to
understand the new place becomes a complex spatial interaction where the
stranger hopes to discover as much as possible about the new place and to get to
know it. Instructors need a sense of the particular academic space that
contextualizes their pedagogical practices.

Reading and Interpreting Landscapes

Another important key to understanding the place of landscape is not to present a
totalizing definitive image of a particular scene; instead, landscapes are unstable
entities and are in need of constant reinterpretation. According to Chris Wilson and
Paul Groth (2003), “landscape interpretations [italics added] are essential tools for
better design and management of the built environment” (p. viii), so a framework
needs to be developed that allows for flexibility of existing knowledge, new infor-
mation, and alternative representations. A key part of this framework rests on the
dual ideas of exploration and interpreting. Part of cultural geography’s historical
evolution meant it “turn[ed] away from explanation and towards an exploration of
meaning” (Mitchell, 2000, p. 64), which provides another point of emphasis for in-
structors. To explore and discover the electronic landscape through a systematic
means, instructors need specific tools for their exploration. Peirce Lewis (2003), a
prolific reader of landscapes, acknowledged that “a variety of readings is not only
possible but inevitable and even necessary” (p. 88). From a geographic perspec-
tive, reading landscapes means automatically and simultaneously exploring and
interpreting those landscapes as a way to explain what they mean.

Reading and interpreting landscapes can be considered inherently more diffi-
cult than the process of reading and interpreting most texts because landscapes are
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“messy and disorganized, like a book with pages missing, torn, and smudged; a
book whose copy has been edited and re-edited by people with illegible handwrit-
ing” (Lewis, 1979, p. 12). But an interpretive reading of landscapes provides com-
plex, nuanced descriptions of the places and spaces that surround the reader. A
thorough interpretation of the landscape can provide information that may not be
gleaned from other means. For example, an instructor could decide to teach an in-
troductory course online and might complete that experience with a positive im-
pression of the process. However, if the institution’s administration then decides
that an online advanced course is more suitable to the institutional goals, the in-
structor could then take the time to reread the landscape to determine his or her
continued willingness and readiness to teach the new course. The instructor would
need to determine how much time it would take to develop or update the course for
online delivery. He or she would need to question whether existing samples and ex-
ercises could be reconfigured for online delivery. Further, an advanced course by
its nature incorporates additional expectations for instructors and students. In-
structors expect students to know and demonstrate basic principles and techniques
from either introductory courses or practical experience. Participation require-
ments also change as more hands-on, collaborative exercises often are incorpo-
rated, applying principles of rhetorical situations and technical writing scenarios.
Moreover, advanced course class discussions tend to become more involved be-
cause advanced course situations require a rigorous examination and analysis of
concepts and ideas. Students often need more time to structure discussions and to
generate and control those discussion forums. Finally, if an advanced course incor-
porates client-based or service-learning projects, then those aspects also must be
configured in this new space. For example, the creation of informational, technical
material for a local nonprofit organization would require additional coordination
and management of the project and work deliverables and also interactions with
the service-learning site. Communication, in particular, would need to be reconfig-
ured for this online learning space since students would not only be communicat-
ing with one another and the instructor but also with a client in a space they might
not feel comfortable inhabiting. The increased rigor and different expectations for
both individual and group assignments will generate additional layers of instruc-
tional questions and concerns, which are, in themselves, landscapes to be read. For
technical communication instructors considering teaching online, these complex
interpretations of the electronic landscape and their places within it can provide vi-
tal insights into their readiness and preparedness to teach online. Much like trying
to read a palimpsest, interpreting landscapes helps educators to understand how
the world works, the ramifications of the organization in question, and the educa-
tor’s place within the larger world. All of these geographic goals extend and over-
lap onto whether a technical communication instructor is ready to teach online.

One effective landscape reading technique is the cross-section method devel-
oped by Grady Clay (2003). Clay (2003) summarized cross sections:
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The essence of the cross section is that it forces us to confront changes and differ-
ences that we might not see in everyday life. Cross sections gain their explanatory
strength by revealing adjacencies and contrasts; they set up juxtapositions that spark
our awareness and suggest analyses. Cross sections are not necessarily straight lines,
or even the first lines that one might cut; they require work and experimentation in the
choice of the section line in order to gain their revelatory powers. (p. 110)

Cross-section reading gives the instructor-as-stranger the tools to interpret the
electronic landscape because it is a systematic approach to the process. On com-
pletion of the cross-section technique, the instructor becomes more familiar with
the foreign surroundings and can make informed decisions about the next path to
take. Unlike strictly rhetorical, literary, or cultural analyses, the cross-section in-
corporates within its tenets the process of reflection and revisiting the landscape to
see what has changed, and it directly aligns with Hewett and Ehmann’s (2004)
principle of reflection. Reflection is an important facet for technical communica-
tion instructors because of ever-changing technologies and the need to update our
pedagogies to match those technologies. Technical communication instructors
constantly face challenges on how and what to teach because of changes to soft-
ware and hardware. Additionally, technical communication instructors must adapt
to trends within industry. As businesses adjust how they deliver information and
documentation within and outside their organizations, technical communication
programs and instructors must adapt to meet those needs. There is an inherent as-
sumption that, because educators know classrooms and teaching, they should
know those same concepts in the online learning environment. Yet the prevalent
scholarship emphasizes course content and delivery, and it fails to address the in-
structor’s affect. As Schifter (2004) pointed out, if online education “is to be suc-
cessful, faculty members must be willingly involved” (p. 23). The best way to get
faculty members involved is to encourage them to read and to consider or recon-
sider their decisions about teaching online. What follows is an example of a
cross-section reading based on my own experience with determining my readiness
to teach online. The cross-section reading can be the first interpretive step in
self-selection before making the decision to teach or not to teach a course online.

Cross-Section as Exploratory Reading

If, as cultural geographer Donald Meinig (1979a) believed, “landscapes matter,”
then there is an ever-increasing need for conversations about the electronic land-
scapes and our readiness to inhabit these new teaching spaces. Cross-section read-
ings are dependent on the “continuity of moving self-consciously and completely
through place—in one side and out the other” (Clay, 1994, pp. x–xi). To ade-
quately go “in one side and out the other,” I focused my cross-sectional reading on
understanding aspects of the electronic landscape as they relate to personal, peda-
gogical, managerial, technical, and institutional concerns. These choices encom-

42 MELONCON



pass the parts of the electronic landscape that I found to be the most problematic
when I began working through my own readiness to teach online. They also pro-
vided a practical schematic for me that complemented Zube et al.’s (1982) theoreti-
cal paradigm of the perceptions of landscapes, as well as Hewett and Ehmann’s
(2004) principles for educator training. Figure 1 shows a spider map with these five
categories of the electronic landscape that seemed necessary for my own explor-
atory reading.

The instructor remains the unifying theme in the spider-map concept. Each of
the landscape categories radiate from the center. In Figure 1, the landscape catego-
ries are equal in size and weight; however, for different individual instructors, the
size and relative weight of the exploratory categories may be different.

Then for each category in this spider map, I constructed a series of questions,
typically yes–no queries, which in some cases overlap into several categories.

Personal

• Do I know why am I considering teaching a course online?
• Am I ready to shift existing relationships among faculty/institution, fac-

ulty/student(s), faculty/pedagogy, and faculty/beliefs?
• Would I be willing to sacrifice other activities to teach online?
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FIGURE 1 Teachers determine which landscapes to include in their cross-sectional reading,
as well as the relative size and weight of the importance of the categories. These five landscapes
represent the versions I chose to include based on my own situation.



• Am I ready to extend my teaching body, both in the physical and the knowl-
edge-base sense, into another space?

• Am I ready to deal with the potential feeling of being disconnected from my
students?

• Have I outlined my own expectations and reservations about online learning?
If so, am I ready to address those expectations and reservations to teach the
course effectively?

• Will I value teaching online in the same ways as do my colleagues, my de-
partment, my college, and/or my institution?

• Will I feel satisfied with my teaching performance when teaching online? If
so, will that satisfaction be substantially different from that which I feel in a
traditional instructional setting?

Pedagogical

• Will my assignments translate to the online environment?
• Does my institution (university, college, or corporation) share with its in-

structors the demographics of student geographic locations and their educa-
tional backgrounds?

• Can I adjust my theories of instruction to this new environment?
• What might I need to change about my teaching practices in order to meet the

objectives of the students in my course?
• Am I ready to learn new pedagogies and to unlearn existing practices, if nec-

essary?
• Am I prepared to deal with the “chaos, confusion and disarray” that some be-

lieve are “natural states that accompany any communication with diverse
participants” (Herrington & Tretyakov, 2005, p. 275), especially those found
in “messy” landscapes (Lewis, 1979, p. 12)?

• Can I match student expectations with my own?
• Can I help students feel at ease in this space?

Managerial

• Do I know the differences and similarities in management concerns in tradi-
tional, face-to-face classrooms and online learning environments?

• Am I ready to “over prepare everything” (p. 134), as Rickly and Carter
(2005) recommended?

• Am I ready to be a project manager and to manage my own course obliga-
tions, the students, and the technical support staff in an online environment?

• Am I prepared for any additional or different amount of feedback that I
should give to participants?

• What type of courses can I offer and/or develop for the online setting?
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• Am I ready for on-demand (e-mail or other digital tool) assessment and on-
line discussion?

• Can I handle the technical aspects of the course logistics?

Technical

• Am I comfortable with such existing technologies as the Internet, Web
browsers, e-mail and attachments, XHTML, graphics applications, and FTP
software?

• If I need to learn new technical skills, are there courses or training sessions
available?

• Can I design an effective course using these technologies?
• Is someone available to help me with technological problems? How much do

I actually need to know so that I can anticipate and help my students with
technical problems?

• Is someone available to help my students if they encounter technical difficul-
ties and are unable to reach me or if the technical difficulty is outside my
level of expertise?

• Am I prepared to incorporate several modes of digital communication into
the course?

• Am I flexible enough not to let potential technology problems affect my
teaching?

• Will I be able to incorporate online interactivity tools effectively?
• Am I prepared for the possibility that some students will know more about

the technology than I do?

Institutional

• Am I expected and/or required to teach online?
• Are there institution-wide (e.g., university, college, department, or corpora-

tion) initiatives for online learning?
• Can I agree with the institutional reasons for wanting to move courses on-

line?
• Has my institution defined the stakes involved in having me develop and de-

liver this course?
• Has my institution offered me support and encouragement in the transition to

online instruction?
• Has my institution offered training and development? If not, is my institution

willing to pay for such training and development before I agree to teach on-
line?

• Are there compensation structures in place (e.g., release time, overload, addi-
tional stipend) as I transition to the online setting?
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• Do my colleagues in my department perceive my participation in online
teaching and learning? For example, will I receive credit for tenure and pro-
motion even during transitional periods where my course evaluations might
not be as strong as in traditional settings?

For each question, the educator can answer yes, no, or maybe, and then—just as
important—work through a descriptive, reflected response as to why. For example,
the first question under the technical landscape is about comfort level, which can
be quite problematic because it intersects with all the other landscape categories.
So, in my case, not only did I struggle with my comfort level about all the aspects
of technology that would be appropriate to delivering course content online effec-
tively, but I also had to address questions about my institution concerning software
availability and technical support. This issue also intersects pedagogical concerns
about whether particular aspects of my current materials can be adapted to online
settings and how to adapt them. I had to ask myself such follow-up questions as
How do I adapt my materials for online learning? What impact will the change of
space have on the material? With what do I replace traditional group interaction
or how do I facilitate such interaction online? This example started with the initial
issue of comfort level and ended with pedagogical concerns that show the com-
plexity of a landscape-based exploration and the necessity to answer any and all
questions that come to mind. It also highlights how important it is for instructors
who are considering teaching online to look at their landscapes from different per-
spectives to ensure that they have addressed all of their questions and concerns.

In addition to aspects of the landscapes I explored earlier, I also wanted a way to
understand my spatial comfort in online settings. For this particular cross section
of my landscape reading, Figure 2 illustrates five areas of spatial comfort, or ease,
on a sliding scale, where each end represents high levels of comfort in different en-
vironments. For the purposes of this article, spatial comfort is taken to mean the in-
structor’s personal ease interacting with others within an educational environment;
that environment may be either a traditional, brick, and mortar or a virtual learning
space. Much like physical comfort zones that are subconsciously drawn to make
one feel comfortable and secure in dealing with people, spatial comfort depends on
the instructor’s perceptions of a sense of security when considering teaching on-
line. The middle of the scale indicates mixed levels of spatial comfort. To consider
themselves spatially comfortable in online environments during this self-selection
process, educators would want to find themselves to the right of the middle toward
the high comfort level of online environments.

In Figure 2, classroom refers to how the instructor may feel about the class-
room space changing in an online setting from the tangible space of a traditional
setting. As someone new to exploring this concept, the instructor might be posi-
tioned closer to the far left side, which would indicate a high comfort level in the
traditional classroom. If an instructor immerses him- or herself in teaching an
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online class and then reflects on that experience, then such an experience could
yield a higher level of comfort in the virtual environment. As such, an instructor
might be more willing to self-select into that experience for a longer term be-
cause his or her online spatial comfort level would be higher. Alternately, an in-
structor could determine that he or she was extremely uncomfortable during the
immersion experience, which means his or her spatial comfort level for teaching
online would remain very low. In such cases, an instructor might choose to re-
turn to teaching in a traditional environment where his or her spatial comfort
level is higher. Location is closely aligned to the physical coordinates of a class-
room in that it hinges on where the class is accessed. The idea of location is es-
pecially important for the online environment because it takes into consideration
the mobility and flexibility of accessing the class. Students and the instructor can
access and participate in the class from any location that has the necessary tech-
nical affordances. During the cross-section interpretative reading, instructors
then have to determine whether they are comfortable with students participating
in the class from locations that may be as diverse as a coffee shop, library, dorm
room, or mobile device, as well as whether they feel comfortable accessing the
class from different locations. Location also relates to the instructor’s and stu-
dents’ positions when they enter the classroom. Will the instructor be more com-
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FIGURE 2 Educators need to determine their spatial comfort level by situating themselves on
the sliding scale. Ideally, one would want to be in the high range of spatial comfort.



fortable always participating in class from a fixed location, or would he or she
want to experiment with the flexibility of participating in class from anywhere?
The third area, technology, and the independent or dependent comfort levels to
which it pertains, directly apply to the technologies needed for an online course.
Admittedly, many traditional classrooms currently incorporate Internet-based
technology into the curriculum and can, therefore, be seen as dependent on these
technologies. But for the purposes of developing a landscape reading regarding
readiness for the online setting, the independence of a traditional classroom
means that the class could be conducted without technology, while an online
class would be totally dependent on it. The instructor’s spatial comfort level with
technology then becomes of great importance. Contact and response are highly
interrelated areas, much like classroom and location. Contact in this sense means
physical human contact and interaction that comes from a traditional
face-to-face classroom, compared to the kinds of contact one might find in an
online classroom. The instructor considering teaching online could use this scale
as a way to help determine whether he or she is comfortable moving away from
the high human contact of a traditional setting toward less-to-no physical contact
inherent in a primarily online setting. Depending on the position on this scale,
the instructor who self-selects into the online setting may decide to teach a hy-
brid-type course or to go fully online with the first course. Finally, response time
is the amount of time one expects to need to respond to a student. In a traditional
classroom, a question is asked and the response usually is immediate. In an on-
line class, response time is variable. So, an instructor would want to assess per-
sonal tolerance with variance among synchronicity, immediacy, and lag time.

A cross-section exploratory reading of the landscape participates in what
Hewett and Ehmann (2004) called “early-stage theorizing” (p. 60) of one’s experi-
ence in an online environment. What emerges from reading landscapes is a series
of complex and interrelated questions that enable technical communication in-
structors and others to situate themselves and their beliefs into the electronic land-
scape. How instructors answer, reask, and reanswer the questions generated by the
cross-section reading can help them to make their final decisions about their readi-
ness and preparedness to teach online. The questions generated by the cross-sec-
tion are not easy to answer, and they require thoughtful reflection, but the work in-
volved is well worth effort. Without this type of sustained, systematic, reflective
reading, educators do a disservice to themselves and thus to their students. It is im-
perative that instructors take the time to first understand what the electronic land-
scape is and then to determine whether and when they are ready to teach in it. De-
termination of online readiness is also important, as the use of structured
techniques can open new opportunities for professional and program development
and additional opportunities for students to work with well-prepared educators.
What makes landscapes and reading those landscapes important to instructors of
technical communicators is that instructors have to become aware of the spatial
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impacts on what they do and how they teach. Specifically, technical communica-
tors address complex problems and issues intimately associated and intertwined
with a specific site or location. Indeed, teaching practices focus on the rhetorical
situation that is bound to a specific audience and purpose, which is implicitly tied
to a location, to the where of writing. Whether it is a small business, a corporate
boardroom, the emergency room, or the classroom, location is fundamental in un-
derstanding the communication practices embedded within organizations. Paying
attention to where—the locations and sites of practice, the locations and sites of
use—will make what and how technical communicators teach more relevant to
students.

Extending the metaphor of the stranger’s path, such an exploration shows the
importance of turning off the main road, something that James A. Inman and Beth
Hewett (2005) explored in their collection Technology and English Studies: Inno-
vative Professional Paths. The professionalization stories shared by the authors
were intended to provide practical guidance for others who might take “similar in-
novative paths and for shaping those paths in individual and coherent ways” (p. xi).
Any such movement into unexplored territory requires that one’s self-reflective
processes be focused. The cross-section analysis makes self-reflection possible
because of the multiple angles it reveals. Instructors will not always be strangers to
the online learning environment. But being strangers as they explore their willing-
ness and readiness to teach in the online setting can allow individuals to approach
the task with a healthy bit of skepticism, questioning such issues as personal biases
and assumptions, pedagogical approaches, and institutional cultures. Continued
exploratory readings can then help instructors navigate the electronic landscape
even as situations and circumstances change.

Some may argue that the cross-section exploratory reading is a hopeless en-
deavor because the constant change of landscapes means one never becomes fa-
miliar, that one is always a stranger. I would argue that the historical familiarity ed-
ucators gain from exploration, just like Hewett and Ehmann’s (2004) principle of
investigation, helps them to become experienced strangers able to analogically
recognize nuanced spaces so that as technologies or administrative policies
change, it becomes possible to continue or turn down the path and to learn how to
push past old comfort levels and develop new ones. Being uncomfortable can be
viewed as a growth opportunity for technical communication instructors in partic-
ular. With rapid changes to the discipline and students constantly clamoring to
learn the latest technology, being able to read and interpret the landscape and to un-
derstand one’s own readiness can help instructors to adapt and teach in new roles
and identities—even when those roles and identities are not completely known or
familiar. The metaphorical concept of landscapes and interpretive reading of those
landscapes allows instructors to orient and reorient themselves in the online learn-
ing environments because, as Jackson (1984) argued, landscapes are products of
an “unending patient adjustment to circumstance” (p. 151).
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ELECTRONIC LANDSCAPE AND TEACHING

Yi-Fu Tuan (1979) has described landscapes as “an ordering of reality from differ-
ent angles” (p. 90). Taking the stranger’s path to the electronic landscape requires
instructors to become students in that they need to do exploratory readings of
themselves, which is a focus on their status as learners. Performing a cross-section
reading can give instructors the tools to determine their readiness to teach online.
Because one’s teaching practices are constituted by and constitutive of the loca-
tions in which one teaches, online environments extend and complicate one’s pres-
ent practices. In the online environment, instructors and students alike experience
classroom, teaching, and learning. The online space is a manifestation of an educa-
tional landscape because investigation, immersion, and reflection are all taking
place.

Exploratory reading through cross-section analysis exposes the spatial dimen-
sions of shifting the classroom space from traditional to online as well as the intrin-
sic ideal instructors have of the classroom space, whether traditional or online. In-
structors need to know whether the online learning environment is one they would
and could be comfortable inhabiting. I began the process of writing this essay won-
dering what was keeping me from making the move to teaching a course in a com-
pletely online setting. I discovered through the process of developing this frame-
work that I had concerns about my then-institution’s support for my efforts and
was ill at ease with the spatial comfort zones of contact and response. But my land-
scapes have changed somewhat since I started writing this essay, and the explor-
atory reading I performed when I started needs to be reread and reinterpreted. I
have shifted from graduate student status to that of an assistant professor. I have
moved to a new university in a different state. When I reread my landscapes, I will
need to reconsider my motives and motivations in light of these new developments.
My hope is that other technical communication educators can use this tool in simi-
lar ways to read their entry into online instructional landscapes; in doing so, they
will be helping to test this framework by using it as the starting point of initial, fo-
cused investigation into the issue of self-selection.

For technical communication instructors, the ability to read and interpret elec-
tronic landscapes can provide the flexibility to change with the global and local
markets and to match their pedagogies with their environments because land-
scapes “will be at once a mold and a mirror of the society that creates them”
(Meinig, 1979b, p. 188). Peirce Lewis (1979) has famously said that landscapes
“are our unwitting autobiography” (p. 12), which is a caution to be careful when
constructing electronic landscapes. Educators should be prepared to open up to the
personal scrutiny of an autobiographical narrative that suggests whether they are
prepared not only to teach online, but also to be online.

Exploration can begin and end at the same place. The journey, then, is not so
much about the destination, but what the traveler finds along the way. As technical
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communication educators look ahead to broader configurations that incorporate
exploratory reading of electronic landscapes, they can apply the same techniques
to students, administrators, and corporate officers. It is important to remind all
those involved in online teaching and learning that “place serves as a multiple real-
ity and many different kinds of projects might find their realization in a particular
site” (Ley, 2001, p. 6). The projects of instructors, students, and administrators are
all somewhat different in online venues, and the electronic landscapes can help
each explore the different realities, goals, and objectives. However, by using the
metaphors inherent to cultural geography and then conducting a cross-sectional in-
terpretative reading of the resulting landscapes, each group can assess its own
readiness for entering the electronic landscape.
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