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This paper presents the reflection and the practical experience of using MY Access!™ tg help college
EFL students improve their writing proficiency. Developed by Vantage Learning, MY Access!™ provides a

prompt-driven, web-based writing environment with immediate student €ssay evaluation and diagnostic

author’s university during the 2002-2003 academic year. Altogether 2 freshman English classes, 4 English
composition classes, and 67 signed-in students from a self-study program (monitored by the Audio-Visual
Education Center at NTU) were involved. A questionnaire was administered to all participating students and
teachers at the end of semester to elicit their opinions and reactions toward using MY Access!™. [t was found
that most students felt positive about the revising process and immediate feedbacks, and they liked having their
own writing portfolios. However, careful planning and student guidance were needed for using such learning
technology. Challenges and problems in using such learning technologies as well as instructional suggestions

will be also addressed.

INTRODUCTION
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writing proficiency, computer and Internet literacy, technology-assisted teaching, as well as teachers’ and students’

reactions were discussed, followed by Caveats and suggestions.

MY ACCESS!™

MY Access!™ is an online writing program which provides writing evaluation with immediate feedback
and score. Developed by Vantage Learning, the program uses an artificial intelligence automated essay scoring
technology (i.e., IntelliMetric™), which has been used as writing assessment tool by several educational
institutions such as, The College Board, Hardcourt Educational Measurement, and Petersons. According to Scott
Elliot, COO for Vantage Learning, the IntelliMetric™ engine claims a 99 percent reliability rate, which means that
99 percent of the time, the engine’s scores match those of humans. Recent research report also shows high validity
of the IntelliMetric™ scoring engine (e.g., Vantage Leamning, 2003-2004).

The general procedure for using MY Access!™ is as follows: First, students log onto MY Access!™ web
site and follow the prompts to begin writing their essays. The prompts can be pre-selected from different writing
modes, such as narrative, persuasive or informative, by the teacher according to students’ levels (high school or
higher education). When students submit the finished writing, they get immediate feedback and a score through the
Internet. Based on the feedback with line-by-line detailed analysis and writer’s guide and model, students may
revise and improve their writing as often as they desire. All the writings and revisions are documented in an online
portfolio for teachers’ and students’ reference. Students and teachers can access student writing and records
whenever they prefer through an Internet-enabled computer.

The evaluative feedback students receive includes a holistic score on a 4 or a 6 point scale and analytical
analysis in five major domains:

1. Focus and meaning: indicating cohesiveness and consistency in purpose and main idea. This part
evaluates the extent to which the writing establishes and maintains a controlling idea (or central idea),
an understanding of purpose and audience, and completion of the task.

2. Content and development: indicating breadth of content and support for concepts advanced. This part
evaluates the extent to which the writing develops ideas fully and artfully using extensive, specific,
accurate, and relevant details.

3. Organization: indicating logic of discourse, including transitional fluidity and relationship among parts
of the response. This part evaluates the extent to which the writing demonstrates a unified structure,
direction and unity, including transitional devises.

4. Language use and style: indicating sentence complexity and variety. This part evaluates the extent to
which the writing demonstrates an awareness of audience and purpose through effective sentenve
structure, sentence variety, word choice and usage.

5. Mechanics and conventions: indicating conformance to English language rules. This part evaluates (he
extent the writing demonstrates control of conventions, including paragraphing, grammar, punctuntion,
and spelling.

In a 6 point holistic rubric, which was chosen for the test project, a score of 6 means the wiiter veiy

effectively communicates the his or her message and 1 means the writer inadequately communicate the hin ot het
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message (See Table 1 for the 6 point holistic rubric).

Table 1
Six-Point Holistic Rubric
Seale Description
6 Very effectively communicates the writer’s message
5 Strongly communicates the writer’s message
4 Adequately communicates the writer’s message
3 Partially communicates the writer’s message
2 Is limited in communication of the writer’s message
1 Inadequately communicates the writer’s message
THE TEST PROJECT

In the 2002-2003 academic year, 300 trial accounts of MY Access!™ program were offered to the author’
or’s

1 elS]ty, thus ju P D
g g
univ a test project started to evaluate its potentials for tra ning EFL writing. Except that one teacher

teachi i
ing two Freshman English classes of about 100 students dropped out in mid-semester, altogether 2 Freshman
Engli ish ( iti ,
nglish classes and 4 Freshman English Composition classes as well as 67 signed-in students from a self-stud
- o - y
program (monitored by the Audio-Visual Education Center at NTU) had participated and used MY Access!™ to

practice their English writing for a period of one semester to two semesters.

In this test project, there were no fixed rules or pr ocedures for how to l]llp]e] 1ent MY Access!T . Ther efore
]

the program was e i in di
gr xperimented in different ways. In general, all participants received a basic orientation or

workshop abo i
P about how to use the program. However, according to the learning context in which teacher’s detailed
instruction about writi
writing and the use of MY Access!™ were available, the participants could be categorized into

f ) . ..
1ve groups: Freshman English Composition class with MY Access!™ instruction (WI), Freshman English
X is

Co iti i i
mposition classes without MY Access!™ instruction (WN), Freshman English class with MY Access!™
ess!

instruction (EI), Freshman English class without MY Access!™ instruction (EN), and self-study students with
, - nts wi

neith iting i i i i
€r writing instruction nor MY Access!™ instruction (S). Table 2 presents a summary of each group.

Table 2
The Use of MY Access!™ by Each Group
Teacher s
Groups Writing MY A ccess Student Writing Pre-Selected Required
Instruction Instruction Period Prompts No. Esstzlzy No
wI Alot Yes ot ~Jan, ) 3
Feb. ~ June
WN ;
A lot No March ~ June 5~11 lf3
EI A few Yes Oct. ~ Jan. 8 2
| Feb. ~ Aug. 10
EN ;
2 ﬁ few No Oct. ~ Jan. 3 3
one
No March ~ July 22 (all prompts) 1+

Note: W = writing course, I = with MY Access!™ instruction, N

=no MY Access!™ instruction, E = English

course, S = Self-study students
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English Composition Class (WI Group)

In the WI composition class, MY Access!™ program was integrated into the classroom writing instruction
taught by the author. Students met in the computer classroom every other week, so the link to MY Access!™ web
site was built in the course web pages to facilitate students’ easy access. Since the first semester’s course objectives
focused on principles of paragraph writing, not on essay writing, and both students and the instructor needed some
time to get familiar with the new online writing environment, the program was used as supplementary exercise in
the first semester. Afier the teacher’s introduction and demonstration in class, students were given some time to try
it. They were free to choose from 6 pre-selected prompts and complete three essays on their own. In the second
semester, when students were taught to write essays, students were asked to use the program to complete at least
four essays, which corresponded to class writing assignments (i.e., narrative, description, cause and effect, and
persuasive writing). The following is the assignment instruction posted on the course web site for the second
semester:

To refine your writing skills, you are invited to practice writing on-line with MY Access!™: First, for
practicing narratives, you may choose to write on the prompts of either "Feeling Proud" or "Life
without Electricity"; Second, for practicing description, you may choose "The Person You Most
Admire" and/or "Visiting an Interesting Place"; Then, for cause and effect, you may write on "Effects
of Technology"; Finally, for persuasive writing, you may write on the topic of "Choosing a
Rewarding Occupation" or "Time Capsule."

During the semester, students’ online writing practice at home reinforced the writing instruction in the
classroom. The teacher also responded to students’ questions or problems in using the program in class or via
e-mail. At the end of both semesters, students selected one favorite or best essay from both their class writing
assignments and MY Access!™ essays and posted them on the course web site for sharing with the whole class.
Students read their own essays out loud and discussed their feelings and thoughts about the writing with the class.
In summary, the program was fully integrated into the writing instruction in the WI group,.

Other English Composition Classes (WN Group)

After an introducing workshop, three Freshman English Composition classes started using MY Access!'M
in their writing course in the second semester; but the teachers did not offer any special instruction about the
program. One teacher who shared with the author and used the computer classroom every other week had tried to
use it for final writing test and for in-class writing practice. Students in her class were asked to complete onc cxny
in a fixed class time at computer classroom. Another teacher had assigned three MY Access!™ writing aa
homework assignments. The other teacher used it as an optional writing practice. These composition teachers usml
MY Access!™ mostly as a supplementary writing practice and asked their students to complete one to three cxnays
in a semester.

Freshman English Classes (EI and EN Groups)

As for the two Freshman English classes, the EI and EN groups, they both emphasized on integration of fw

skills of English. MY Access!™ thus served as the writing practice tool and students were required to canyleie

each essay at home. The two classes differed in whether MY Access!™ instruction was given in cluna (v 1he
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participating students. For the EI group/class, which was taught by the author, students met in the computer
classroom every other week; thus, more detailed instruction about MY Access!™ was offered by the teacher when
needed. Eight and ten prompts were selected for the first and second semesters. The prompts were chosen for being
related to class reading topics or students’ lives. Students were free to choose from these pre-selected prompts and
complete two essays on their own in the first semester and three essays in the second semester. As students would
not be judged at one-shot examine situation, they could revise their writing as much as they liked until the end of
the semester, at which time their last score on each essay was counted in the final grade. Altogether 43 students
from EI group participated and used the program in the first semester and 33 students did in the second semester.

In the other Freshman English class (EN) which also used the program, students were told to write three
essays in the first semester. The program was used as a supplementary writing practice.

Self-Study Students (S Group)

Students from a self-study program monitored by the Audio-Visual Education Center of National Taiwan
University were invited to take part in the test project. These students, including over 800 undergraduate and
graduate students from NTU, registered in a self-study program in which they were allowed to use Tell Me More
Pro, a courseware for training in English listening, speaking, pronunciation, and vocabulary, for a semester. After
registration, they could walk in the computer classroom with the courseware at any time and log in and practice
their English as long as they wish. There were 91 students who signed in and 67 who attended an orientation
workshop on how to use MY Access!™ in March, 2003, Then, these 67 students were allowed to start writing

essays with the online program. No other writing instruction was offered except some e-mail messages sent to

them for encouraging them writing.

THE FINAL SURVEY

To elicit participating students’ and teachers’ attitudes and reactions toward using MY Access!™, a
questionnaire was developed by the author with reference from MY Access!™ online student and teacher survey.
The questionnaire has two versions, one for students and the other for participating teachers (See Appendix 1 and
2). The questionnaire for students contains four parts. Questions in the first part focus on students’ frequency and
habits of using computers and MY Access!™ program. The second part surveys students’ opinions about using the
program. The third part has three other questions. The last part collects information about students’ demographic
data and English leaming experiences. The teachers’ version focuses on teachers’ opinions about using the program
in class and its features.

The questionnaires were distributed to each class in paper and to those self-study students via e-mail and
online survey at the end of the semester. At last, 84 regular class students and 26 self-study students answered and

returned the questionnaire. There were only 21 valid questionnaires for the self-study group since five students had

never used the program and only answered the first and last part of the questionnaire (See Table 3 for information

of the surveyed students).

Table 3

Frequency and Percentage of Surveyed Students
[ Groups | Students Total | Surveved Students (N) | Surveyed Students (%)
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EI 33 33 100%
EN 10 7 70%
WI 13 13 100%
WN 42 31 74%
S 67 21 31%
Total 165 105 64%

Among the 84 regular class students (EI, EN, W1, WN) who answered the questionnaire, 17 (20%) were
male and 67 (80%) were female. Half of the students (42) were English majors, while the rest of the students
mostly came from Colleges of Management or Social Studies. Among the 21 self-study students, 7 (33%) were
male and 14 (67%) were female. They were in 19 different majors and only 3 were English majors.

Descriptive statistics analyses were performed for the valid survey data. Multivariate test was conducted
between the five groups to check the group differences. Other statistic analyses, like Follow-up ANOVA and

crosstabulation, were performed for further analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Significant difference was found in the five groups, especially in their response to two questionnaire items:
Item 1-4 and 2-9. The former item was about the frequency of using the program by the students (F = 9.39, p <
0.0001) and the latter one asked students if they thought the program was helpful to their English writing (F = 8.72,
p <0.0001). It was found that all students except one in the W1 group used the program more frequently and chose
the answer of “a few times per month,” while the other students (WN and S groups) used it less often. For item 2-9,
most EI students chose yes for their answer, while most WN students were uncertain about the helpfulness of the
program.

As the crosstabulation shown in Table 4, it was found that as students used MY Access!™ more frequently,
they also tended to felt positive that the program was helpful to their English writing. On the other hand, for thosc
who felt uncertain about the helpfulness of the program, they used the program less frequently. About two thirds of
them used it two or three times per month. The survey data also revealed that almost one half of the students
indicated they had logged on MY Access!™ at least a few times per month or per week, while the other half used
the program less frequently, two or three times per month.

Table 4

Crosstabulation between Item 1-4 and 2-9

Item 2-9'
Count (1) Yes (2) No (3) Uncertain Total
1) Never 1(2%) 2 3 (7%) 4 (4%)
Ttem 1-42 2) 2 or 3 times per month 18 (32%) 5 28 (66%) 51 (49%)
3) A few times per month 33 (59%) 2 11 (26%) 46 (44%)
4) A few times per week 4 (7%) 0 0 4 (4%)
Total 56 7 42 105 (100%4)
Notes: 'Item 1-4: “How frequently do you use MY Access!™?”
Item 2-9: “I think My Access!™ is helpful to my English writing.”
3The percentage has been rounded to nearest whole number.
The questionnaire returning rate for self-study students was very low (only 31%) and self-study stinlenta
proportion had used the program less frequently, thus, their survey results were treated separately. Aa ne ot
significant group differences were found in the majority of the survey items by 84 students in the repulin «lassee

the following section presents the results of the final survey and discusses all regular class students’ renctiene
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toward MY Access!™, except for specific items indicated..

Computer and program Usage

These students were quite familiar with computers and the Internet, so there were few problems for them to
log on the online program. Many students in the survey used computers (88%) and surfed the Internet (89%)
almost daily and 75% wrote frequently with computers. The majority (91%) did not have any difficulty in logging
in the online program. Over 60% also agreed that the program was easy to use and over two thirds considered it
user-friendly. Yet, not all the program’s functions were used effectively or fully. The most frequently used
functions in the program were “writer’s guide” and “view essays,” which only required writer’s passive viewing
strategies. On the other hand, “notepad,” a function that mi ght ask for more active writing strategies, was used the
least often and only one forth had tired it. Besides, students considered the functions of “writer’s guide”,
“Grammar”, “spelling” and “view essays” helpful when writing.
Students’ Reactions about MY Access!™
MY Access!™ provides a prompt-driven, web-based writing environment with immediate student essay
evaluation and diagnostic instructions that intends to engage and motivate students to improve their writing.
Students in the survey reacted differently about various features of the program. First of all, concerning the clarity
and difficulty of the prompts, about two thirds of the students (68%) agreed that the instruction in the prompts was
clear, while one fifth felt uncertain about it. So about one third of the students did not think the current instruction
in the prompts was clear enough. Only 7% considered the prompts difficult, while about one third felt unsure.
Students expressed diverse opinions about the evaluation and feedback. About 45% agreed that the
evaluative comments were easy to understand and over one half would use them to improve writing. But it’s
noteworthy to find that only few students (13%) thought their evaluation scores were appropriate, while over one
half felt uncertain about the scores. When asked about what they did not like about the program, 37 out of the 59
responses were related to the score and feedback. Several students complained about getting “off topic” feedback
too often or not knowing the reasons for getting “off topic.” Besides, in comparison with the feedback from their
writing teachers, the computer comments seemed too soon and too general, thus they were considered inaccurate
and unspecific. After getting the same feedback for the same score for several times, some students found it
meaningless. Other students even commented that they didn’t like being evaluated by the computer program or just
didn’t trust the computer’s scoring.

On the other hand, when asked what they liked about My Access!™, many students agreed that they liked
the program because it allowed them to go back and revise their essay (89%); as soon as they submitted an essay it
was scored immediately (86%); they liked having their own writing portfolio (83%); and the program told them
what they needed to do to get a better score (77%). Slightly fewer students liked the program due to the following
reasons: the suggestions it made about their grammar (71%); it was easy to use (67%); and it was an effective way
to improve their essays (65%). These students found using MY Access!™ was helpful to improve their writing in
the following domains: Organization (61%), focus and meaning (52%), content and development (45%), language
use and style (39%), mechanics and conventions (19%). From this online experience, they felt they need the most
improvement in organization (46%) and language use and style (43%).

In addition, when comparing English students (EI and EN groups) with composition students (WI and WN
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groups), English students reacted slightly. differently. First, English students tended to react more positively to the
online writing experiences than composition students. More English students (64%) were found to feel more
accustormned to the Web learning environment than composition students (51%) did. In contrast to composition
students, more English students also agreed that writing online was helpful (78% vs. 33%) and felt positively about
the helpfulness of My Access!™ (75% vs. 32%). Second, more English students (25%) than composition students
(2%) thought the evaluation scores were appropriate, while about 28% and 41% each disagreed. In other words,
more composition students tended not to trust the scores given by the computer program. However, both groups
endorsed the special need of having instructors’ guidance on English writing. In brief, most of these regular class
students (75%) agreed with the statement about having human guidance for EFL writing.

Advantages and Disadvantages

In the test project, several advantages could be found in using MY Access!™ in EFL writing. First, it met
students’ habits and interests since over 88% of the students surveyed used computers and surfed the Internet
almost daily. Over 75% wrote with computers several times a week. Second, it facilitated the learning and teaching
of writing. One favorite features by most of the students (83%) was the online portfolio, which contained students’
initial draft, evaluation scores, and subsequent revisions. With it, students could maintain their work easily.
Students could also check their progress and take control of their writing practice by using portfolios (Yang, 2003).
Thus, it encouraged autonomous learning. Similarly, teachers could review any individual student’s portfolio,
provided comments, and track the overall class portfolio to manage writing instruction in the online program.

Third, MY Access!™ provided students with more writing and revising opportur;ities as well as immediate
feedback. Take students in the WI composition class as an example, in the past, students were first taught how to
develop essays in one genre like narratives in class, and then they wrote two drafts of one assigned narrative essay.
Students had to wait for comments by peers and then by the instructor in the following two to three weeks before
they could revise for final version. Now with MY Access!™ they could not only practice another narrative writing
and got immediate feedback from the program in the meantime. The immediate fecdback also allowed students to
revise their essays as frequently as they like. It was not until the end of the semester would the last score of the
four essays be counted into their final grade. Hence, students could revise more often for improvement. For four
required essays in one semester, the WI group students produced an average of 9 drafts and revisions per person.

Of the 13 students, three of them wrote 5 essays and onc completed 6 essays with 21 revisions. The frequent
revisions helped them in EFL writing. No wander these features, the revising process and immediate feedback,
were among the most often selected reasons for liking the program.

There were also disadvantages found by the survey respondents, such as, the number of the prompts wun
limited; the scoring system was fixed; by requiring a specific writing mode, the program discouraged creative
writing or writing in other modes; and sometimes the computer system was not working properly.

Teacher’s reactions

Though only one Freshman English teacher and one English Composition teacher returned the questionnaire,

other teachers have talked about their opinions privately with the author. Their reactions were summarized e

follows.

Both teachers who answered the questionnaire had logged on MY Access!™ online writing system several
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times a month. They also considered the system very easy to use. They both felt positive that practicing online
would be helpful to students’ English writing. However, they were uncertain about how effective such a program
could be to enhance students’ concepts and motivation about writing.

Without teachers’ introduction to the English academic writing, most beginning EFL students might find it
difficult to understand the prompt and start the first essay with the program. It was also felt that for more advanced
and sophisticated writers, the evaluation provided by the automated electronic essay scoring engine seems not
enough. For free style or creative writing, there seemed to be great limitations for using computer scoring engine
or computer-assisted tool. While for intermediate writers, the writing environment created by MY Access!™
might facilitate their learning with careful guidance.

Caveats and Suggestions

Therefore, it needs careful planning on integrating the use of technology, such as MY Access!™ program,

into the teaching of EFL writing. Students also need guidance to use the Web technology for learning, especially

for autonomous learning. For using MY Access!™ in EFL writing, here are some suggestions:

1. Introduce the concepts of autonomous learning: Although some features of the program may encourage

and facilitate autonomous learning, students still need some introduction from the teacher to have positive attitude
toward autonomous learning and some guidance to learn how to take control of their learning. It was only when
students believed in value of taking control and responsibility of their learning could they see the advantages of
using the program by their own.

2. Provide writing instruction for self-study students: Although those self-study students were encouraged in
the beginning to write at least one essay to be able to keep the account, only 16 students (24%) had completed their
essays and got evaluation scores. Thus, except for these few students, it seemed not easy for most of them to start
writing their first essay without proper EFL writing instruction in the beginning. Also, as suggested in the survey,
some appropriate writing instruction offered by the teacher would be useful to their use of the online program.

3. Offer_guidance to the program: To help both students and teachers learn how to use the program, a

demonstration workshop was arranged in the beginning of the second semester. But it was not enough. It was
found in the survey that familiarity with the program and frequency of use would affect students’ attitude toward
the program. As students in the WI and EI groups were more familiar with the program through further instruction
and guidance about MY Access!™, more of them agreed that the program was user-friendly. In comparison with
WN students, more of WI students also considered that the program helped them in English writing (F = 7.28, p <
0.05). Besides, some possible reasons for students to get “off topic” feedback might be because some of them did
not read the prompt’s instruction carefully, just wrote whatever they liked based on the topic only, or did not
understand or follow the requirements in the prompts. Therefore, further instruction and guidance on making better
use of the program and technology is essential.

4. Incorporate practice into class assignments and final grades: Only few students with strong motivation or
good learner autonomy could keep writing to the end of the trial period. By incorporating the online essays into
class assignments and counting them in the final grades, teachers could motivate most students with moderate or
low motivation to start writing their first essay with the program. Once students get familiar with the program

through frequent writing, they may increase their intrinsic motivation to keep writing and grab any opportunities to
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practice and learn by themselves..

5. Implement frequent sharing and checking activities: These activities were found to be useful to
participating students in WI and EI groups. The sharing activity helped them solve problems in using the program
and encouraged students’ cooperative learning. With frequent encouragement and regular checking, almost all of
the students in WI and EI groups were motivated to finish their required writing. Some of them even tried to write
more essays than required. Several of them would revise several times and thus made progress in writing.

Based on the results of the test project, some suggestions for the program are also summarized. To better
serve EFL writing students, the program could make the following improvement:

1. The program could provide detailed guidance and material for most EFL students before they write
an essay, not just in the feedback. For example, a writing model for each new writing prompt might
be useful.

2. The program could provide more supporting environment that guides and helps self-study students in
the writing process, such as some mechanisms that lead them through the pre-writing stages to
post-writing revisions.

3. The program could provide more instruction in the feedback, such as telling students what and how to
do when getting “‘off topic” feedback.

4. The program could develop and offer more options for writing, such as options for writing in other
modes for the same topic, and options of free style or creative writing.

5. The program could provide the score in more scales, not just the current 4 or 6 point scale.

CONCLUSIONS

In this test project, MY Access!™ was test used for the first time in EFL writing and it was thus explored in
various ways. This experience should be helpful for future users and its developers. For most students, after
teachers’ writing instruction, MY Access!™ could provide them with further opportunities for writing practice. It
was especially helpful to students of intermediate level and when writing in fixed formats or writing modes,
Technology has its strengths and limitations. EFL writing instructors should make the best use of its strengths to
facilitate students learning in and out of the classroom.

Finally, as for the question about whether computers will eventually become so intelligent that they will
replace human teachers, the answer is negative for the present status. One can’t replace a teacher, especinlly fin
teaching EFL writing. As Dr. Kurt Vanlehn, Al researcher and professor at the University of Pittsburgh suggeate,
some smart tutoring system might acted as a couch and offer hints to problems students encountered during online
learning, but it can’t replace teachers (Kennedy, 2002). A more likely scenario may be happening at the night ufiey
the English composition class in school when students write an essay at home with the help of smuut onling
tutoring tool. When students hit a rough spot, the tutor will automatically send a file with the problem 1 ihe
teacher. The teacher can also find students’ writing process and records in their online portfolio system helie vinss
When students return to class, the teacher can help them. In brief, the technology does not repluce hunsing,

should be able to direct human contact where it is most needed.
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Appendix 1

Questionnaire for Using MY Access!™ (Student version)
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