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Abstract 

Despite increased awareness of sexual harassment in higher education and 

more students moving to online classes, research on sexual harassment in online 

classes is virtually nonexistent. I report on the first study of its type. My study 

addresses the issue of student-to-student sexual harassment in online writing classes 

using data gathered through a survey and interviews with writing teachers and 

administrators. I discuss how 1) hostile environment sexual harassment can occur 

within online writing classrooms, 2) instructors and administrators may be unaware of 

this harassment, and 3) policies that address on-campus sexual harassment may not 

apply to online classes. To begin I share narratives of student-to-student sexual 

harassment that occurred in two of my online writing classes. To gather data, I use a 

survey distributed to instructors and administrators with an interest in online education 

and/or sexual harassment; I sent this survey through the WPA listserv and two 

Facebook groups. I follow up with interviews from survey participants who 

volunteered. 

Survey data compared with interview data reveals that educators may not 

realize the degree to which sexual harassment occurs in online classes, yet they often 

claim to be able to deal with any sexual harassment situation that may occur in online 

classes. Educators need a stronger understanding of sexual harassment in online class 

spaces as a real problem and of the necessity for more research and better policies in 

dealing with this form of harassment. 
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Chapter I 

Dissertation Overview 

Introduction 

Incidents of sexual harassment, in both quid pro quo and hostile environment 

forms, on campuses of higher learning have made headlines for the past decade or 

more—with good reason since sexual harassment continues to be a major problem for 

US colleges and universities. What has not made headlines or inroads in scholarly 

literature and research is the phenomenon of sexual harassment in higher education 

online learning spaces; no academic literature I have found speaks to this particular 

display of sexual harassment. I address this notable gap within scholarly and 

professional literature related to online pedagogy, administrative policymaking, and 

affected marginalized populations. 

I begin my dissertation with a framing literature review and follow with two 

narratives to exemplify such harassment. These narratives of sexual harassment are 

based on two personal experiences that occurred in online composition classes I taught 

at a mid-sized, four-year institution. These incidents, I believe, are not unique to my 

classes and illustrate a need for more research on the topic of online sexual harassment 

in higher education and for better policy guidelines to aid administrators in 

confronting this problem. The core of my dissertation is a survey with follow-up 

interviews; the two methods provide data on the phenomenon, and the results indicate 

a need for more research. This study serves as an entry point on the topic for 

scholarship and research literature concerned with sexual harassment, online class 
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design, higher education policies, feminism, and marginalization. While the focus is 

online writing classes, I believe that this study (and the results) can apply to online 

classes in other subjects. 

Key Questions with Overview of Chapters 

My questions address notable gaps in research on technical communication 

and writing programs regarding the phenomena of online sexual harassment and 

policies for student-to-student harassment behaviors online. The primary questions my 

dissertation will explore are in three related parts: 

1. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of student-to-

student sexual harassment—especially that of hostile environment—as a 

phenomenon and the possibility of such harassment in online class spaces? 

2. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of institutional 

sexual harassment policies that may or may not apply to online class spaces? 

3. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of how student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment might unfold within online class 

spaces? 

In combination, these questions lead to a picture of what instructor awareness (or 

unawareness) of such events can tell us about sexual harassment in online learning 

environments and suggest how instructors and administrators may better confront the 

issue through class and policy design. Beyond the limits of this study, I am interested 

in how writing program administrators (WPAs) might create policies to address 

specifically such sexual harassment in online classes. A follow-up study may address 
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the issue of policies. This dissertation, however, focuses on groundwork to allow for 

relevant policy developments.  For my purposes, I begin with (but do not limit to) the 

definition proved by the US EEOC guideline on “sexual harassment” (U. S. Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission, “Laws…” 2014): 

It is unlawful to harass a person (an applicant or employee) because of that 

person’s sex. Harassment can include “sexual harassment” or unwelcome 

sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical 

harassment of a sexual nature. Harassment does not have to be of a sexual 

nature, however, and can include offensive remarks about a person’s sex. For 

example, it is illegal to harass a woman by making offensive comments about 

women in general. Both victim and the harasser can be either a woman or a 

man, and the victim and harasser can be the same sex. Although the law 

doesn’t prohibit simple teasing, offhand comments, or isolated incidents that 

are not very serious, harassment is illegal when it is so frequent or severe that 

it creates a hostile or offensive work environment or when it results in an 

adverse employment decision (such as the victim being fired or demoted). The 

harasser can be the victim's supervisor, a supervisor in another area, a co-

worker, or someone who is not an employee of the employer, such as a client 

or customer. 

Sexual harassment in the United States has been defined legally in multiple 

judicial decisions as a form of sex discrimination that violates Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 (U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, “Facts…” 
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n.d.).  Title IX as part of the United States Education Amendments of 1972 (U. S. 

Dept. of Labor, “Title IX…” 1972) established a basis for the current concept of 

“sexual harassment”: “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be 

excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to 

discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial 

assistance.” Sexual harassment from a legal perspective can be defined as “unwanted 

sexual approaches (including touching, feeling, groping) and/or repeated unpleasant, 

degrading and/or sexist remarks directed toward an employee with the implied 

suggestion that the target's employment status, promotion or favorable treatment 

depend upon a positive response and/or ‘cooperation’” (Hill).  

The workplace phenomenon was first articulated in the late 1970s 

(Brownmiller, 2013) and widely discussed during and since the Anita Hill case of 

1991. Academic literature began to acknowledge the phenomenon on college 

campuses in the 1980s (Greff Schneider, 1987; Spratlen & University of Washington, 

1988), and sexual harassment on campuses of higher education has been a concern up 

to the present. Online sexual harassment became a real possibility and topic of concern 

in the early 1990’s (Dibble, 1993), but research literature on sexual harassment in 

online higher education classroom spaces remains—to my knowledge—nonexistent. 

In order to address my research questions,  

1. I draw on technical communication and social sciences literature primarily 

concerned with the need to consider marginalized populations, especially 

regarding sexual harassment; 
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2. I narrate (and comment on) two incidents of online sexual harassment that 

occurred in classes where I was the instructor; 

3. I conducted a survey on instructor awareness of sexual harassment occurrences 

and sexual harassment policies and/or information at colleges and universities; 

and 

4. I interviewed volunteer participants from the survey on the same topic. 

Because hostile environment is the dominant form of student-to-student sexual 

harassment and the focus of my study and dissertation, I primarily discuss literature on 

hostile environment rather than on quid pro quo sexual harassment. The term “hostile 

environment” refers to workplace (or classroom) situations where speech or actions 

(often sexual in nature) create a harassing or belittling environment that prevents a 

person (such as a student) from functioning within the group goals. Quid pro quo, on 

the other hand, is a term that designates a situation whereby a person in power 

demands some type of sexual favor in exchange for some benefit (such as a pay raise 

or a higher position). 

There is an enormous body of scholarship on student-to-student sexual 

harassment and a great deal on such harassment within institutions of higher learning. 

While much has been written on sexual harassment in educational spaces, most is 

concerned with students in secondary education (Stein, 2007). Though there is 

considerable research on young women (and some young men) harassed or assaulted 

physically on campuses, scholarship addressing sexual harassment in higher education 

I can find solely discusses offline behaviors  (Bagley, Natarajan, Vayzman, Wexler, & 
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McCarthy, 2012; Bay, 1999; Bursik & Gefter, 2011; DeSouza, 2010; Ferrer-Perez & 

Bosch-Fiol, 2014; Hall, Graham, & Hoover, 2004; A. Jones, 1996; Joubert, Van Wyk, 

& Rothmann, 2011; LaRocca & Kromrey, 1999; Marshall, Dalyot, & Galloway, 2014; 

Napolitano, 2015; Penrod & Fusilier, 2010-2011; Ramson, 2006; Smolović, Boocock, 

& Underhill-Sem, 2013; Washington, Kahla, & Crocker, 2015; Whitley & Page, 2015; 

Woodward, Pelletier, Griffin, & Harrington, 2016). I find the lack of research into 

online sexual harassment in higher education surprising and rather difficult to explain. 

Perhaps a lack of reportage by instructors and students on such behaviors in online 

educational spaces or a highly focused emphasis on dangers present on campuses by 

scholars and administrators have contributed to the oversight. 

Of that research and scholarship on sexual harassment in higher education 

(both online and offline), most focuses solely on student-to-faculty power disparities 

(Bursik & Gefter, 2011; DeSouza, 2010; Ferrer-Perez & Bosch-Fiol, 2014; 

Ferganchick-Neufang, 1998; Hailey, Grant-Davie, & Hult, 2001; LaRocca & 

Kromrey, 1999; Marshall, Dalyot, & Galloway, 2014; Smolović, Boocock, & 

Underhill-Sem, 2013; Washington, Kahla, & Crocker, 2015; Whitley & Page, 2015). 

Maybe because hostile environment sexual harassment always entails an obvious 

power disparity between administrator and faculty or professor and student, such 

manifestations of gender and power are more likely to be researched than those that 

appear to be between student peers. Of literature on sexual harassment within higher 

education related to policy, none I’ve found mentions online harassment as different 

from offline harassment; online harassment is seen as a reflection of offline behavior 
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(if mentioned at all) (American Association of University Professors, 2014; Bagley, 

Natarajan, Vayzman, Wexler, & McCarthy, 2012; Bradley, Deutsch-Feldman,, & 

Warren, 2011; Hall, Graham, & Hoover, 2004; Joubert, Van Wyk, & Rothmann, 2011; 

Malenczyk, 2013; McLeod, 2007; Napolitano, 2015; O’Connor, Schmidt, & Drouin, 

2016; Penrod & Fusilier, 2010-2011; Ramson, 2006; Streng & Kamimura, 2017; 

Woodward, Pelletier, Griffin, & Harrington, 2016). 

There is no academic literature, using any methodology or methods, I have 

found that addresses online sexual harassment in higher education learning spaces for 

policymaking. Nor have I discovered any such policies anecdotally during my 

research and publishing over the past three years. Finally, while scholars have 

theorized sexual/gendered embodiment in online spaces (Bay, 2010; Dibble, 1993; 

Hayles, 1999; Van Manen and Adams, 2009) and addressed embodiment in relation to 

online education spaces (Taylor, 2013), none I have found addresses sexual 

embodiment in online education spaces, including the more specific topic of sexual 

harassment in online education. 

With a decided move to more online classes by institutions after the still-

ongoing Covid-19 health crisis, it is likely that there will be a push to research digital 

embodiment and student online identities, including on the topic of sexual harassment. 

However, the issue of online sexual harassment is still not being clearly addressed at 

the Federal or university levels. For instance, the revised Title IX regulations in effect 

of August 2020 “don’t really tell us how [we] are going to govern online learning and 

potential online harassment” (Tuegel as cited in Wise). I imagine that a large increase 
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in online classes over the next few years will drive scholarship and research to new 

levels on all topics related to online education.  

I see this subject as very relevant to researchers in technical communication 

technical communication since the design and content of online writing classes, which 

plays a role in how sexual harassment situations may unfold, are a part of technical 

communication. Also, any policy generated for online education is a form of technical 

communication that can benefit from data on online sexual harassment. Finally, 

marginalized populations of students sexually harassed in online classes are important 

to technical writing literature that addresses social justice. 

Literature Review 

My literature review (chapter two) addresses the topic of sexual harassment in 

terms of marginalization, bodies/embodiment, technology, and social justice. 

Originally, I had considered how sexual harassment in digital spaces might be 

explored from a phenomenological perspective, from an LMS design perspective, or 

from a policy design perspective. Finally, I chose the current framing because 1) 

marginalization theory explains why this particular type of online sexual harassment 

has been treated as peripheral or even insignificant; 2) the notion of “bodies” and 

embodiment are core to sexual harassment since the human body is most closely 

equated with sex and sexual harassment; 3) technology, particularly online education 

technology, is necessary to create the digital environments that allow for this type of 

harassment; 4) social justice in terms of an intersectionality model of societal power 

relations seems the natural outcome of this study. Without some concrete means of 
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righting an overlooked wrong, there is little point in investigating its possible 

occurrence.  

Narratives 

Chapter three of my dissertation is the narrative portion of my study. It 

includes background information on harassment events that occurred in two online 

writing classes I taught for a four-year public college. After describing methods and 

techniques that I considered or used for my research, I give detailed narratives to 

explain what happened and comment on how I see the events as unfolding and how 

student identities were part of the sexual harassment situations. The two narratives 

come from online harassment situations that arose in my online composition classes at 

a mid-sized, four-year institution (previously a two-year community college) where I 

taught both online and face-to-face classes in composition and in literature for eight 

years. These narratives serve to background and justify my survey and interviews. 

These narratives helped frame my methods because 1) the interviews as follow-up to 

the survey include anecdotal narratives that do or do not corroborate my experiences, 

2) narrative has increasingly played a role in feminist-based research methodologies to 

which I adhere, 3) they indicate that the phenomenon of online sexual harassment in 

classroom spaces is a reality that needs to be researched, and 4) the experiences of 

sexual harassment incidents cannot be fully researched solely as data gathered from a 

survey without including the human component, the reality of such experiences.   

Though initially not formally part of my survey/interview research methods, 

these personal teaching experiences exemplify how such harassment might unfold and 
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suggest a need for more personal narratives into online sexual harassment from a 

teacherly point of view.1 I claim that such narratives regarding harassment in online 

classes are needed to provide insights into how guidelines for policymaking should be 

developed. Multiple narratives of such incidents would have added depth to my study, 

but detailed information of such incidents via reportage was impossible to obtain due 

to institutional policies concerning privacy.  

Methods 

Chapter four of my dissertation explains methods I used for the survey and the 

interview parts of my study. I gathered survey data to determine degrees of awareness 

by educators on sexual harassment situations in online writing. This data was 

enhanced by follow-up interview reportage. I detail how I designed the survey after 

obtaining an IRB. My survey was divided into questions about demographics and 

questions on sexual harassment issues. Out of 50, 12 were interviewed, using open-

ended prompts to initiate discussions. 

Survey and Interview Results 

In chapter five, I offer the results of my survey and interviews by briefly 

analyzing survey questions and giving background information on each interviewee 

with an analysis of their response on key issues. Survey and interview results are the 

core of my study. I expand on this data in detail for my discussion in chapter six. 

 
1 I include a highly personal commentary on the narratives in Appendix A. While I wanted to include 

that meta-commentary with my study, I did not feel it belonged in the main body of the dissertation 

text. 
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Discussion and Argument 

In the final chapter (six), I discuss the results of my survey and interviews. My 

argument in this dissertation addresses the three-part research question: How 

knowledgeable are administrators and online writing instructors on the subject of 

sexual harassment and the possibility of sexual harassment behaviors in online writing 

classes? How aware are administrators and online writing instructors of institutional 

sexual harassment policies that may or may not apply to online teaching 

environments? How might student-to-student behaviors possibly occur in the form of 

hostile environment sexual harassment within online writing classrooms? 

I will show that analysis of survey results and follow-up interview results show 

contradictory claims by educators. Many survey and interview participants claim to 

understand sexual harassment in some detail as a concept, policies addressing on-

campus and online student-to-student sexual harassment, and the fact of sexual 

harassment in online classes. They also believe they would recognize sexual 

harassment in an online class and would know how to address the situation. Evidence 

from an analysis of survey results and follow-up interviews indicate otherwise, 

however. 

Those who say they have knowledge of sexual harassment laws, policies, and 

procedures also claim to have had inadequate training on the topic. Despite a lack of 

experience or any consideration of the phenomena, most think they would recognize 

online sexual harassment and know that current institutional policies could assist them 

in dealing with online sexual harassment. Those who professed to be knowledgeable 
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about institutional policy on sexual harassment also were unable to claim experience 

with online sexual harassment in classes they taught or oversaw. These findings show 

a need for more research on the subject of online sexual harassment in class spaces 

and better policy design, distribution, and training. 

I see my study as applicable to research in technical communication in several 

ways, especially regarding 

• technical design elements for online class LMS systems, 

• technical documents related to online classes, 

• administrative policy development and policy distribution strategies, 

• social justice issues related to marginalized populations for technical 

communication professionals and educators, 

• technical legal documents related to education and sexual harassment, 

and  

• social media studies in technical communication, especially those 

related to online class design and development. 

In chapter six, I go into more detail about future research and way that my 

study contributes to technical communication in particular and a range of other 

scholarly areas in general. The following chapter (two) is a literature review covering 

the fields of technical communication, rhetoric, pedagogy, and online education. It is 

divided into four subject sections on marginalization, bodies/embodiment, technology, 

and social justice. 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

To frame this study, I draw mostly on literature in the fields of technical 

communication, rhetoric, pedagogy, and online education. By grouping this literature 

review into four sections, I explain how marginalization is a serious phenomenon that 

needs to be studied in research of online sexual harassment in learning spaces. The 

four sections are 1) Marginalization, 2) Bodies, 3) Technology, and 4) Social Justice, 

with each sectioning contains sub-sections. These areas provide a basis for my 

examination of marginality, as a technical communication issue, to support the 

relevance of my research. I assert in constructing this theoretical framework that the 

organization and function of knowledge as an epistemology requires group 

participation, necessarily including at least some voices of those directly involved 

(such as myself and interviewees) as testament to individual experiences. 

I conclude this chapter by considering the relationship between marginalization 

and social justice and suggest how this relationship may be discussed by drawing on 

intersectionality to define threatened micro-populations. A working understanding of 

intersectionality will be necessary to design sexual harassment policies that better 

address online classroom situations and create safe-space classroom structures and 

content. While this issue of intersectionality is not a core part of my dissertation 

argument, it is worth addressing here since any further studies based on this 
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preliminary research project will need to go into more detail on the granularity of 

identities at play in digital education spaces. 

Marginalization 

  I define “marginalization” for sake of my study as “the process by which 

individuals, social groups, and even ideas are made peripheral to the mainstream by 

relegating or confining them to the outer edges or margins of society” (O’Leary, 2007, 

p. 152). Marginalization is the framing concept that begins my literature review, and 

social justice is the concept that ends it. I break this section on marginalization into 

three parts: 1) definition and history, 2) bullying and harassment, and 3) ethics. To 

unpack the full academic use of the term, I here give a history of the term’s 

development across several disciplines and literature.  

Definition and History 

A definition of marginalization should acknowledge the way it functions at 

duel levels: the situation of a marginalized group and the marginalization of individual 

persons within that situation (Kerckhoff & McCormick, 1995). While the term has 

been used largely in regard to acculturation by minority cultures within majority 

cultures, its application to computer systems, local digital spaces, and online learning 

is important to the study of digital cultures. The definition of marginalization can 

encompass economic participation (Young, 2000) and focus on the exclusion of 

minorities, subgroups, or undesirables by disregarding their general expectations, 

desires, and needs (“Marginalization”); as Miriam F. Williams indicates, it can 

“include issues related to gender, race, class, gender, and sexuality because these 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

15 

 

identity factors are not mutually exclusive” (as quoted in Jones, Moore & Walton  

2016). It is worth mentioning the work of Iris Marion Young that has gone beyond 

European-based models of social justice and oppression to develop a concept of 

“justice…working out the applications of democratic political theory to issues of 

universal equality and access” (Wininger, 2011, p. 1173). For my purposes here, I 

consider the manner in which race, class, gender, sexuality, (dis)ability, and technical 

accessibility each play a role in how students are and are not represented in online 

class content and policies. 

The concept of “marginalization” was developed in the field of Sociology 

(Kerckhoff, & McCormick, 1995; Stonequist, 1934) to explain situations between two 

cultures and to hypothesize a marginal personality type for individuals caught up in 

these situations. In the field of anthropology, at the same time, the concept of 

“acculturation” was being developed to explain cultural change within bi-cultural or 

multicultural groups (Berry, 1974; Berry, 1984). The field of psychology has 

integrated these related concepts to model and investigate “acculturation strategies” 

whereby both assimilation and separation within dominant and subordinate cultural 

group situations can take place. Currently, the idea of multiple psychological strategies 

by dominant and subordinate groups for those adapting to multicultural situations is 

the standard definition (Lumsden 1984). What this notion of multiple strategies means 

for my purposes is that adaptation to a dominant culture (such as that of online 

cultures or online classes in higher education) is not merely a matter of a subordinate 

culture taking on attributes of a dominant culture; adaptation in this sense refers to a 
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network of cultural norms mutually determining how dominant and subordinate 

cultural patterns may unfold and evolve due to shifting socio-economic material 

factors. This is the broad definition I work from in this dissertation. It is no surprise 

that the concept of marginalization has become core to global socio-economic research 

within the last two decades. 

The concept of marginalization can be used to unpack a range of socio-

economic issues: those of the workplace (class and economics), geography (country 

and region), gender and behavior (domestic and extra-domestic roles), etc. I am 

concerned with how an intersectional population of students (and some teachers) can 

be marginalized in regard to (primarily) gender and sexuality via learning 

technologies, especially for digital classroom spaces. I also use the concept of 

marginalization to discuss gender identities as primary existential states within the 

phenomenon of online sexual harassment. 

A model of marginalization developed by Jehoel-Gijsbers and Vrooman (2007) 

begins by defining the term “marginalized” as generally synonymous with “social 

exclusion.”2 Marginalization as a concept is used within humanities and social 

sciences literature to indicate such socially excluded populations. The characteristics 

of social exclusion according to this model are due to 1) economic/structural 

segregation, 2) socio-cultural factors, and 3) insufficient cultural integration (Jehoel-

Gijsberg & Vrooman, 2007). These characteristics can be mapped onto my literature 

 
2 While this model was developed to address European immigration issues, it is referenced in literatures 

as a standard to determine social exclusion factors. 
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review that is grouped by emphasis on bodies, technology, and social justice, 

especially given material conditions for online education. The issues and literature that 

address US civil rights in response to overall sexual harassment, student populations, 

and gender issues (using this model) also address such marginalization for sexual 

harassment in digital spaces. 

Marginalized populations are structurally excluded from general rights, 

including those of educational opportunities and the policies that mark such 

opportunities; also, such marginalization may include identity in two or more cultures 

(Bennett, 1997; Castillo, 2009). Such marginalized populations also may contain sub-

groups excluded even within the wider marginalized communities; for instance, 

policies that address physical harassment in educational spaces may not address such 

harassment in online educational spaces. Marginalization includes demographics of 

economics, and such economic exclusion may include public higher online education, 

which often has student populations that cannot take advantage of traditional on-

campus classes. Such populations include stay-at-home parents (often mothers), 

returning students who work full-time, and physically disabled students who may not 

be able to attend classes on campus regularly. They may also include students who 

choose not to attend class in person due to mental disabilities. It is worth mentioning 

that LGBTQIA+ students often feel more comfortable in online classes than in face-

to-face class situations (Miller 2017). 

There are also the digitally disadvantaged, those without suitable/reliable 

devices and internet access who do not have the choice to enroll in online courses and 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

18 

 

are restricted to onsite courses. My discussion here of marginalized groups 

unfortunately cannot sufficiently include individuals so oppressed by religious, 

economic, geographic, or political factors that they cannot take online courses and 

may not even know about the availability of such courses. I mention such digitally 

marginalized groups later in my literature review, however. Marginalization must be 

considered as relative instead of absolute. Marginalization for this study is largely 

about civil rights, but it also touches on technology and embodiment. The more 

detailed political implications of social justice activism in response to the marginalized 

digital population I address in this dissertation may be unpacked in a future project.  

While it could be argued that online presence and policy (or data collection of 

such a digital population) does not fit in with many broadly accepted definitions of 

marginalization, I claim, based on my literature research, that online education spaces 

are often ignored regarding such populations. Online education spaces for overlooked 

and marginalized populations, especially for women and non-traditionally gendered 

populations, need to be researched more when it comes to sexual harassment and 

bullying in general. The online student population I consider is marginalized, and such 

marginalization overlaps with gender, race, sexual orientation, and (dis)ability—

although the focus for my research in marginalization addresses mostly issues of 

gendering. To focus on marginalized populations here, I consider literature in 

embodiment, feminism, technology, and social justice. Specifically, I see the 

overlapping populations of women, youth, disabled students, stay-at-home students, 

sexual minorities, and technology-challenged online learning populations as being 
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affected by a lack of research and policies on the topic of sexual harassment in online 

learning spaces. 

Bullying and Harassment 

Regarding bullying and harassment, I look primarily at literature in technical 

communication and social science journals. Online harassment has been studied 

extensively over the past two decades. Because my dissertation addresses online 

harassment, I focus on online bullying and harassment here. 

Obviously, such harassment happens only when students have access to 

technology that allows them to take online classes. Verbal aggression in online 

behaviors can be broken into nine categories: 1) making threats, 2) harassing someone 

with sexual content, 3) making fun of someone, 4) pretending to be someone else, 5) 

revealing information about someone’s private life, 6) demonstrating one has 

information about someone’s life that may affect that individual’s psychological well-

being, 7) using someone’s image without authorization, 8) devaluating someone’s life, 

and 9) insulting someone (Da Viega Simao et al., 2018). While all these actions 

potentially could take place in an online class, I see the most likely situations to occur 

as making threats, harassing someone with sexual content, making fun of someone, 

devaluating someone’s life, and insulting someone. I am focused on students harassing 

someone with sexual content, which (within LMS environments and most related 

social media platforms used by the instructor) likely would be sexual content in a 

written digital form. 
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To address aggressions, we must ground any answers in facts about online 

sexual harassment in digital spaces. This dissertation is meant to begin that discussion. 

Ideally, research into narratives would include student populations exposed to sexual 

harassment, but this is not possible for obvious confidentially reasons. Before getting 

marginalized populations involved in the classroom design or policy-making process, 

we must conduct research and generate knowledge as I have done in this dissertation. 

The fact is that not all online spaces are equally dangerous.  

Some online environments are more likely to lead to harassment than others. 

Discussion, pornography, dating, and gaming sites have been found more likely to 

encourage negative behaviors (Gainsbury, Browne, & Rockloff, 2019). Although 

online teaching spaces are relatively safe online spaces for social engagement, it is 

important to note that they are not always safe spaces and are given to some limited 

administrative controls that can lead to online harassment. Harassment is less likely to 

occur repeatedly in online environments when it is not allowed to become a norm. 

Indeed, being less aggressive and more prosocial seems to increase with young adults 

being engaged within prosocial communities (Erreygers, Vandebosch, Vranjes, 

Baillien, & De Witte, 2018). We assume that digital teaching spaces are relatively 

safe, and they can be when we model behavior.  

Students who communicate within online class spaces where respectful 

behavior is the norm are less likely to engage in anti-social behavior. However, 

students who are exposed to harassment may store such memories throughout the 

entire semester. When students are exposed to violence, the memory of such violence 
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is retained in the mind for longer periods than are positive memories (Riddle, 2014). It 

is worth remembering this fact when dealing with violence in written form in online 

class spaces; students remember painful exchanges more than attempts to ameliorate 

insults. 

Also, a degree of anonymity in online classes can create a “disinhibiting 

effect” on users. When anonymity is allowed or even encouraged by instructors to 

safeguard student identities, it can have the effect of increasing rather than decreasing 

harassment language. Allowing posts by students to be available for review by other 

students and by administrators creates a “common-bond” identity that can become a 

norm that may deter deviant behavior (Nicholls & Rice, 2017). Students who share a 

classroom behavior norm are more likely to respect the feelings of others. 

However, provocation as a rhetorical communication strategy may have its 

place in online classes. Three elements of provocation are unexpectedness, 

intentionality, and contravention of norms (Boudana & Segev, 2017). Provocation 

generally refers to “an action or speech that may be intentional and may stimulate a 

reaction, which is often, but not necessarily, violent” (Boudana & Segev, 2017, p. 

329). Provocation may “serve pedagogic purposes, enhance critical thinking and be 

beneficial for the provoked party [but it] may also elicit negative reactions and open 

conflicts” (Boudana & Segev, 2017, p. 342). When provocation for rhetorical purposes 

in peer discussions turns into harassment, the instructor must step in to address the 

issue; it is better, however, for the instructor to troubleshoot such harassment in the 
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beginning via policies and classroom design rather than attempt to remedy the 

situation once it happens. 

Since social life takes place within a framework of personal relationships, 

people need inclusion and belongingness, but they must deal with disagreement and 

breakups (Abrams, Hogg, & Marques, 2005). Groups online are similar in basic ways 

to offline groups insofar as social life does not happen without challenging 

connections with others. Student discussions that are moderated too much and 

prevented from developing naturally can impede classroom solidarity and cohesion. 

On the other hand, when discussions are not monitored at all, serious arguments and 

student alienation can occur. Part of monitoring online exchanges in class has to do 

with insuring that students’ attitudes are positive. This monitoring is especially 

desirable, but difficult, when it comes to marginalized populations. 

The role that online technologies play in marginalization is complex. The use 

of online networks is related to socio-economic factors, primarily education and 

income, but also individual and group attitudes towards technology. Education and 

income are directly related to low use of communication technologies (Reisdorf & 

Groselj, 2015). Such marginalization of certain student groups will always be present 

in online classes, no matter how homogeneous the class body may appear at first 

glance. Factors that affect use of online technologies are available technical materials, 

technical skills, and access to online digital spaces (Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2014; 

Van Dijk & Van Deursen, 2015). If it is a matter of not being aware of available 
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internet facilities, student training on how to access resources and offline class 

materials may be of benefit. 

When students are not allowed to confront each other inappropriately or to 

become identified with a repressed group in class due to limits in the LMS, there can 

occur a shift from local person-to-person networks to social networks integrated with 

technology, which has been called “networked individualism” (Rainee & Wellman, 

2014). Such a shift can allow students to express their personal realities to each other 

and make their offline lives in some ways equate with their online classroom lives. If 

students do not feel welcome or safe, they may leave the LMS class space and 

communicate with each other outside the sanctioned online system; in strained class 

situations, it may even amount to a type of “diaspora” (Pearce & Artemesia, 2009). 

Offline student engagement is probably more likely to happen in a hybrid class where 

students have met face-to-face and socioeconomic factors do not prohibit offline 

meetings. The digital divide between the privileged with access to digital technology 

and those without applies to both rich and poor populations (Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 

2019), but student access could be thought of in terms of the divide between students 

from higher and lower socioeconomic backgrounds and of differing cultural 

expectations of technological abilities by diverse groups. 

There are socioeconomic conditions that make equality and access 

problematic. Regarding digital exclusion of socioeconomic status, Helsper’s (2012) 

“relative deprivation theory” allows a “[move] away from explanations based purely 

on the individual and socioeconomic structures toward social group processes that 
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change from one situation to the next” (Helsper, 2012 p. 223, 2012). The claim is that 

“if people are surrounded by others like them who do not see or obtain the value of 

digital resources such as access, skills, and engagement, they are unlikely to see their 

own disengagement as problematic” (p. 237). Administrators of online programs and 

online instructors should be aware of how digital spaces are sites where individual 

student perceptions of inclusion can alter over time (Helsper, 2012). To some degree, 

there are network effects that lead to social inequality and conflicts based on such 

inequality. 

The choices of individual users are heavily influenced by those of peers within 

these domains given to inequality (DiMaggio & Garip, 2012). It’s been suggested that 

inequality is worsened “when effects of individual differences are multiplied by social 

networks” (p. 93). There are conditions where network effects can discourage 

inequality, however. To begin with, the instructor should design the digital class space 

so that some students are not targeted for special attention or writing opportunities, 

especially those already in privileged positions. 

Instructors should also make sure that access to online technologies is 

accounted for in creating late policies; some students who do not have easy access to 

the online class due to socioeconomic concerns may submit work late at times and 

should not be penalized for their disadvantage. After all, students need access online to 

interact with other students and the instructor in order to be engaged in “active 

equality,” so an instructor should work around institutional restrictions and promote 

social justice values in developing writing assignments and creative activities (Colton 
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& Holmes, 2018). Bonilla-Silva (2014) claims that persistent economic and social 

segmentation that affects student use of online technology is bound up with broader 

ideological concerns. From this perspective, broader ideological framing using a 

feminist intersectionality may allow both social justice issues in online education and 

problems of marginality in regard to harassment to be better understood. 

Marginalization, however, can take place even within social justice groups 

made up of academics (Karides, 2013), and it is important for researchers to 

acknowledge their own privilege in using the concept of marginalization (Karides, 

2013). Privilege, of course, is not distributed evenly even among marginalized groups. 

Families in lower-income communities, who often do not have regular access to online 

technology, may rely on younger members to help with communication needs (Katz, 

Moran, & Gonzalez, 2018). Students from lower-income families may be involved in 

supporting the technical communication needs of their families. Some online students 

from lower-income families may be relying on younger family members to assist them 

with LMS-based activities in online classes. When designing classes to lower the 

potential for harassment, instructors must understand how student input to the class 

may be made by a family member (or friend) and not the enrolled student and how to 

deal with such a problematic situation. 

Though digital media is often believed to alleviate differences between lower- 

and middle-class students, and though it’s possible for “digital technologies [to serve 

as] powerful instruments of growth in the cultural sector” (Mihelj, Leguina, & 

Downey, 2019, p. 1465), engagement with education institutions is still seriously 
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class- and ethnicity-based, both online and offline. Yerrick and Gilbert (2011) point to 

how “marginalized youths play a substantive role in maintaining unfair policies and 

practices in schools…[but these]…students have sound reasons for their 

interpretations of school policies and…teacher pedagogy and take an active part in 

separating themselves from ‘normal’ schooling” (p. 86). Students who perceive 

themselves as marginalized by normative school policies (created by policymakers 

with good intentions) may marginalize themselves even more so. 

There are ways to address the marginalization issue that are relatively 

straightforward. The fact of localization has social justice implications; to focus on 

linguistic, cultural, political, economic, and legal systems [and I would add 

technological] is to “otherize” users/students by ignoring the role that local conditions 

play in their marginalization (Agboka, 2013). Marginalized groups and individuals 

may try to minimize insults or harassment through humor and mental repression 

(Davis, & Shenk, 2016), in which case their reportage may not give a clear picture of 

how they experience it. Gonzales and Baca (2017) call for increased linguistic and/or 

cultural diversity that should be “embedded and streamlined across all aspects of 

online technical communication programs” (p. 273). With increased diversity in 

education programs, a recognition of this diversity must include training of instructors 

and development of online programs that are more sensitive to students’ needs across 

cultures and languages. 

To address such needs, we might speak to users’ relation with smartphones as 

amounting to a “digital companionship” (Carolus, Binder, Muench, Schmidt, Florian 
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Schneider, & Buglass, 2019) so that “conceptualizing the smartphone to be more than 

a mere technological device and to postulate a digital companionship is…a 

heuristically fruitful perspective” (p. 930). Many, if not most, higher education 

students today access their LMS accounts through smartphones. If the phone is more 

personal than the PC was, then their perceived intimacy with the instructor and 

classmates may be increased. 

To summarize this section as it relates directly to my dissertation 

• any discussion of how to address online sexual harassment behavior must be 

based, as much as possible, in facts derived from research; 

• victimization of students is more likely to occur when there is some degree of 

anonymity and where socioeconomic problems occurring outside the online 

classroom are manifest in disproportionate power relations between students; 

• research on digital learning spaces in relation to sexual harassment is itself an 

overlooked (and marginalized) area of study that needs development; 

• smartphone usage and a more ubiquitous digital communication technology 

has expanded in the United States, but many students do not have ready access 

to online education and thus fall outside an area of study (such as this 

dissertation) where social justice and student rights are considered; and 

• this fact of accessibility in regard to gender and class needs additional study 

when it comes to online embodiment, harassment, and digital education spaces. 
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Ethics 

In this section, I briefly consider a few ethical issues in dealing with 

marginalization and online information. Should we consider student harassment 

behavior in online environments and any teacher/administrator reactions as a matter of 

individual or social responsibility? One approach is from a concept of responsibility to 

focus on invention and ethics in language of the sort found in technical 

communication. Since technical communication activities inevitably have an ethical 

lens, especially when dealing with gender, race, or cultural issues, the question of 

individual responsibility versus social justice is bound to come up. However, because 

an ethical framing based on individual responsibility (for both student and teacher) 

cannot take full account of historical social injustices, socioeconomic and physical 

limitations, related activism movements, or material conditions affecting particular 

minority groups, I do not see an ethics of responsibility as the best framing lens. The 

teacher cannot be held ultimately responsible for the behavior of students, and students 

cannot be held ultimately responsible for ethical misbehaviors within online spaces 

that they do not know how to navigate. 

Another possible option for framing ethical problems in such sexual 

harassment situations is to rely on an ethics of care (Haimson, Ringland, & Hayes, 

2014). For an ethics of care, the primary motivator for addressing the issue of sexual 

harassment is one of love and concern playing into affective states that can be 

communicated online. I believe that an ethics of care approach would work better in 
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face-to-face situations where a “personal touch” attitude can be physically manifested. 

This is not to say that such personalized relationships cannot be created online. 

I claim that a social justice ethics is more appropriate for dealing with sexual 

harassment in online classroom spaces. An activist syllabus that fully embraces social 

justice is best designed when professional technical communicators in charge of 

administration or “public intellectualism” contribute (Bivens, Cole, & Heilig, 2019). 

Also, to fully embrace inclusivity and social justice ethics, technical communication 

professionals working as instructors should design syllabi geared to expand 

opportunities for activism. It is essential here to consider the “ethical gray area” of 

power relations when studying or teaching marginalized groups online. For instance, 

fear of online surveillance crosses online population demographics and political 

backgrounds (Stoycheff, Liu, Xu, & Wibowo, 2019). 

While an “egalitarian” surveillance technology consequentially answers a 

social justice demand to avoid isolating certain populations, it does not answer the 

larger issue of how to collect sensitive information, both classroom and research data, 

without crossing privacy limits. This grey area must be considered, however. Here, 

“power relations” indicates a matter of communication technology limits and freedom 

of information. Student apprehension of academic and/or legal monitoring should be 

noted carefully when analyzing student-created data and when gathering/recording 

that data for research or administrative purposes. Students should be made 

comfortable sharing information—especially when they are aware of the possibility of 

sexual harassment. The bottom line is that a discursive framework for determining 
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privacy protection guidelines is necessary (Minkkinen, 2019), and administrative and 

legal documents that frame any decisions about privacy protection guidelines for 

online students and their data should be readily available for students to review. In 

concluding this section, I will restate that while an ethics of responsibility and an 

ethics of care can be a useful way of framing online classroom behaviors for some 

research purposes, the issue of sexual harassment in digital learning spaces is best 

approached using a social justice lens, where considerations of power relations 

between students and between genders can be addressed with more depth and nuance. 

Bodies 

This section reviews literature on bodies in terms of 1) gender and sexuality, 2) 

disability, 3) race, and 4) LGBTQIA+ concerns. I refer to research on social media at 

times to indicate possible applicability to gender issues in online education spaces. 

This section is organized into four parts: 1) gender and sexuality, 2) disability, 3) race, 

and 4) LGBTQIA+ issues. To begin, gender, like issues of class, is not an identity that 

adheres to a particular place and time. 

Gender and Sexuality 

According to Alain Badiou’s social theory for research questions, “class and 

gender are not fixed [and] they emerge from practice in complex, often intersectional 

ways, that do not transcend their structural contexts” (David, 2016, p. 2769). We need 

to consider how classroom language and learning technology structure can affect the 

way class and gender evolve within classroom discussions and how students react to 

each other and to the teacher. It is very important to understand the complexity of 
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identity via intersectionality (class/gender/sexuality/etc.) when trying to investigate 

and report on sexual harassments situations. Regarding the notion of evolving 

identities, I assert that social media behaviors often apply to LMSs that are used in a 

social media fashion. 

There is a “dark side” to discourse in gendered hierarchies, and gendering can 

affect the marginalization of both individuals engaged in the discourse (Denker, 2013). 

The main concern, from a social justice perspective here, is how (usually female) 

bodies are gendered and treated. For instance, women’s “bodies” in virtual space are 

either absent compared to male bodies within video games or they are sexualized 

when they are included (Johnson, 2015), and misogyny in video games has been 

acknowledged and increasingly studied since the notorious “Gamergate.” Feminists 

and social justice activists have rightfully reacted against such digital exclusion 

(Jenson & De Castell, 2013); use of literature on this issue can be of value to technical 

communicators, WPAs, and online instructors in designing classes and syllabi that 

must avoid misogyny. Such misogyny and stereotyping can show up in how students 

treat teachers as well as each other. It is often the case that during student feedback, 

female lecturers often are infantilized or portrayed as maternal; male professors are 

often feminized in response to gender stereotypes, homophobia, and misogyny 

(Nichols & Petzold, 2018). 

Social media can serve the purpose of connecting individuals along ideological 

purposes even when those purposes are not explicitly stated. I wonder if gendered 

student discussion spaces are an option for online class design. One study indicated 
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that Facebook groups for professional women can support feminist practices even if 

the group is not labeled as feminist explicitly. Unfortunately, these all-female groups 

do not always cross socioeconomic lines (Pruchniewska, 2019). Here, again, 

intersectionality, however problematic at times, must be taken into consideration when 

assessing how marginality affects women online. The way women react to body 

images (and arguably body language in class texts) can be a source of hurt in online 

discussions. Social media studies are useful in evaluating how women respond to 

online classroom language. Instagram “body positive” images can have a positive 

impact on women’s mood, body satisfaction, and body appreciation (Cohen, Fardouly, 

Newton-John, & Slater, 2019). However, even the use of disclaimer labels on social 

media image posts may not be effective in reducing the dissatisfaction that women feel 

about their bodies (Fardouly & Holland, 2018). Fitspiration media app images may 

motivate people to lead healthier lifestyles, but they may also negatively impact the 

body image of women (Fardouly, Willburger, & Vartanian, 2019). 

Since men can be sexually harassed online also (though much less often), it is 

worth noting that men’s relationship to digital bodies differs from that of women’s. 

The Fitspiration app has been shown closely related to appearance more than health 

among men (Fatt, Fardouly, & Rapee, 2019). This may indicate that men also search 

for positive body images using social media. Regarding social justice, it is important 

for social justice research to “include men because they too experience and suffer from 

systems of domination” (Peterson, & Walton, 2018, 439).  Of course, it is also 

important to remember the issue of toxic masculinity and the key role it can play in 
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online harassment situations. Trying to prevent toxic male linguistic practices often 

fails, and the exclusion of women from an online network developed within a 

patriarchal technical structure is common despite our best efforts (Sandhu, 2015).  

Harassment is more about power than sexual desire or behavior, but sex (as 

activity and trope) obviously plays a role. Sexual language today is essential for much 

sexual socialization for students, and digital sexual expression is an important part of 

many students’ lives. Smith and Barker argue that “it is productive to understand 

pornography as a site for developing sexual identities and relationships, as a form of 

sexual leisure and play, and in relation to the broader emergence of mediated 

intimacies” (2018). Some LGBTQIA+ students may feel more comfortable expressing 

sexuality in online classes than in face-to-face class situations (Miller 2017). However, 

the degree to which young students engage in online sexual behaviors, such as sexting, 

may be overrated. Sexting images are gendered, and teenagers tend to believe that 

their peers sext more than they do (Symons, Ponnet, Walrave, & Heirman, 2018). This 

means that the way males and females approach online sexual expressions differ and 

that how digital body image-via-language is created can be gendered. 

To summarize this section in relation to my dissertation purposes 

• issues of gender and class fluidity play a role in how sexual harassment 

situations evolve online; 

• because women’s digital “bodies” (and talk revolving around female-gendered 

bodies) are particularly vulnerable in online spaces, class content and design 

must regulate and proactively address these issues; 
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• though social media apps are not regularly a part of LMS design, the lessons 

taken from social media app use are important;  

• images and language on body image can affect both female and male self-

esteem; and 

• sexualization of language in online spaces can be both productive for students 

who are developing sexual identities and dangerous when such language 

devolves into a hostile environment.  

Disability 

Here, I briefly address disability in relation to marginality. It is important to 

include disabled concerns when designing classes to prevent harassment since 

“including the voices of people who are affected by medical and mental health 

documents can spur the development of ethical practices in the production of technical 

communication” (Hollady, 2017). Also, it is essential that multimodal/universal design 

for classrooms more comprehensively address disability and accessibility in digital 

classrooms (Walters, 2010). Regarding disability for speech communication, St. Pierre 

argues that “the exclusion of nonnormative voices within liberal humanism results 

from a tension between the conception of speech as rational and universal, and its 

embodied particularity that erodes any claim to universality” (330). We err when we 

assume a student norm in designing online class structures and assignments. Since 

“almost all technical communication practices are embedded in the construction of 

normalcy in one way or another” (Palmeri, 2006), degrees of ableness in online 

courses must be considered. 
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How might sexual harassment work differently online for a student who is 

physically impaired? This question could be answered with better information on how 

sexual harassment takes place online for the disabled. Some researchers call for 

greater understanding of normativity’s role in communication and for a transparency 

of norms (Rothenberger, Auer, & Pratt, 2017), and we must ask how disability 

concerns regarding sexual harassment are configured with degrees of ableness in both 

students and teachers online. Finally, usability and the usefulness of public digital 

information applies to educational sites, to the posting of harassment policies, and to 

the usability of LMS classes (Simmons & Zoetewey, 2012). In sum, disabled students 

(and disabled bodies) must be explicitly acknowledged in class design and policy, and 

materials on harassment must be clearly accessible for a range of abilities. I see 

disability as a fruitful area of further study in relation to the topic of online sexual 

harassment in digital learning spaces. 

Race 

Questions of race are core for any discussion of intersectionality. Physically 

marginalized students and digitally marginalized students (and harassed student 

bodies) are deeply codetermined by identity groupings, especially regarding the 

relationship between race and gender. Some scholars “believe that race is not a 

relevant concept in our society or field [and some] argue that we live in a nonracist 

society, and thus the need to acknowledge color no longer exists” (Williams & 

Pimentel, 2012, p. 271). However, as Flores (2016) contends, race may be so 

important in regard to marginality that it should be considered core to the disciplines 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

36 

 

of rhetoric and technical communication. Online racialized expressions (and perhaps 

those sexualized via race) usually involve multiple computer network interactions so 

that harassing ideas move through different parts of a network of offensive comments 

(Murthy & Sharma, 2018). While multiple media platforms tend to be integrated in an 

LMS classroom compared to large social media systems such as YouTube, there are 

components to many online class structures that involve multiple areas for social 

interaction. For instance, there are chat functions, peer feedback discussions, class 

email, and student announcement responses. 

Ortiz (2019) has documented how violent language is often used in gaming 

culture as a way for black males to negotiate online social relations. If such discourse 

is “a practice of boundary-making that reproduces racism and sexism” (p. 880) and is 

a mechanism through which social actors create and negotiate status and language 

play, then the intersection of male gender and black race is important in understanding 

how harassment discourses can evolve. Jones (2017) uses “cultural empowerment as a 

conceptual framework [and] emphasizes the interrelated role of culture, rhetorical 

agency, and empowerment in discursive analysis and communicative practice” (p. 

319). She calls for “a more culturally sensitive approach in business, professional, and 

organizational communication” (p. 319). 

In the case of policies designed by administrators and online classes designed 

by educators, acknowledgment of black men as seriously underrepresented in higher 

education as both students and teachers should be paramount in determining cause and 

blame for sexual harassment incidents. If the use of racist and/or sexist language for 
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black men is a way to “enact rhetorical agency in ways that work within oppressive 

systems” (Jones, 2017, p. 319), it is worth considering whether a rhetorical behavior or 

script works within oppressive online learning spaces. This is not to say that racist or 

sexist language should be ignored when used by marginalized populations. 

Media aimed at persons of color is made up of distinct communication venues 

and within education may play a role in how non-white students see online class 

discussions unfolding. Such media outlets can be distinguished from other mainstream 

media forms according to categories self-selected by minority audiences (Johnson, 

2010), so minority students may be the best judges of how they do and do not engage 

in class discussion based on their experience with such media. It is still valuable, 

however, for white-identified researchers and teachers to study such specialized media 

in order to better design more accessible online classes, even when they are not 

themselves members of a community (Johnson, 2010). Indeed, the act of engaging 

(through corporeal discursive acts) with online class technology may even be a means 

of transforming the concept of race (Morema, 2011). Baraldi (2017) suggests that a 

mediation of racial and ethnic language can help solve the problems of some migrant 

communities’ inclusion within communication systems, as long as classroom 

designers and policymakers do not allow a hierarchical model to marginalize these 

communities and students. 

Intragroup marginalization can also be a factor with students of color. In one 

study, Latino college students were shown to deal with tensions regarding 

acculturation from within (as well as without) their local Latino culture group 
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(Castillo, 2009). For online students, issues of pressure to acculturate from instructors, 

the educational system, and peers may be exacerbated by pressures within their 

cultural communities. A teacher who is not a member of a particular marginalized 

group will have to take care in confronting any intra-group harassment. Just and 

Christiansen (2012) claim there is “a close relationship between diversity understood 

as a measure of the differences within a group, and the subjects of diversity 

understood as the individuals who contribute to making the group more diverse” (p. 

323). Those who design online classes and syllabi need to distinguish carefully 

between students who come from marginalized groups and the perceived norms of 

those groups via research as opposed to student feedback. 

The main point for the purposes of this dissertation is that race as an 

intersectional component of any online classroom sexual harassment situations must 

be addressed in a very sensitive manner. The intersections of race, gender, class, and 

ethnicity will present problematic situations when dealing with sexual harassment 

online and when designing online classes to prevent these complex problems.  

LGBTQIA+ 

Sexual harassment situations will not always take place between self-identified 

heterosexual students, of course. LGBTQIA+ students may find sexual harassment 

situations particularly disruptive since their perceived non-heteronormative identity 

may have forced them into a marginalized position even before harassment occurs. 

One study found that (doubly marginalized) queer youth of color preferred social 

media outlets that allowed them to express personal beliefs and sexual feelings 
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without the danger of possible online engagement with family members (Cho, 2018). 

A “default publicness” for these students shaped their experiences on social media. 

The danger of teachers or administrators engaging with any personal information in an 

online class environment may be another reason for such students to remain mute and 

marginalized. It could be claimed that many, if not most, LGBTQIA+ students in 

online classes experience a sort of digital “working closet” where they must “navigate 

a heteronormative world for success…and survival” (Cho, 2018, 20). Well-thought out 

class policies and quick teacher oversite can ameliorate but not prevent this reality. It 

is interesting that even a romantic relationship can make a person feel part of a 

marginalized community. Individuals who feel that they cannot share information 

about their romantic life can suffer from worse personal health (Lehmiller, 2012). 

Discussion of romantic relationships between same-sex (or non-gender-conforming) 

students may be hampered in public online forums; this self-restraint could alienate 

some students from the class as a whole or make them less likely to engage in peer 

discussions, especially postings where some personal facts are often shared. 

Eguchi and Asante (2016) argue that “sexuality, sex/gender, and body function 

[are] significant facets of overall identity” and that “queer intercultural in-between 

spaces are discursive and ideological sites in which we are comfortable to exist, live, 

dwell, and inhabit” (p. 171). Ideally, the online class according to this goal would be a 

place where queer students would not be marginalized. I wonder if the concept of 

“queerness” as an “ideality” (Muñoz, 2009) where “the intersections and interplays 

between the queer and the intercultural require on-going critiques, examinations, and 
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theorizations” (p. 185) are beyond the experiential understanding of most heterosexual 

online teachers of communication and writing. Perhaps, just as ethnic groups and 

students of color need to be invested as much as possible in the informal design of 

online class discussions, students who identify within LGBTQIA+ communities need 

to have personal access to LGBTQIA+ teachers to explain how they do or do not feel 

comfortable with class assignments and exercises. I recognize that such exchanges 

would require an already present dialogue between teacher and student and would 

venture into problematic issues of teacher-student communication and faculty hiring.  

McDonald (2015) writes that “further engagement with queer theory can 

contribute to organizational communication theorizing about difference” (p. 310). 

Here is where using queer theory in order to understand online sexual harassment and 

digital learning spaces can contribute to a deeper understanding of LBGTQ+ realities 

as well as other marginalized populations; queer theory applications can show us how 

differences easily lead to marginalization when one group enjoys hegemonic control 

of class design and dominance over dialogue. McDonald (2015) suggests three 

guiding principles for queer difference research: 1) to stress and critique normative 

values; 2) to take a non-categorical view of  difference, intersectionality, and 

normativity; and 3) to advocate for a politics that challenges normativity overall (p. 

310). He claims that “pursuing queer research in organizational communication and 

beyond will undeniably foster more nuanced conversations about difference, 

intersectionality, and normativity, as well as more complex ways to understand the 

ways in which privilege and disadvantage operate” (p. 326). For the purposes of this 
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dissertation, I take it that by designing classes and policies with queer theory (and 

applications) in mind, we can better call out and challenge normativity, allowing for a 

more responsive, progressive social justice politics in both class activities and online 

class research. 

Technology 

A review of literature about the technology involved in online education shows 

how marginalization can occur and how solutions to the issue are mostly achievable. 

This section addresses issues of technology in relation to sexual harassment; I break 

the review into four parts: 1) online education, 2) social media, 3) research methods, 

and 4) theory.  

Online Education 

Currently, basic strategies for designing and delivering online courses in 

technical communication and writing are changing and being rethought (Rodrigo & 

Ramírez, 2017). For instance, cloud-based technologies for online writing classes are 

increasingly used. Researchers point out that “exploring cloud-based, collaborative 

writing tools will help us better understand the concerns, behaviors, and issues faced 

by [students] collaborating in distributed learning management environments” 

(Mehlenbacher, Kelly, Kampe, & Kittle Autry, 2018). However, instructors must 

respect the interplay of power relations already present in the contemporary classroom 

and how these technologies might exacerbate them (215). Of course, these online 

education technologies may exacerbate already present disadvantages, and it has been 
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argued that socio-economic inequality is related to exploitative technologies that 

exacerbate inequality (Eubanks, 2011; Van Deursen, & Helsper, E. J., 2015). 

While most US students currently enrolled in higher education classes will 

have access to online technology and social media via smartphones, this is not to deny 

that a significant percentage of college students may not have access to current 

smartphone technology. However, that population falls outside this dissertation’s 

focus on students who are currently using online education technology. Online 

education teachers and administrators can take advantage of nearly ubiquitous access 

to facilitate student learning of social media and thereby increase student 

connectedness to academic life. At least 84 % of US teenagers have personal 

smartphones (Common Sense Media, 2018). When teaching students about digital 

literacy, it is important to determine how students are using particular online platforms 

so they can learn the importance of not posting inappropriate content that could 

weaken their career prospects. Again, the technical communication class is 

particularly suited to this sort of training (Melton, Miller, & Salmona, 2018). 

While the availability of digital and mobile technologies has blurred the lines 

between personal and educational purposes, implications for how we characterize 

student writing also has become blurred, including even seemingly inconsequential 

writing acts such as texting. In fact, since many professors write using a combination 

of online tools for more than just work, composing fiction, poetry, blogs, and essays 

for personal fulfillment and civic purposes, they should be encouraged to take an 

equally interconnected approach to writing in professional and technical 
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communication classrooms (Blythe, Lauer & Curran, 2014). There will be times in 

constructing online classes when creative sections of the curriculum may play a part in 

the LMS design. An introductory technical communication class may play a role in 

university retention since students’ feeling of being “part of” can be enhanced by 

including a social media component in the LMS course. When teaching appropriate 

online and classroom behavior is part of the curriculum, students seem to prefer that 

use of social media be well integrated in the LMS classroom (Friess & Lam, 2018). 

Of course, there are difficulties in teaching students on specific workplace 

softwares due to quickly updated apps and insufficient faculty experience with some 

required softwares (Rush & Renguette, 2017). The same applies to teaching students 

about LMS components, class design, and approved social media applications. An 

online orientation is one way to solve this problem. Orientation is also the best time to 

include policies on classroom behavior that include sexual harassment information. 

Understanding how students engage online, experience embodiment, and 

express affect is another important part of understanding how online education 

technology relates to marginalization. One way to theorize how students use personas 

in online classes is to view the function as ventriloquizing, one person speaking with 

another’s voice (Rose & Tenenberg, 2018). There are limitations to this view of 

personas, however, one being that such a theory removes authentic student “voices” 

and limits the explanatory power for the material conditions of digital realities. 

According to Pickering (2009), “ethos and persona overlap to some degree because 

students occupy a role before they begin to create a persona online [where] students 
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develop credibility and trust through demonstrating knowledge of the course material, 

relevant work experience, and consistent participation in the course” (168). Students 

are perhaps more rhetorically digitally aware in 2019 than in 2009, but student 

understanding of rhetoric is still below the expectations that most educators expect 

(Pickering, 2009). When students analyze professional e-mails, the importance of tone 

is what they emphasize (Blackburne & Ferguson, 2018). Rhetorical cannons are a 

great way to teach multimodality (Bourelle, Bourelle & Jones, 2015), but it is essential 

to use materials that appeal to a diverse student group. 

Finally, there is the matter of training teachers how to teach online. It is 

essential in using all training methods to remain aware of how students from diverse 

backgrounds and identity groups will use the technology and scaffolding. The best-

case scenario would be to have a diverse graduate and/or teacher training pool, but this 

is not always possible. Online teacher training could use a double training model: one 

that explains both online teaching practices and practices in the workplace (Bartolotta, 

Bourelle, & Newmark, 2017). Another method for training educators to teach online is 

to allow educators to participate in experiential learning situations, current 

technologies, and reflection on the teaching process (Bay, 2017). Service-learning 

pedagogies for students can also work for online students (Bourelle, 2014). Using 

game design for online class creation, as it has been used for textbook design, is 

another option. (De Anda & Kocuerk, 2016). Another possibility to prepare students 

for grad-level online education is a course-embedded online student orientation 

(Watts, 2019). Also, immersion, reflection, and failure are effective strategies for 
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teaching graduate instructors how to teach online (Grover, Cargile Cook, Skurat 

Harris, & DePew, 2017). 

Any of these methods could be tweaked to emphasize diversity and social 

justice issues for online class discussion and writing. Teachers need to know how to 

incorporate social media into the classroom, especially the online class. To train 

technical communication instructors to use social media in their classwork, it is 

essential to have one social media person coordinate the training; to explore social 

media platforms other than Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube; and to create 

opportunities through technical communication and pedagogy literature/presentations 

(Vie, 2017). 

Many faculty members now engage in generating creative content for digital 

and mobile technologies; given this fact, professional and technical communication 

instructors should strive to incorporate such creative technology-based activities in the 

classroom (Blythe, Lauer, & Curran, 2014). Of course, in smaller writing programs, 

there may not be many resources or faculty to rely on for design participation. Often, 

the lone technical communication faculty member faces challenges as the only 

representative for technical writings classes (Sapp, 2006). This situation, however, has 

been changing over time as technical communication divisions have become more 

important to English departments and/or writing programs. 

It is essential to review policy use and procedure to teachers new to online 

education. The online classroom is not a reflection of the face-to-face class; it is a 

different sort of intellectual environment. When necessary for instructors to report 
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online sexual harassment, it is vital for administrators to avoid “victim blaming,” 

which has been shown to occur in on-campus sexual harassment reports (Lawrence, 

Fernandez, Lussos, Stabile, & Broeckelman-Post, 2019). There is no reason to believe 

that such victim blaming could not occur with reportage of harassment events in 

online classes. Also, it is a good idea to prepare tenure line faculty for extralocation 

teaching and important that there be more opportunities for contingent faculty to teach 

online classes (Dragga, 2017). Technical communication and professional writing 

instructors increasingly need to have access to more professional development and 

training, and this includes contingent faculty (Meloncon, 2017). Without more 

training, not only will online classes be taught by instructors with limited knowledge 

of the LMS and online curriculum design, but teachers will have had little to no 

opportunity to discuss the problems of marginality and the incorporation of an 

increasingly diverse student body into online education planning. 

To summarize this section, in relation to my dissertation purposes, 

technologies that make online education possible should be addressed in regard to 

sexual harassment in two ways: 1) socio-economic inequality that is related to 

exploitative technologies, including those of online education, must be acknowledged 

by both researchers and administrators as online learning programs and policies are 

developed; 2) training methods for creating populations of online teachers must strive 

for diversity among teachers and administrators, while also focusing on using teaching 

content that emphasizes diversity. 

  



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

47 

 

Social Media 

This section addresses social media and its relevance to online classroom 

design, policy, and pedagogy. The rapid increase in social media ensures that it will 

play more than just a supportive role in online education. Online personae in LMSs are 

influenced by personae in mainstream social media. The manner in which students 

create media personae through language (and occasionally images) in online classes 

can be seen less as a fictional character than as a constructed personality (Brown, 

2015). This persona is not representational so much as it an extension of the student’s 

biological body through the total computer network that allows them to communicate 

in the online space. Since college students may not be knowledgeable about the 

cultivation of normative online personae on a variety of media platforms, it is unlikely 

that they will understand how to craft a professional-yet-friendly persona for the 

online class. 

Students may also suffer from “imagined surveillance,” where they conceive 

any scrutiny that takes place in public online spaces as invasive. (Duffy & Chan, 

2019). It may be worthwhile to investigate in a future survey about online sexual 

harassment in class spaces on the topic of how real surveillance and “imagined 

surveillance” affect socioeconomic groups and students differently for online classes. 

Also, when students present images or particular details about themselves in online 

class environments, it is worth considering how much they identify with the image or 

facts and how much these really represent authentic information about their offline 

lives (Klimmt, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009). 
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Thorson and Wells (2016) argue that “from the perspective of an individual’s 

personal communication network, comparable processes of ‘curation’ are undertaken 

by a variety of actors—not only conventional newsmakers but also individual media 

users, social contacts, advertisers, and computer algorithms” (309). What this means 

for technical communication classes is that a combination of LMS functions and extra-

proprietary social media platforms must be accounted for in determining how agency 

and material conditions allow for positive and negative educational outcomes. With 

more students accessing online classes through mobile phones, it is imperative to 

recognize how such mobile technology is bound up with cultural and economic 

conditions; however, such mobile technologies, while allowing for distance learning, 

are also dependent on localization and therefore partly determined by student 

proximity to campus, local cultures, and local available technologies (Sun, 2009). 

Emotional responses to social media and social media-like functions in the 

LMS can affect how students share or do not share in class. One study found that users 

aged 15-25 see positive rather than negative emotions as more appropriate across all 

social media platforms (Waterloo, Baumgartner, Peter, & Valkenburg. 2018). On the 

other hand, it has been found that social media posts increase participation, while sad 

posts discourage participation, but anxiety’s relationship to participation is complex 

(Margolin & Liao, 2018). The term “hateware” has been used to describe media 

platforms that encourage “enable harassers while disempowering targets” (Brown & 

Hennis, 2019, p. 19). Angry participation, of course, is not to be encouraged in online 

classes; neither is participation driven by sadness. By using class content scaffolding 
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and discussion prompts to avoid generally negative, angry, or depressing posts, a 

teacher can enhance participation by those students less likely to share. Such posting 

management would especially help marginalized groups.  

Many people avoid expressing opinions on social media to avoid possible 

social sanctions; this is explained by the Spiral of Silence theory whereby social media 

users who are very sensitive to group opinion are generally less likely to express 

political ideas (Bäck, Bäck, Fredén, & Gustafsson, 2019). Social media can allow for 

young people to engage with each other to discuss civic or political issues. However, 

some platforms can subject them to surveillance, censorship, or various types of 

repression (Lee, 2018). This may be particularly true of LMS forums or class-

mandated social media discussions where instructor/institutional monitoring is crucial. 

Researchers have found that “seeking social support contributed to an 

increased usage of social media [and that] increased usage of social media was related 

to greater frequency and strength of evoking habitual behavior (Denq, Denq & Hsu, 

2019). They hypothesize that use of social media connections gives individuals a sense 

of social support and leads to reduced stress (233). Students may learn to seek positive 

feedback in online classes, even when their classes on campus may pressure them 

negatively. There is evidence to suggest that the level and targets of incivility in 

Facebook comments vary according to comment type and the ideological stance of the 

content of the posting (Yi-Fan, Xenos, Rose, Wirz, Scheufele, & Brossard, 2018). 

Such comparable incivility can be reduced in online classes, making students less 

likely to engage. 
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Researchers found that “those on liberal-news and national-news pages were 

less likely to be extremely uncivil than those on conservative-news and local-news 

ones” (Su, Xenos, Rose, Wirz, Scheufele & Brossard, 2018, p. 3692). Whether this 

means that students who lean right politically would be more likely to be uncivil in 

online classrooms (and thereby become harassing) is a good question for a further 

study. On the other hand, the type of social media platform may not matter for civil 

discourse. Comparing Facebook posts and Twitter tweets, one study indicated that 

while individuals may be more premeditated on Facebook compared with Twitter, 

there was no difference in regard for civility and politeness. It may be that platform 

affordances account for differences or that the sites may be made up of different types 

of people (Oz, Zheng, & Chen, 2018). 

The manner in which majority students perceive a particular sub-group of 

students in a class will vary from situation to situation, of course. Students who feel 

that the class is judgmental or aggressive may be less likely to share and, perhaps, 

more likely to be sensitive to microaggressions that could lead to harassment 

situations. Again, the Spiral of Silence theory argues that fear of social isolation 

precipitates silence in public spaces for minority opinions (Wu & Atkins, 2018). 

Research has shown that online news comment sections with a great degree of 

anonymity will promote a willingness to express outlier opinions (4524). It may be 

that the impact of content moderation also raises questions about what content 

moderation systems or policies are designed for; an educational, less punitive, model 

for content moderation is preferable (West, 2018). 
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One study of social media indicated that anonymous communication is 

generally viewed in negative terms and “appeared to play a significant role in 

interviewees’ ability to empathize and share feelings with others, and in some cases, it 

was experienced as a tool for promoting content over personality” (Sharon & John, 

2018, p. 4190). While online comments can promote positive outcomes, comments 

also can have undesired effects when the mood of the online crowd turns negative. 

Research has found that “negative reader comments (relative to positive comments) 

decreased message credibility [and] that the traditional functions of news media may 

be hindered by audience incivility” (Waddell, 2018). Negative comments in the LMS 

class may lessen students’ ability or willingness to take in information required to pass 

the class. 

Some claim that “social media use erodes our strong ties by increasing the 

volume of social interactions and decreasing their depth” (Vriens & Van Ingen, 2018, 

2432). It may be that “fears of negative consequences of Internet use have largely 

moved away from negative effects on the total volume of social interaction to negative 

effects on the number of strong ties and quality of relationships” (2433). Such a 

negative effect on quality of student relationships in online versus offline classes and 

how harassment corelates to these relationships would be an interesting follow-up to 

my dissertation study. Another study shows that when young adults increase online 

time, social time engaging with other people declines, but time spent on outdoor 

activities was unaffected (Vilhelmson, Elldér, & Thulin, 2018). This is an area where 

experiential learning could play a role in class design. 
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Turner and Foss (2018) offer a model of attentional social presence with four 

options: budgeted social presence (focus on availability); entitled social presence 

(limit the audience’s access to competing messages); competitive social presence 

(focus on the nature of the message); and invitational social presence (focus on 

another individual) (22). I would argue that an invitational element in the LMS 

classroom could encourage student-to-student positive interaction. Since perception of 

an online person’s honesty can predict whether an initial meeting in person goes well 

(Sharabi and Caughlin, 2019), an invitational dialogue in group discussion forums 

may lead to students meeting in person. 

For a student to come across as honest and forthright in online peer responses 

while also seeming positive, however, can be tricky. If local online platform use, even 

for a positive experience, “indicates limited tendencies to overcome existing social 

divisions.” (Rufas & Hine, 2018), then sociocultural factors, as I point out earlier, may 

hamper offline bonds. However, Standlee (2019) claims that establishment of offline 

relationships among college students due to social media exchanges on social or 

political data can lead to future potential friends. It may be that that solid friendships 

through social media networks are core elements to college students being successful. 

This is a good reason for teachers to promote student-to-student engagement in the 

online classes when offline relationships are a possibility; encouragement for offline 

engagement among marginalized groups is advisable (even if more problematic for 

teachers not a part of those marginalized groups). Note that there may be institutional 

policies that discourage offline student fraternization in some cases. 
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To summarize this section as related directly to my dissertation purposes 

• social media research has discovered that real surveillance and “imagined 

surveillance” is a reality for young people and may apply to students in  online 

classes; 

•  classroom elements that mimic social media apps can affect how students 

react emotionally and share or do not share in class; 

• students who feel that others are judgmental may be less likely to share; 

• the Spiral of Silence theory explains how a fear of social isolation triggers 

silence in public spaces for minority opinions; and 

• offline bonds among students can be encouraged using online classroom social 

media-like functions when policies do not discourage such. 

Research Methods 

Here, I address research methods for marginalization and comment on my 

experience of research in this study. While technical communication studies often 

depend on methods from the social sciences that appeal to data and claim to be 

“objective,” this is not in alignment with feminist methods involving affective or 

narrative engagement with the research process. According to Frost (2016), an 

“apparent feminism…seeks to recognize and make apparent the urgent and sometimes 

hidden exigencies for feminist critiques of contemporary politics, and technical 

rhetorics can modify attempts at a misguided objectivism in technical communication 

research” (p. 3). A better approach than one claiming absolute objectivity on the part 

of the researcher is one that  “encourages a response to social justice exigencies, 
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invites participation from allies who do not explicitly identify as feminist but do work 

that complements feminist goals, and makes apparent the ways in which efficient work 

actually depends on the existence and input of diverse audiences” (p. 3). 

I initially attempted something like this “apparent feminism” in my narratives 

(chapter three) by including an embedded self-analysis narrative within the narratives 

of sexual harassment. I found this attempt very challenging to incorporate into a study 

that relied on a survey and interviews and removed that portion of the narrative 

chapter in the body of the dissertation text. However, I placed a section of that self-

analysis in an appendix. See Appendix A. Since the “workflows of today’s technical 

communicators are mediated by conditions that either did not exist or were not 

prevalent in the late 1990s” (McNely, Spinuzzi, & Teston, 2014), research methods 

involving feminist methodologies to address marginalized populations may have to be 

reconsidered given the social-media driven learning technologies that are arising. I 

feel that data from actual sexual harassment events online would be more productive 

in analyzing why and how these occur than would the particular sort of self-analytic 

feminist work I attempted in narrating my experience. 

However, I do not in any way reject feminist research methods as a whole 

here. Such meta-research, autoethnographic works, and narrative explorations seem 

best suited for less-data-driven studies. Since researchers are addressing these socio-

economic issues from positions of privilege, it is essential we consider how ethical our 

view of such marginalized communities is and what our ethical lens is (Bruckman, 
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2006). As a white, middle-class cis male, I did not feel comfortable relating my 

personal experiences to women’s experiences of race, class, and gender. 

Considering that individuals in chatrooms generally don’t approve of being 

studied without consent (Hudson & Bruckman, 2004), data gathering in online classes 

for the purpose of research is essential but difficult; one might argue that consent 

(even at the expense of modifying data) is required. One future research project I 

undertake on the topic of sexual harassment may seek to use big data from online 

commentary to derive conclusions rather than rely heavily on feminist narrative 

methodologies. 

To summarize this section: a use of a self-analytic approach to gathering and 

interpreting data may work for certain types of autoethnographic writing, but I do not 

believe it works with the sort of study I have designed for this dissertation. I could 

imagine, however, writing a paper, one very different from this data-driven study, that 

would focus in detail on my experience as a teacher in dealing with online sexual 

harassment. 

Theory 

This section will describe theoretical concerns with social media and agency 

for discussing sexual harassment. First, I address the ontology of digital embodiment 

in online classes. In dealing with online agency, it is desirable to have a foundation in 

a theory of ontology. De Souza e Silva and Sutko (2011) argue that theories of the 

virtual that create reality/representation, although perhaps sufficient for analyzing 

human–computer interfaces through the 21st century binaries, do not adequately 
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explain location-based technologies (2011). They claim that “in the case of location-

aware technologies, Deleuze’s [non-binary] philosophy allows us to understand the 

complex relationships between physical spaces, interfaces, and digital information that 

were unforeseen in the last decade because most people accessed the Internet via fixed 

interfaces” (p. 38). This digital embodiment is important to remember as students 

increasingly use location-aware smartphones to engage with each other in online 

LMSs and institutionally approved social media. 

As I mentioned earlier, non-binary approaches to theorizing how students 

interact with learning technology are more easily explained in material conditions than 

are representational models and data-centered epistemologies. Writing has both a 

material and embodied nature best examined by interactions among artifacts, tools, 

and human or non-human bodies (Clayson, 2018). In terms of embodiment, Schubert 

(2009) addresses how a spacial phenomenological awareness by the subject can be 

thought of as a feeling; this awareness stems from unconscious mental processes that 

inform the subject’s sense of the spacial. Since Schubert conceives of a technology 

mediating the experience of sensing “virtual objects,” this model does not answer how 

binary representations are connected to the communication technology or how virtual 

objects are distinguishable from non-virtual objects, however.  It may be that students 

can “internalize” social connectedness and that this unconscious process leads to 

greater social efficiency in physical and technology-driven spaces for altering 

individual spacial and temporal perceptions (Bayer, Campbell, & Ling, 2016). 
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Again, I see digital spaces in online classes as factored by both student 

perceptions (including those of affect) and technological material conditions; this is to 

say that biological bodies and digital bodies are not conceptually binary and 

representational; they are coextensive in the embodied affective subject’s experienced 

reality. When sexual harassment occurs, in other words, it is not just language (or 

images) being harmed, but the extensive biological and digital bodies of the harassed 

student. 

This view agrees with the recommendation by Vasquez and Cooren (2013) to 

revisit space “as a central component of communication—both as a social practice and 

a theoretical framework—and not merely as metaphor or a heuristic tool” (26). Siles 

and Boczkowsk (2012) explain a ‘‘texto-material perspective that combines analysis 

of users’ content creation and interpretation practices with an assessment of how they 

appropriate and shape artifacts” (p. 227). They adopt this perspective “that combines a 

focus on users’ content creation and interpretation practices with a consideration of 

how they appropriate and shape artifacts.” (p. 228). They note that “by 

conceptualizing media technologies as assemblages of content and artifacts, a texto-

material perspective also invites reexamining key scholarly debates that emphasize the 

role of users in shaping the present media landscape” (p. 242). 

Miles (2009), in agreement, speaks to the importance of embodied experiences 

in technical communication pedagogy and practice; he claims, however, that students 

do not require access to a virtual reality environment to experience the benefits of a 

“posthuman” classroom environment. I speculate, on the other hand, that a digital 
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learning space with enhanced reality technologies may better allow for this sort of 

posthuman embodiment (especially since digital technologies are not going away). I 

assume for this study, in the broadest sense, that posthuman technical communication 

should address the “increasingly seamless human-machine-network environments” (p. 

6) found in the workplace and the educational system (Mara & Hawk, 2009). 

There is also the question of “abled” bodies and embodiment from an 

ontological standpoint. Boyle and Rivers (2016) discuss accessibility and 

communication technology as an ontological question; they see the body “not as a 

problem to solve but as the medium of thinking through access” and claim that there is 

“no normative ontological substrate, just other ways of moving, coordinated for 

coherence” (p. 44). Moving, of course, requires agency in space; for online education 

this would require that teachers appreciate a sense of students’ biological and digital 

bodies coordinated by technical material conditions (including policies and class 

structure). 

In terms of agency, Wilson, Rawlins, and Crane (2018) write that “affordances 

by the designer open a shared rhetorical space where user and designer are 

coparticipants” and that “as interactivity increases, participants see themselves as 

rhetorical agents in a community of rhetorical agents rather than as conduits of 

information” (p. 471). For online classes, this would mean that students as rhetorical 

(and embodied) agents are better set-up to actively engage with information when they 

can co-create some components of the class. I recognize, as I mentioned earlier, that 

this is a difficult proposal given technical and administrative restrictions, but such 
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coparticipant agency would allow for all students—especially those who feel 

marginalized—to have a say in their own class experiences. 

In addition to questions of ontology and agency, it is necessary to consider 

notions of “literacy” in developing a theory of education technology. As advanced 

technologies increasingly play a part in online education spaces, our understanding of 

how we engage with each other in the learning process will change considerably. 

Stewarts (2011) in addressing literacy argues that “networking technologies are 

reshaping our understanding of the social” (p. 274). This is obvious in regard to social 

media and digital learning technology, but it does indicate that network building in 

this sense alters how educators can design online classes to allow (and control) student 

connections and network creating. An alternate performative notion of agency (from a 

perspective derived from Judith Butler) encourages students in the role of audiences to 

assume the position of subjects as an amalgamation of identity and agency (Just & 

Christiansen, 2012). This performative approach to defining online personae, for me, 

hampers the sort of information-creating agency we want to elicit from our students. 

Some wonder if a complete reliance on communication technology in online 

education is necessary. Garrison (2018) reflects on how the concept of rhetorical 

agency can be addressed by “moving technical communication off the grid”—a way 

of thinking in terms of complexity, global concerns, and historical contexts. This 

approach to service-learning, and participatory design may be relative to class design 

and participatory policy design, one that uses professional group input, administrative 

oversight, and student feedback. I wonder if this approach would help LMS content 
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and design be more sensitive to possibilities of sexual (and other types) of harassment. 

Agency in communication could be connected with reflection, for both human and 

non-human agents (Jansen, 2016). Student reflections and the forum data they 

generate could be considered to be part of an LMS/social media agential network or 

Latourian “infra-language.” In this case, language and images generated by students in 

online classes become a transformation of agency, a “sociology of associations” (Blok 

& Elgaard Jensen, 2012, p.125).  

There is a danger to online education technology, however. We might consider 

in speaking of sexual harassment how online education, as it currently stands, is 

designed to lead to undesirable psycho-social behaviors. Gunn (2018) claims that there 

is now a psychotic nature to public discourse since “the relationship between social 

networking and the decline of symbolic efficiency…can be described as psychotic in 

character” (p. 71). He believes that “describing public discourse as exhibiting 

psychical structures homologous to those of individuals helps us to explain the 

increasing regularity of psychotic rhetoric as an emergent genre of discourse vying for 

hegemony” (p. 84). While such a framework may appear depressing when deliberating 

on theories of technology in higher education, having a sobering sense of dangers as 

well as possibilities is a practical idea. 

At the highest conceptual level, it is important that research on digital class 

spaces consider how the social structure of the classroom in itself may encourage, or 

discourage, various types of harassment (considered in the broadest ontological 

terms). For the purposes of this dissertation, I claim that issues around theory should 
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be considered even when they don’t directly, intuitively relate to the development of 

LMS content and attendant policies; this is especially true when education committees 

work together on tangible project outcomes. 

Conclusion 

To conclude my literature review chapter, I mention a few ways in which 

discussions of social justice issues may play out in the online classroom and ask 

pertinent questions. This section is organized in two parts: 1) social justice and 2) 

intersectionality.  

Social Justice 

How should we expect students to exhibit agency in recognizing and reporting 

online sexual harassment in education spaces? Kimball (2017) writes of De Certeauian 

“strategies as best understood as attempts to control individual agency through 

systems of rules, conventions, and expectations” (p. 3). In this sense, the strategy of 

preventing sexual harassment in digital classroom spaces is based on LMS and class 

policy design. However, if the student does not have input into LMS design or policy, 

how might the student make use of such strategies? Is it even ethical to consider 

student agency in this manner? How should we engage students when discussing the 

issue of undesired behaviors in online learning spaces? Is it a matter of appealing to 

reason or should emotion play a role in how we discuss online sexual harassment, 

create policy for it, and report on such when it occurs? These questions are important 

but not easily answered. 
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Breese (2011) explains that the public sphere may be either “a forum of 

rational–critical discourse described by Habermas or a collective oriented toward 

supporting a plurality of actors, speech, and acting in concert according to Arendt’s 

vision of the public sphere” (p. 141). The same could be said of an online public 

sphere such as online class student forums. Are they outlets for students to engage in 

rational discourse approved by the instructor or are they diverse collectives for 

multicultural discussions? How aggressively should teacher, administrators, and 

students confront social justice issues and seek a social justice agenda? Colton and 

Holmes (2018) suggest an active rather than passive framework when pursuing a 

social justice theory and approach to technical communication-based issues. They see 

a passive equality “describing systems of political organization, wherein humans are 

viewed as receivers of equality distributed by an organization or a state rather than as 

active enactors of equality” (pp. 5-6). In contrast, they “argue that technical 

communicators can productively enact social justice themselves without waiting for 

institutional sanction to change or better reflect a more ethical social arrangement” (p. 

13). 

Jones (2016) has spoken on how more research on the relationship between 

genre and narrative for social justice activism is necessary. Perhaps a greater 

understanding of 1) the ecology of online learning spaces and the narratives that may 

play out in the online class in harassment situations and 2) related student exchanges 

and discussions on the topic of sexual harassment (and social justice issues in general) 

would allow for fruitful research on social justice within digital learning spaces. The 
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main point here, for the purposes of this dissertation, is to note the complex 

relationship between marginalization and social justice and consider how social justice 

frameworks and actions that address the way particular populations are repressed (and 

often harassed) must work within a hegemonic (largely Western-based) patriarchy. 

Intersectionality 

Here, I consider the relationship between marginalization and social justice and 

suggest how this relationship might be discussed by drawing on the concept of 

intersectionality to define threatened micro-populations. While the issue of 

intersectionality is not a core part of my dissertation argument, further studies based 

on this preliminary study will need to go into more detail on the granularity of 

identities at play in digital education spaces.  

While the term “identity politics” has been used in scholarly literature for 

decades, it has become more common within theory-based feminist, race, class, and 

postcolonial theory writing and activities. There are many definitions and approaches 

to the concept of identity politics, but theory and scholarship across the humanities 

and social sciences since the 1990s forms the impetus for current social justice 

measures. “Intersectionality” (the term coined in 1989 by feminist scholar Kimberlé 

Williams Crenshaw) is a qualitative framework to classify networked power systems 

that affect society’s marginalized populations. 

Theory and research on intersectionality expand the question of group 

marginalization to address how multiple identities are at play for each individual and 

to suggest how this state of multiplicity may be discussed by drawing on an 
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intersectionality model to define threatened micro-populations. Identity categories 

“emerge from practice in complex, often intersectional ways, that do not transcend 

their structural contexts” (David, p. 2769), so each sexual harassment situation will 

differ. An intersectional population of students (and some teachers) can be 

marginalized, especially in regard to gender and sexuality within digital learning 

spaces. Questions of race are core for any discussion of intersectionality, and other 

categories such as class, age, religion, ethnicity, ideology, etc. are also part of 

intersectional analyses. In this dissertation, however, I have primarily focused on 

questions of gender and sexuality, disability, race, and LGBTQIA+ concerns in doing 

research on sexual harassment. 

By preparing to teach online with intersectionality in mind, we can better call 

out inappropriate (and often illegal) behaviors and place social justice activism, central 

to current education goals, in both class activity design and online class research. 

Broader ideological framing using a feminist-based intersectionality model may allow 

both social justice issues in online education and problems of marginality in regard to 

harassment to be better understood. 

We need to consider how classroom language and learning technology 

structure can affect the way class and gender evolve within classroom discussions and 

how students react to each other and to the teacher. For instance, when intersecting 

identities (such as race and gender, age and sexual orientation, disability, and 

socioeconomic status, etc.) make determining factors in a sexual harassment situation 

difficult, writing up incident reports and rethinking policies may deal with competing 
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marginalization claims. Nevertheless, understanding the complexity of identity via 

intersectionality when reporting on incidents of sexual harassments, will be 

increasingly demanding as social justice questions continue to be at the center of a 

national political and cultural conversation. Intersectionality, however problematic, 

must be taken into consideration especially when assessing marginality affecting 

women, the manner in which women can react to body-based harassment being a 

potential source of conflict in online discussions. 

Summary 

To sum up this chapter, my review of sexual harassment in terms of 

marginalization, bodies/embodiment, technology, and social justice has been framed 

to indicate how  

• marginalization theory addresses why this particular type of online 

sexual harassment has been treated as peripheral or even insignificant; 

• the notion of “bodies” and embodiment are core to sexual harassment 

since the human body is most closely equated with sex and sexual 

harassment; 

• technology, particularly online education technology, is essential to the 

digital environments that allow for this type of harassment; and 

• social justice in terms of an intersectionality model of societal power 

relations seems the natural outcome of the approach I recommend. 

My hope is that this chapter grounds my study in current ideas and research 

and indicates this study has a theoretical relevance and practical result for usability in 
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real-life situations. Again, without some concrete means of righting an overlooked 

wrong, there is little point in investigating its possible occurrence. In the next chapter 

(three), I give information on harassment situations in two online writing classes I 

taught for a public college. I give detailed accounts of the events and consider how my 

identity and student identities were part of the sexual harassment situations.  
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Chapter III 

Narratives 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I reviewed literature on marginalization theory, the 

concept of “bodies,” online education technology, and social justice (intersectionality). 

In this chapter, I provide background information on harassment events that occurred 

in two online writing classes I taught for a four-year public college. After briefly 

describing methods that I used for my research, I give detailed narratives to explain 

what happened and comment on how I see the events as unfolding and how student 

identities were part of the sexual harassment situations. See Appendix A for personal 

commentary on the narrative commentary included in this chapter; my personal 

commentary did not seem appropriate for the main text of this chapter. I detail these 

experiences to 1) indicate how my teaching and my research interests overlapped in 

regard to online education, 2) show how an awareness of the reality of online sexual 

harassment influenced how my ideas on both sexual harassment and online education 

evolved during my research, and 3) speak to my identity as a gay man in unpacking 

the events of which I was a part.  

Background 

While not writing an autoethnography, I initially considered integrating my 

personal white, middle-class, gay affective experience into my narrative analysis after 

some reading about this approach (Adams & Bolen, 2017). I mention this initial plan 

for autoethnography because it influenced how I comment on the sexual harassment 
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experiences (without expanding this commentary into a separate autoethnographic 

chapter). However, I decided this method was not appropriate for my study that is 

focused on survey and interview data. Nevertheless, my narratives are intended to lend 

support to my claims that student-to-student sexual harassment is a real problem, not 

merely to give detailed insight into the experience of such events from a teacherly 

perspective. I mention this change in plans to explain why my personal commentary 

on events may seem limited given my emphasis on perspective in unfolding narratives. 

In beginning to design the survey for my dissertation, I first kept in mind the 

question asked by Pat Sikes (2012): “How would I feel if I, members of my family, or 

my friends were to be involved and treated and written about in the way the research 

and writing in question involves or treats or depicts its participants?” (p. 135). It is 

essential as a researcher dealing with human subjects to keep in mind that the personal 

nature of disturbing experiences should not be taken lightly. Second, I considered an 

ethical concern (see Delamont, 2007; Tolich, 2010), whether and to what extent 

permissions and consents had been obtained from people who by association appear in 

the narrative. In my case, I admit that none of the individuals involved in the sexual 

harassment events have been contacted due to privacy concerns. 

There was also the question of whether I, as the researcher, might come to 

regret my role in the situations and hesitate to disclose information about myself. 

However, “it is up to autoethnographers themselves to take responsibility for their own 

writing, rather than for others to ‘protect’ them” (Sikes, p. 131). Both Carolyn Ellis 

(2009) and Carol Rambo (2007) agree on this sort of responsibility. Therefore, I try to 
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take responsibility for my part in the online sexual harassment events; the names and 

dates are changed as much as possible, and I acknowledge my own failures as an 

instructor in dealing with the situation. I try to address the question of privacy—my 

own and that of others—by altering certain key facts such as descriptions related to the 

institution and individuals involved in the actual occurrences. I offer my two 

narratives based on how (for my narrative techniques) intersectionality partly 

determines the role that agents play in online sexual harassment situations. 

To move beyond “objectivity” and analysis of any numerical, statistical data I 

generate in the survey portion of this dissertation, I considered Lisa M. Diamond’s 

(2006) conclusions on feminist uses of narrative. She notes that “a more explicit 

integration of feminist epistemology with research on the developmental functions of 

autobiographical narrative can transform and advance the knowledge gained from 

developmentally oriented qualitative research” (p. 472) and concludes that “feminist 

epistemology…is of a fundamentally different sort than we originally thought” (p; 

486). What this means for my purposes here is that remembering and elucidating the 

“facts” derived from events that took place some years back should account for how 

my self-telling and reporting on the events are also actions caught up in the emergent 

discursive process. Therefore, for these narratives (and for a lesser degree with my 

interview analyses), I include any cognitive and affective changes that occurred as I 

revisited events and reconsidered their importance and their relevance to my own 

understanding and pedagogical growth and to increasing public awareness of sexual 

harassment as a social phenomenon, especially following the #metoo movement.  
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From a feminist perspective, we might say that narratives are embedded 

organically within research methodologies and should be embraced as a way to 

include researchers’ subjective and ongoing experiences during the research in 

methodology, methods, and analysis. To “write ourselves into the analysis” is a 

primary accepted feminist approach (Gilgun & McLeod, 1999, p. 185). Some argue 

that we should go further (Presser, 2005), and I agree that even in qualitative research 

it’s important to write ourselves in the narratives—to some degree—to avoid a false 

objectivity that buys into traditional notions of scientific distancing and realism. What 

is true of research narratives is also true of interview data, especially when the topic 

concerns gender and there are two or more genders involved in the interview process. 

The power that gender affords (or does not) must be accounted for during the 

interview portion of this dissertation (chapter 5). I mention this affordance since my 

experiences that I narrate here affected the way that I interpret relations of power. 

Speaking to questions of power, Lois Presser (2005) seeks to “consider these various 

influences as [an argument] for strong reflexivity in studies of gender relations…[so 

that we]…should include as data the context of the interview, including the resources 

that allow the interview to take place at all” (p. 2069). Her example of power relations 

in female researchers interviewing males convicted of violent sexual crimes against 

women is a powerful testimony to cross-gender data collection in regard to sexual 

subject. I followed her example in setting my interviews within the following frame: 

selecting interview samples, organizing data, and analyzing data. I found that several 

interview moments included cross-gender complexities; I identify as a cis male and 
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most of my interviewees identified as female. This awareness of gender within 

interview processes contributes to my understanding of the narratives as social 

phenomena (and to my analysis of survey data). 

Regarding my own epistemological and political values or imperatives, I 

consider Tom Baron (2009) when he describes four sets of issues related to the 

researching of narrative forms that exhibit an overtly progressivist orientation. These 

four sets of political issues pertain to narrative research and address (a) the place of the 

political in scientific social research; (b) the relationship of research design to the 

political dimensions of narrative research; (c) any political and ethical questions of 

who is positioned to "witness" whose pain; and (d) the reading of narrative research 

text as an agent of change (p. 591). I see my use of narrative and my dissertation’s call 

for social change in the form of awareness and productive changes to online class 

design (and any attendant policies) as operating with and for a doxa (i.e., accepted 

social assumptions or conventions) I am willing to critique. 

In a sense, the methodology of self-observation overcomes the gap between 

practice and research; such narratives can be used “to clarify roles and decision-

making processes in school-based research” (Kennedy-Lewis, 2012, p. 112). I see my 

use of limited self-observation within narratives here as ensuring that my 

understanding of sexual harassment politics and policies are not divested of “real 

world” data and subjective realities and not reliant solely on research in relevant 

literature. Academic identities are complexes made up of diverse associations and a 

variety of agents: 
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…linguistic resources for audience engagement; voice and academic identity; 

disciplinary identity; identity in peripheral academic genres; academic identity 

development over time; academic identity and English as a lingua franca; 

power, ideology, and critical language awareness in academic identity 

construction; language reuse, intertextuality, and academic identity; 

pedagogically oriented studies and academic identity construction; and 

methodological diversity and innovation in the study of academic identity. 

(Luzón, 2012, p. 25) 

Academic identities, such as mine within/for these narratives, are not simple 

constructs determined by a generic educator identity via institutional policies—but are 

rich collectives that must be articulated as deeply as possible so as to make both theory 

and practice relevant, authentic, and “true.” 

My methodology of narrative inquiry draws largely on the work of D. Jean 

Clandinin and associated researchers in the social sciences. Her development of a 

methodology of narrative inquiry for research purposes began in the 1990s, but it was 

grounded in literary theory and narratology from the Humanities (Clandinin, 2006). 

Her methodology, based in John Dewey’s pragmatism, theorizes experience as having 

a narrative feature and addresses how ethical concerns are attendant at each step of the 

narrative research process. Several key aspects of such a methodology developed over 

the past three decades include 

• that there is the reality of tension in understanding narrative inquiry as a 

relational research methodology; 
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• that there is a possibility of narrative enrichment by including research process 

experiences from researchers of diverse cultural heritages; 

• that narratives are more than just methodological reflexivity, but also are part 

of an ongoing artistic composition of a life in relation to other narratives; 

• that fictionalization in the narrative research process services the purposes of 

participant and subject anonymity, researcher distancing from narrated 

experience, and (most importantly encouraging imagination; 

• that narrative involves a temporal as well as spacial dimension, an ontological 

state (supportive of epistemological concerns) participative among lives 

experienced within a co-composing of subjectivities.    

Here I comment on Clandinin’s ideas. First, for my narrating, the tension in 

telling has to do with my status as a white, cis, gay, middle-class man. Other persons 

involved were female, persons of color, young, heterosexual (but in one class lesbian), 

and/or working class. There is a certain hesitation on my part, therefore, in 

remembering and offering the events as factual occurrences; I cannot assume how my 

experiences overlap that of others. Despite this tension, I feel that my narrative can 

enrich the published literature on the topic of online sexual harassment and online 

pedagogy. 

Second, I acknowledge that these narratives are not factual data to be analyzed, 

but rather experiences bound up with personal identities that constitute an 

epistemological network. That there will be a degree of fictionalization in my telling 

of events is obvious, especially since I omit identifying characteristics and rely on 
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memories of events occurring years ago. I see my use of the narratives are testifying to 

my subjective experiences as a gay male teacher with particular social-economic 

characteristics and to my desire to promote social justice in the classroom by 

contributing to a greater understanding of sexual harassment.  

As precursors to my survey/interview research method, I here use two personal 

teaching experiences to document the need for such research and to provide insight 

into my intellectual, relational, and affective states during those experiences. This 

narrative exploration exemplifies the need for policy clarification and coordination in 

similar situations of student-to-student sexual harassment. I believe that more 

narratives regarding harassment in online classes are needed to provide insights into 

how guidelines for policy making should be developed 

 Third, multiple narratives of such incidents would add depth to a series of 

studies on the topic, but detailed information of a sexual nature may be impossible to 

obtain due to many institutional policies concerning privacy. I collected information 

from survey/interview participants about sexual harassment events in other online 

classes during the post-survey interview, however, and incorporated these details (or 

narrative fragments) into my interview chapter. I attempt to distinguish any personal 

insights revealed through these stories (giving voice to my intersectional identity as a 

middle-aged gay white cis male) with personal accounts of sexual harassment from a 

teaching/administrative perspective offered by my interviewees (given that I was not 

an interviewee). 
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Narratives with Commentary: Two Online Incidents Involving Undergraduate 

Students 

I now relate two personal teaching experiences that exemplify a need for 

policy clarification when it comes to sexual harassment. The two narratives come from 

online harassment situations that arose in my online composition classes at a mid-

sized, four-year institution (previously a two-year community college) where I taught 

both online and face-to-face classes in composition and in literature for eight years. 

The events occurred in two online classes, both of which were asynchronous. Both 

used the college’s LMS system, which at the time was ANGEL Learning Management 

Suite (LMS), later acquired by Blackboard Inc. 

Situation One 

One situation involved a young male student who posted sexually threatening 

language aimed at several women in an online composition one class. Within the first 

week of the semester, this student posted vulgar and obscene comments to a few 

women in the class (and attacked me since he assumed—because I taught writing? —

that I was a woman). Not sure how to start addressing the incident, the WPA and I 

decided to search for information on the student online. When I found his Myspace3 

page, there was reason for additional worries. In order to clarify the way in which 

events unfolded, I will use a simple timeline: 

Days 1-5: Classes began on Monday, the BlackBoard-based Learning 

Management System (LMS) was opened to students, and I sent several group emails 

 
3 According to MySpace records, the site received an average of 15 million monthly unique global 

visitors in 2016. https://adage.com/article/media/myspace-juice-left-publishers/303781 
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on class policies and first week assignments. A few students added their introductory 

paragraph to the week one folder; first postings were due Friday. I used this 

introductory paragraph of 300 words as an icebreaker to begin online relationships 

among students and to check for early mechanical issues with their writing. 

Days 6-7: One student, a self-identified African American male aged 25 (we 

will call him Male Student) posted friendly comments on introductory posts by female 

students. Unfortunately, he also posted a long harangue in the student lounge section 

of the class on the teacher; he assumed I was female ( I did not indicate my gender in 

my introduction) and stated I was a “cat lady” in need of a man for sex (politely 

paraphrasing him here) and referred to me with explicit sexist language. He followed 

up on his first posts to the female students with overtly sexual and threatening 

comments on how he wanted to force himself sexually on them. 

This situation came to a head on the weekend while the college was closed. I 

had dealt with physically violent students in face-to-face classes over the years; having 

no precedent for this sort of behavior in my online classes, however, I acted on my 

first instinct and deleted two of his comments. Then better sense told me that I needed 

to document the incident, so I used the “hide” function on several other threatening 

comments he had posted. I sent email on the situation to the department chair, who 

was new to the position. She acted as WPA over FYC. I was an adjunct but had been 

hired to develop the online ENC1101 composition class shell. I then sent group email 

to the students reminding them of college policy regarding harassment per Student 

Affairs in face-to-face classes. The policy contained no mention of online behavior. 
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Day 8: When the department office opened, I placed a call to the department 

chair and explained what happened. She had access to my class shell and reviewed the 

(now hidden) comments I had reported to her. We discussed how to email the 

offending student, and I claimed that I could placate Male Student or threaten to 

remove him from the class. She was not sure if I should do this, so I sent Male Student 

an email about his inappropriate postings and attached a copy of college policy 

regarding general harassment. This policy made no mention of online class behavior. I 

also searched for information about Male Student online…not knowing what else to 

do. 

Day 9: After doing an online search to see if Male Student had anything 

dangerous posted online, I found pictures on Male Student’s Myspace page showing 

him smoking what appeared to be marijuana and handling guns, pointing them at the 

camera. This gave me cause to worry about possible violence. Several female students 

sent me emails to say that they would not be attending the orientation scheduled on 

campus for the next day out of fear that he would show up. I reported all this 

information to the acting WPA, who contacted campus security. I was told by her that 

I did not have to cancel the orientation (the sole time that the class would be meeting  

face-to-face on campus) and that security would be on hand. I received a somewhat 

apologetic email from Male Student, who was emailed by the WPA and encouraged to 
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speak with a college counselor. I sent photos of the disturbing Myspace photos to the 

WPA and to a college counselor.4 

Day 10: An orientation to welcome the class students and review class policies 

took place on campus, a security staff member was present, but Male Student did not 

show up. I found out he worked for the college part-time in the cafeteria after talking 

to the college student counselor in charge of admonishing him.5 I was told by several 

female students via email that they had contacted the local police. The fact that he had 

access to staff areas on campus alarmed me more. 

Day 11: My communication was mainly with the school counselor at this 

point, although I kept the WPA in the loop. I was told that Male Student was not being 

fired, but that he had been admonished by his male cafeteria supervisor and told he 

should drop the class, which he did. Through email with the women who were 

concerned about his threats, I encouraged them to remain in class (but was not really 

sure if this was the safe thing to do). No paperwork follow-up took place immediately, 

but I did fill out an incident report the following week. I heard through the grapevine a 

month later that the student was not fired from his job at the college but chose to quit 

for reasons unrelated to this incident. Apparently, things had subsided, but how many 

possibly illegal actions had taken place? Here I comment briefly on the situation and 

how the lack of resources occurred to me at the time and follow up with personalized 

 
4 My understanding was that the college’s designated Title IX officer worked with Counseling Center, 

which provided personal and academic counseling, consultation and referral, and crisis intervention for 

students. 
5 Now I realize that the counselor may have violated HIPPA, but this fact itself speaks to the lack of 

college guidelines for dealing with student misbehavior. 
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notes on how my intellectual and emotional understanding of how these events 

unfolded. 

Commentary. 

1. One problem that struck me as soon as Male Student posted inappropriate and 

sexually harassing/threatening language was that I had no experience in 

dealing with sexual harassment in online classes. 

2. The second was that I had no guidelines in how to deal with such a situation. 

3. The third was that there was no training done or policy available for me or the 

WPA. Without some guidelines, we were all winging it. 

4. A fourth possible problem was that I had not created my online content with 

the realization that harassment (sexual or otherwise) might arise due to student 

interaction through postings. There was no mention of sexual harassment in 

my classroom policy contained in the syllabus, but I did mention posting 

“appropriate” comments.  

5. A fifth problem was that Student Affairs and Campus Security had no 

experience and no policy or procedure with which to address sexual 

harassment online. 

6. After some digging around with Google, through my academic network, and in 

databases related to pedagogy, online class design, and sexual harassment, I 

realized that the problem of student-to-student sexual harassment in online 

class spaces was largely unrecognized and that students were at risk due to this 

lack of recognition.  
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7. Finally, I began to consider my own identity as a middle-class Southern white 

gay cis male in reacting to sexist postings by a younger heterosexual African 

American male from a working-class background. How was my interpretation 

of the events affected by some underlying racism on my part? 

8. The political context, class and document design, ethical considerations, and 

the role of students in rethinking class design and policies were issues I had 

never considered. 

9. I realized these incidents, facts, information (both public and private), and my 

emotional state could lead to research on the topic of sexual harassment.  

10. In retrospect, it is shocking that sexual harassment policies were so inadequate 

and that relevant inter-departmental procedures were almost nonexistent at this 

institution. 

Situation Two 

The other situation arose one year after the first and involved a self-identified 

heterosexual middle-aged man posting harassing homophobic language aimed at an 

underage self-identified lesbian. During the first few weeks, following the online 

introduction requirements, the student identified himself to the class and to me as a 

local “writer” who was taking the class after retiring from the military. He proved to 

be of great help in giving solid, detailed feedback to other less-experienced students in 

weekly writing forums that required peer feedback. Over the course of several weeks, 

however, the situation deteriorated and became more complex. In order to clarify, 

once again I will use a simple timeline: 
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Day 1: I received a rather long email from the 17-year-old young woman (we 

will call her Teen) informing me that the self-identified man of 54 (we’ll call him 

Local Writer) had posted very inappropriate responses to her writings. She also said 

that his feedback was much more detailed and lengthier than necessary and that he had 

emailed her personally through the Blackboard system. She gave me a screenshot of 

his comments. I told her that I took this incident very seriously—remembering the 

harassment incident from a year previous—and that I would email Local Writer and 

inform him not to respond to her further. Immediately, I checked the postings to see 

what he had written. What I found were several comments totaling over 1000 words in 

which Local Writer had advised Teen on her sexual orientation as a lesbian, telling her 

how to develop sexually and deal with her “mother issues.” I sent Writer a serious 

email to “cease and desist” and—given the fact that she was 17 and recognizing 

possible litigation issues—I informed the WPA via email followed up with a phone 

call. 

Day 2: Local Writer sent me a long, apologetic (apparently sincere) email on 

how he meant no harm. He informed me that he would not be emailing Teen or 

posting responses to her writings any longer. I also told him that peer advice of over 

100 words in response to student postings was not advisable. 

Day 3: I filled out an incident email/report for the WPA. I did not speak to any 

other divisions such as Student Counseling or Security or Legal divisions.  

Day 4: Local Writer went to the WPA’s office to apologize again and seek me 

out. He claimed to “find me interesting” and wanted to strike up a friendship. The 
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WPA felt a little threatened by him coming to her office, and she called me. She said 

that Local Writer had looked up personal information about her online and refused to 

leave her office while standing in front of the door. 

Day 5 to end-of-class: For the rest of the semester, I accepted emails from 

Local Writer through my department email in addition to the Blackboard system. 

Because both Teen and the WPA felt threatened by Local Writer, I took it on myself to 

befriend him (or appear to) so that he would leave other online students and on 

campus staff alone. Unfortunately, he also discovered my personal email and my 

home address (but not my phone number). Perhaps unwisely, I befriended him on 

Facebook, and we had several thoughtful exchanges on social issue topics. Since there 

were again no clear official departmental or institutional guidelines defining what 

online harassment was, I had to deal with the situation as best as I could. 

The mechanisms by which I notified the WPA, handled students directly 

involved, communicated with the entire online classes, engaged with campus security 

and student counseling, and dealt with the situation outside institutional grounds, was 

ad hoc at best. The lack of clear guidelines in the faculty handbook, through LMS 

training, from faculty meetings, or in the online college staff directory left it up to me, 

as an instructor, to solve the issue and ensure that harassment didn’t escalate into 

increased verbal behavior—or even into physical encounters. This second experience 

left me with the sense that concrete steps towards clarifying policy, procedures, and 

the delegation of responsibilities in regard to online student behavior and harassment 

at the college needed to be take soon. Below I offer some commentary on the event. 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

83 

 

Commentary. 

Because a similar situation occurred in my online class one year earlier, I was 

quicker to recognize how inappropriate (and even sexually threatening) Writer’s 

postings and email communications with Teen were. Unfortunately, I had not learned 

from the earlier experience that I should include information in my class policy about 

online harassment (including sexual harassment). Even though no policy information 

or student behavior policies addressing online sexual behavior in the class was 

provided by the institution, after the first incident I had considered adding such to my 

syllabus. However, I wondered what weight my class policy would have if it were not 

supported by more global policies from administration. Some of the considerations for 

sexual harassment in online classes that struck me during this second event were new: 

1. The issue is probably one of gender (male to female) most of the time, but 

other demographics, such as age, must be factored in. 

2. When high school students enroll in college classes, administrators and 

teachers have pretty strict guidelines for adhering to high school, college, and 

local law enforcement policies, but these policies often don’t seem to mention 

online education classes from what I had read or researched. 

3. When one student is not a legal adult, one has to ask if the question does not 

become more complex in terms of age of consent and sexual harassment of a 

minor. 

4. Male-to-female harassment can move outside the online classroom space and 

put instructors or administrators into awkward or dangerous situations. 
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5. Handling a harassment situation outside the classroom (whether it is sexual or 

not in nature and whether online or offline) by an instructor or administer is a 

dangerous and problematic “solution.” 

6. Again, the political context, class and document design, ethical considerations, 

and the role of students in rethinking class design and policies were issues I 

began to note; also, how research might make use of these incidents was 

something I began to consider. 

7. In retrospect, the complex intersectional aspect of overlapping identities and 

how they conflict within a power network is much more obvious in this case 

and is much more obviously problematic than I realized at the time.  

Conclusion 

I see how these narratives fit into issues of marginalization, bodies, technology, 

and social justice/intersectionality. Marginalization here can include both bullying and 

harassment. In both cases a party (the group of women in case #1 and the underage 

students in case #2) was marginalized in terms of inadequate class design and policy 

development to meet their needs. In case #1 a certain amount of bullying was 

apparent; in cases #1 and #2, the harassment was evident due to disparate power 

relations. 

Bodies (regarding gender and sexuality, disability, race, LGBTQIA+ issues) both 

digital and physical are of central concern. The question of physical bodies in danger 

and digital bodies available for harassment apply to both cases. In case #1, there is the 

issue of race and gender. In case #2, there is the issue of gender, age, and sexuality. 
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The issue of technology (online education, social media, research methods, theory) 

is obvious. The problem of how to design class frameworks and content and how to 

develop policy documents to address (or better address) the possibility of events such 

as in cases #1 and #2 must be solved. The question of how to do research on such 

cases must continue to be explored. 

There is also the issue of social justice and intersectionality. In the end, the manner 

in which certain groups with certain individual bodies (technologies available or not 

available to those groups helping to generate particular rhetorical and digital bodies) is 

a matter for an ethics of social justice. Intersectionality complicates the incidents since 

individuals cannot be reduced to a single social or economic category. I see how a 

collected series of instructor and/or student-perspective narratives on the topic could 

develop a master narrative from which sexual harassment in digital learning spaces 

could be studied more in depth.  

These narratives also fit neatly into the purposes of gathering information on 

sexual harassment in online learning spaces. Without the occurrence of the harassment 

incidents, I might never have taken an interest in studying sexual harassment literature 

and beginning this study; these narratives serve as background and (highly qualified) 

raw data from which to frame my survey and interviews; they provide anecdotal 

evidence that such situations are possible; they place my role and perspective in sexual 

harassment situations, research imperatives, identity as a researcher, and intellectual 

and affective history in regard to the phenomenon; they can serve as an example for 

future researchers who do research on this topic; they can serve as a model for 
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instructors, administrators, and researchers interested in writing of their own 

experiences; and they serve as a warning for online writing instructors who have not 

experienced or have not considered the possibility of student-to-student hostile 

environment sexual harassment. 

In summary, this chapter provided background information on harassment events 

that occurred in two online writing classes I taught for a four-year public college. I 

mentioned techniques used for my research, gave detailed narratives, and commented 

on events and on student identities were involved. The following chapter (four) will 

detail methods for my survey and interviews. 
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Chapter IV 

Methods 

Introduction 

The previous chapter (three) summary provided background information on 

harassment events that occurred in two online writing classes I taught. I gave detailed 

narratives and commentary to explain how complex student identities played a role in 

the situations. My intent was also to indicate how my teaching and my research 

interests overlap, my personal awareness of online sexual harassment encouraged me 

to pursue this study, and my identity as a gay man influenced my understanding of the 

harassment situations. 

This chapter (four) of my dissertation discusses the methods I used for the survey 

and interview portion of my dissertation. I begin with a brief literature review of 

relevant research, discuss my survey design, the survey population, and possible 

limitations of my survey. I then discuss my interview methods. My reading of survey 

data at times is an intuitive—and frankly hermeneutic—method derived from literary 

analysis. This creative approach may veer from traditional methods in technical 

communication research, but given the personal, subjective, and delicate subject of 

sexual harassment, I claim this “messy” reading was the best way to analyze the data.  

Survey Methods 

My study uses data gathered from a survey to determine how aware (or not) 

writing instructors and administrators are of sexual harassment victims in online 

writing classes and how they do (or do not) understand the nature and the possibility 
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of such incidents. The survey generated data to merge with follow-up interview 

information. The interview was meant to supplement the survey by determining in 

detail what instructors knew and felt about student-to-student hostile environment 

sexual harassment events and the possibility of such events in online writing classes.  

In determining to use a survey method, I considered the strengths and 

weaknesses of surveys as a research tool. Several strengths of using an online survey 

to gather information on a sensitive topic were 1) participants could feel more at ease 

sharing information online,  2) research done off-campus is easier with an online 

venue, and 3) participants may feel more willing to volunteer for a follow-up 

interview. Weaknesses in using an online survey were 1) it was impossible to get a 

truly representative sample and 2) I was forced to use online convenience methods 

(via a professional organization and two Facebook groups) to look for volunteers 

without having a chance to include samples from other professional groups.  

My survey addresses the issue of sexual harassment information available 

through the institution and ask general questions about possible harassment situations 

online and offline. I was interested in whether respondents had actually ever dealt with 

cases of sexual harassment, but I take into consideration that respondents may not 

have been able to answer my questions in detail without violating confidentiality 

policies. Therefore, my survey questions were designed to elicit general responses that 

avoided specifics (such as name, date, or place) from actual harassment events or 

cases. The participants for this survey were full-time and part-time instructors of 

undergraduate populations at two-year and four-year colleges and at universities who 
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teach classes in writing. The survey addressed my primary research questions in the 

following areas: 

• Questions about general sexual harassment concepts and laws 

• Questions about institutional information and policy sources 

• Questions about offline and online sexual harassment classroom 

situations 

• Questions about incidents in offline and online classes 

Here I review in detail the steps I took in designing and distributing my survey. 

Research 

Before beginning my survey design, I reviewed my readings on research 

methods for marginalization. Research on marginalization in online communities 

should consider a “convergent culture pattern” that occurs across multiple platforms 

(Jenkins, 2006). Students often communicate via LMS email and chats and postings, 

but they also use institutional email and may befriend each other on noninstitutional 

social media. Salvo (2001) conceives of user-centered design as the shift from 

observation of users to participation with users, with consequential changes in 

rhetorical methodology and ethical considerations. The focus on user-centered design 

for LMSs depends more on software design levels rather than content generation and 

classroom scaffolding due to limitations in the possibility of student input into class 

design. There is the possibility of more “open” assignments co-authored by students in 

discussion forums; I have used this approach in online classes with some success. The 
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activity of cooperating with students in research questions about class content and its 

impact on student relations or harassment, however, seems problematic. 

My study framework is intended to explore data on how awareness of 

marginalized sexual harassment victims may require instructors and administrators to 

understand the nature and the possibility of such incidents; in addition, my dissertation 

is meant to serve as a model for future research and also as a call to action for more 

attention and scholarship on sexual harassment in online learning environments. To 

repeat, my research questions are 

• How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of student-to-

student sexual harassment—especially that of hostile environment—as a 

phenomenon and the possibility of such harassment in online class spaces? 

• How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of institutional 

sexual harassment policies that may or may not apply to online class spaces? 

• How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of how student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment might unfold within online 

class spaces? 

Because I was looking primarily for “awareness of” (and not “experience of”) the 

phenomenon of student-to-student sexual harassment in online classes by educators, I 

needed to get basic responses via a survey and then “interpret” the responses using 

interview material. If I were looking for policies or other institutional data with which 

to determine availability of information on the subject of sexual harassment, feedback 

from educators working in online education would have been less necessary. My 
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purpose in using a survey was to generate data with which to conflate follow-up 

interview data. As the most quantitative portion of my study, I used it to generate 

numerical information to support the validity of any responses to my main dissertation 

questions. Again, my use of recursive and reflexive techniques required that I include 

details and commentary to exemplify my approach. These creative, recursive, and 

reflexive techniques allow my analyses to be based in factual data while also giving 

my personalized insights into the topic of sexual harassment a grounding in 

experienced reality.  

Literature in disciplines relevant to this study have regarding sexual 

harassment have been covered in chapter two of this dissertation; however, here I will 

touch on some research from the literature review that specifically support my survey 

methods. The major gap in knowledge (what has been left out of previous research) I 

am trying to fill with this study is how much instructors know about online sexual 

harassment, especially of the student-to-student hostile environment form. Studies in 

marginalization have addressed how populations can be socially excluded and/or 

bullied (Da Viega Simao, et al., 2018; Erreygers et al., 2018; Gainsbury et al., 2019; 

Jehoel-Gijsbers & Vrooman, 2007; Riddle, 2014) and how online class spaces can 

address deviant behavior that leads to marginalization (Abrams et al., 2005; Boudana 

& Segev, 2017; Nicholls & Rice, 2017; Rainee & Wellman, 2014; Reisdorf & Groselj, 

2015; Van Dijk & Van Deursen, 2015; Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2014). 

These studies may include conditions based on socioeconomic status (Bonilla-

Silva 2014; Colton & Holmes, 2018;  DiMaggio & Garip, 2012; Helsper, 2012; Pearce 
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& Artemesia, 2009; Van Deursen & Van Dijk, 2019), including technology (Carolus 

et al., 2019; Mihelj et al., 2019). This particular type of online sexual harassment 

(student-to-student hostile environment in online learning spaces) has been treated as 

peripheral or even insignificant, however, and my survey is meant to begin addressing 

this gap. Literature on the notion of “bodies” and embodiment are core to exclusion 

and sexual harassment since the human body is closely equated with sex and sexual 

harassment. Research includes that on gender (Denker, 2013; Jenson & De Castell, 

2013; and Nichols & Petzold, 2018), social media (Cohen et al., 2019; Fardouly & 

Holland, 2018; and Sandhu, 2015), LGBTQIA+ issues (Cho, 2018; Eguchi & Asante, 

2016; Lehmiller, 2012; Morema, 2011; Muñoz, 2009; and Symons et al., 2018), and 

race (Christiansen, 2012; Flores, 2016; Murthy and Sharma, 2018; Ortiz, 2019; and 

Williams & Pimentel, 2012). The role of embodiment in regard to online class spaces 

is also an area that is overlooked in terms of sexual harassment (Rothenberger, Auer, 

& Pratt, 2017; Walters, 2010). 

Since online education technology provides the digital environments that allow 

for this type of harassment, the role of technology in marginalization and sexual 

harassment is important. Research includes that covering online course design 

(Eubanks, 2011; Mehlenbacher et al., 2018; Rodrigo & Ramírez, 2017; Van Deursen 

& Helsper, 2015), teaching the use of social media in technical communication classes 

(Friess & Lam, 2018; Melton et al., 2018; Rush & Renguette, 2017), and the creation 

of online student identities (Brown, 2015; Pickering, 2009; Rose & Tenenberg, 2018). 

Social justice research (Breese, 2011; Colton and Holmes, 2018; Jones, 2016; 
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Kimball, 2017) was also core to this study and played a role in my research methods 

on questions of how to include intersectionality in demographic data in my survey. I 

felt that such data should be gathered with minimal personal questions; in retrospect, I 

should have added “race” to the survey demographic data I gathered. Research I used 

as a model on the use of a survey included that 

• on power relations (Lampman et al., 2009), with a sample of 399 

professors at a large public university; 

• on negative online experiences (Gainsbury, 2019), with an online 

sample of general adult internet users; 

• on diversity and the digital divide (Mihelj et al., 2019), with a face-to-

face survey of a representative sample; 

• on instructing technical communication teachers dealing with online 

classes (Vie, 2017), using a national survey of 30 professional and 

technical communication programs; 

• on stress and social media usage (Denq et al., 2019), with a randomly 

assigned activity using an online survey; 

• on concepts of rape myth (Aronowitz et al., 2012), using a cross-

sectional study of 237 students in an online survey;  

• on sexual assault and misconduct on campuses (Cantor et al., 2015), 

which identified 20,743 enrolled students to participate in an online 

survey; 
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• on incivility, sexual harassment, and racial-ethnic harassment when the 

targets were faculty members and the perpetrators were students 

(DeSouza, 2011), using a sample of 257 faculty members; and 

• on the effects of gender in online versus offline sexual harassment 

situations (Biber et al., 2002), using a survey with 270 undergraduate 

participants. 

Researchers have discovered that young female participants “relating everyday 

experiences with sexism spoke about sexism in ways that prioritized boy’s and men’s 

experiences while downplaying sexism towards girls and women” (Calder-Daw & 

Nicola Gavey, 2016, p.1). Perhaps this downplaying by females was to avoid being 

portrayed as victims. I wondered how the ubiquity of talk about sexism toward women 

might alter how respondents processed memories during responses to a male 

questioner. Let me add that I did not doubt my participants’ honesty or forthrightness, 

just how they might unconsciously respond to my questions. It has been found that 

sexually marginalized populations may feel more comfortable sharing intimate details 

in online settings (McInroy), so I hoped that the online interview setting/space might 

lend openness, despite the possibility of  inhibited sharing in a cross-gendered 

dialogue. 

In considering the questions involved in gathering and interpreting data, I was 

most concerned with recruiting and interviewing. I used two Facebook groups, in 

addition to the WPA listserv, to share my survey link. Bianca Fileborn (2016) points 

to ethical concerns arising when using Facebook as a recruitment tool. Because I have 
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used Facebook for part of my recruitment, I paid attention to “flexible and context-

dependent ethical principles” (112) that she mentioned in her narrative of using 

Facebook as a research tool. Fileborn (2016) also claims that there are “tensions faced 

by novice academics in developing their professional identity…[that]…are heightened 

by the increased pressure for academics to develop an online profile, contributing 

towards the blurring of personal and professional selves” (p. 112). In particular, the 

tension I felt in using Facebook for professional purposes, while relying on my large 

network of academic connections, shaped how I felt about analyzing the data. Was my 

very active Facebook page a reason for the relatively high participation rate? Were 

some online academic “friends” more likely to answer the survey in ways influenced 

by our online chats? Did my choice of friends alter how some participants might 

respond to the survey (and later interviews)? 

IRB Approval 

To get IRB approval was rather time-consuming. The survey document went 

through many drafts and several readers. Because of the nature of the subject, survey 

wording and participant anonymity were paramount. My survey was given “exempt” 

IRB status through the Texas Tech Human Research Protection Program. There is a 

Title IX-Sexual Misconduct requirement  in the IRB process that states, “If there is a 

reasonable expectation that the target population will disclose information about 

sexual misconduct, discrimination, harassment or violence while participating in the 

research a plan for this circumstance must be included in the research protocol and 

informed consent.” However, a further statement indicates that “research is 
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anonymous and cannot be reported at the individual level…[and]…does not require a 

change to the informed consent document…[so]…additional language can be added to 

the debriefing script.”6 I chose to include a disclaimer in my recruitment debriefing 

document indicating the role of anonymity in the process. See Appendix B for Survey 

Recruitment Script, Appendix C for Survey Information Sheet, Appendix D for 

Survey Instrument, Appendix E for Recruitment Script for Interviews, Appendix F for 

Adult Consent Form, and Appendix G for Interview Script. 

Design 

To begin drafting the survey, I used Microsoft Word before moving to the 

REDCap system. Because the system was new to me, I used REDCap “help” material 

and videos. I chose to use close-ended questions because the information would be 

specific, such questions are easy to answer (and may encourage participation), and the 

answers would be similar (Gideon, 2012, p. 98). I knew I would depend on the 

interview component to use open-ended questions and get relaxed, personal feedback 

on the experiences and ideas of participants. The survey was divided into two sections. 

Section one of the survey was designed to gather general demographic information. 

Section two was designed to elicit feedback on participant knowledge of sexual 

harassment. In the final chapter (six), I provide a detailed analysis of section two and 

consideration of why questions were worded as they were. 

Here I review my reasons for asking for particular inputs and consider a few 

demographic questions. 

 
6 See http://www.depts.ttu.edu/research/irb/CandR.php  
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What type of institution best describes your current, primary workplace? If you 

work for more than one institution, choose the one you most identity with to answer 

informational questions. I decided to solicit responses from a range of instructors and 

administrators. While there may be differences in student populations between smaller 

and larger institutions and between those with graduate programs and those serving 

undergraduate students, I felt that the reality of online sexual harassment in online 

classes would be possible across the higher education spectrum. 

What is the approximate size of the student body (both full-time and part-time) 

at your current primary institution? Again, I was looking across a range of programs. 

Although larger student bodies would statistically ensure a greater possibility of sexual 

harassment, I used other demographic questions to analyze responses here. 

How long have you been working for your current primary institution? My 

thinking was that instructors and administrators who had spent more time at a single 

institution would be more likely to have insight into harassment policies and class 

design adaptable to other programs and institutions. 

What percentage of your time in the past year have you spent working on 

administrative activities at your current primary institution? I wondered if those with 

administrative roles would be more aware of policies related to sexual harassment. Of 

course, other factors such as size of program and number of online classes could be a 

factor here. 

Select the types of writing classes you have taught for your current primary 

institution. Select as many answers as needed. I broke the options into those classes I 
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felt would be most likely to be offered in a writing program. I was not looking for 

creative writing classes or those in literature programs; however, it appeared that some 

survey respondents did teach creative writing. Given that the title of writing courses 

can vary from institution to institution, I might have included more title options or 

may have allowed participants to write in the name of the courses they taught. As I 

have indicated, however, I wanted the questions to be a closed as possible to allow for 

data clarity. 

What is your primary site for teaching writing classes in the past five years? 

Since I was considering online harassment rather than that on campus, I could have 

aimed my survey solely at those who had been involved in online teaching. The 

convenience approach to my survey, however, prevented me from targeting just online 

instructors/administrators. 

What percentage of your writing instruction time in the past five years have 

you spent teaching online or hybrid classes? I assumed that an increase in time 

teaching online might increase the possibility of an instructors having considered or 

experienced any harassment event. The fact that nearly 39% have taught one-fourth to 

one-third of the time online may indicate that my participants are familiar with both 

face-to-face and online classes and, therefore, are able to navigate and compare the 

two teaching spaces. It is notable that over 16% have not taught online in the past five 

years, and this fact may indicate less familiarity with current LMS technology for 

those participants. 
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Testing 

In order to test my survey, I first distributed it to my dissertation committee 

chair, made revisions, then distributed it a dozen colleagues I trusted. I got quite a bit 

of feedback from academic friends with experience in research surveys. After 

adjusting questions for exact wording and correcting the layout and any technical 

issues remaining in the REDCap system, I felt it was ready to distribute.  

Recruitment and Distribution 

To determine my overall population that would have an option to take the 

survey, I needed to establish criteria for what outlets would be optimal. Because I 

could not contact individuals and wanted a wide sample, I selected my populations 

based on convenience. The reason for using this method rather than selecting a 

population was because I had no way of knowing in advance which instructors and 

administrators might be aware of such sexual harassment, and the nature of the topic 

made it impossible for me to retrieve records on harassment events. I intended my 

participant population to be educators, instructors and/or administrations, who 

currently or had in the past taught or worked with online writing classes and/or 

programs. I did not require that participants have knowledge of online class design or 

writing program policies.  

I distributed my survey for convenience through the Council of Writing 

Program Administrators listserv and two Facebook professional forums, The Online 

Writing Instructors (OWI) Community and the Coalition of Feminist Scholars in the 

History of Rhetoric and Composition. Before distributing the survey through the 
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listserv, I contacted the listserv moderator and to ensure that my survey was okay to 

distribute since I wondered about the nature of the questions dealing sexual 

harassment. To distribute through the two Facebook forums, of which I was a 

member, I contacted the administrators of those groups and explained the nature of my 

survey and study. A link to my survey with an explanatory text was posted a dozen 

times to the OWI over a period of several weeks; it was posted only once to the 

Coalition of Feminist Scholars in the History of Rhetoric and Composition. I was able 

to repost in OWI, but not in the other group, where the administrator had all posting 

privileges. 

The participants in this survey were all full-time and part-time writing 

instructors of online and face-to-face classes for undergraduate populations at two- 

and four-year colleges and at universities. Participants were given an Adult Consent 

Form and a Research Participant Information Sheet. I included instructors of first-year 

composition, technical or professional/business writing, and a range of other writing 

classes related to FYC and technical communication  

Data gathering 

I collected survey data using REDCap software, made use of my Texas Tech 

campus email system. Survey participants’ identities were not known to me, and I kept 

all exchanges in a password-locked folder in my email account. Other documents that 

were downloaded, such as survey charts, general data, and spreadsheet data were kept 

on my personal office computer with a password. Some data remained in the REDCap 

system; however, access was given only to me and my dissertation chair.  
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Results and analysis 

 I used a close reading of survey data along with an intuitive method to 

interrogate survey answers. While this “creative” analytic method may veer from 

traditional statistically-based detailed analyses in technical communication, I believe 

that in the case of this study’s subject (and in alignment with feminist methods 

described in this dissertation) the insights to which this method led me in 

understanding survey data along with interview material is justified.  

To review results and prepare for analysis, I used the data export function in 

REDCap for Excel spreadsheet. I had the option of viewing reports of data, inspecting 

plots and descriptive statistics, and exporting my data to Microsoft Excel, SAS, Stata, 

R, or SPSS for analysis. Given the simple design of my survey, I chose to use Excel. 

Because I was analyzing data from an interpretative perspective (as indicated earlier in 

this chapter), I did not employ extensive statistical analysis; this analysis was also not 

necessary due to my data being limited and my not having used a random sampling. 

For the survey data, I used the analysis functions in REDCap. I exported my 

raw data from REDCap to use in Excel and built a custom report I could access in the 

REDCap software or export to Excel. It was not necessary to create a data access 

group since I did not allow anyone else to adjust my instruments. Using the REDCap 

reports function, I generated graphs that I used in my report and analysis. I also 

gathered statistical data to use in Excel and add additional data to those graphs. I 

intentionally did not allow participants to re-answer questions; I did not want them to 

adjust their early answers on knowledge of harassment policy or events based on later 
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questions. I wanted an immediate response that might indicate an (un)awareness of 

what they did not know (but thought they did) about sexual harassment in online 

classes. 

Section two of the survey included questions about general sexual harassment 

concepts and laws, institutional information and policy sources, offline and online 

sexual harassment classroom situations, and incidents in offline and online classes. 

The questions about general sexual harassment concepts and laws were written to be 

answered using a Likert scale, shown below. I present the questions here without 

commentary since I do so in chapter six (discussion). Answers followed a Likert scale: 

Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither agree nor disagree/don’t know, Agree, Strongly 

Agree. 

1. I have a basic understanding of what sexual harassment is and can clearly 

define it. 

2. I have a basic understanding of U.S. sexual harassment laws and regulations 

(such as Title VII and Title IX) and how they apply at the national and local 

levels. 

3. I have an adequate understanding of sexual harassment policy and procedures 

at my institution. 

4. I have a basic understanding of the difference between “quid pro quo” sexual 

harassment and “hostile environment” sexual harassment. 
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5. I have received adequate training from my institution on the topic of sexual 

harassment. I know where to search for general information on sexual 

harassment provided by reliable sources outside my institution. 

6. I know where to search for institutional policy on sexual harassment. 

7. I understand institutional procedures for reporting incidents of student-to-

student sexual harassment that take place on campus. 

8. I understand institutional procedures for reporting incidents of student-to-

student sexual harassment that take place in institutionally-mandated online 

spaces (such as learning managements systems, email, chat rooms, etc.).  

9. I am aware that my institution provides information about student-to-student 

sexual harassment that takes place in an online environment as well as such 

harassment that takes place in person. 

10. I would recognize student-on-student hostile environment sexual harassment if 

it took place in a class I was in charge of on campus. 

11. I would recognize student-on-student hostile environment sexual harassment if 

it took place in a class I was in charge of online. 

12. I know that information on sexual harassment policies can be found using my 

institution’s website. 

13. It is important for educational institutions to provide accessible information on 

the topic of sexual harassment for faculty. 

14. My institution does an adequate job of providing accessible sexual harassment 

information for faculty. 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

104 

 

15. I am aware of sexual harassment situations that have occurred on my 

institution’s campus. 

16. I am aware of sexual harassment situations that have occurred in online 

classrooms provided by my institution. 

17. I would know how to respond if a student-to-student sexual harassment 

situation occurred in a class on campus I was in charge of. 

18. I have had a student-to-student sexual harassment situation occur in a class I 

was in charge of on campus. 

19. I would know how to respond if a sexual harassment situation occurred in an 

online class I was in charge of. 

20. I have had a student-to-student sexual harassment situation occur in a class I 

was in charge of online. 

21. Sexual harassment guidelines at my institution clearly cover harassment that 

takes place online in addition to harassment that takes place in person. 

Limitations 

In designing the survey, I considered how there can be rival explanations for 

data derived from a survey (Yin, 2003, p. 113). One explanation could show how 

incidents of sexual harassment online (that have been well documented) and incidents 

of such behaviors in online learning spaces do not overlap, i.e. are not statistically 

significant. While the probability of such sexual harassment occurring in online 

learning spaces is high due to well-documented factors such as online sexual 

harassment in general and the number of occurrences of sexual harassment on 
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campuses, my study does not claim that they exist in any particular numbers. Threats 

to validity here also could be due to phenomena such as the Hawthorne Effect, where 

participants’ reactions to the survey and interview questions may have altered 

behavior and the study results. Could participants feel that they had to claim to be 

more knowledgeable about sexual harassment than they actually are? Could 

participants feel that sexual harassment is an important subject and, therefore, my 

research must be important? Could participants be hiding useful information (or be 

unable to remember facts) about sexual harassment incidents they had experienced or 

heard of? Investigator bias also could have been a major factor since I experienced 

two obvious cases of online sexual harassment and went into this study expecting to 

find others reporting on similar cases. Overall, however, I felt that the survey 

accomplished what I expected. 

Interview Methods 

Here I review in detail the steps I took in preparing for and completing my 

interviews. 

Research 

In preparing for the interviews (in addition to the literature I discussed in the 

survey section of this chapter), I drew on McKee and Porter’s (2009) The Ethics of 

Internet Research: A Rhetorical, Case-based Process. They propose a research 

methodology that is both rhetorical and qualitative. This methodology is developed 

along with a discussion of ethical issues in internet research, and I kept this 

methodology in mind as I interviewed participants (found via the survey on the 
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internet) and later analyzed their responses using an intuitive/rhetorical analytic 

method aligned with general feminist approaches to research.  

Recruitment 

Of 50 participants in the survey, 12 were interviewed. I received notifications 

via the REDCap system and used open-ended prompts along with focused questions to 

initiate discussion with the interviewees. My method for this interview process is in 

alignment with feminist-based research methodologies to which I adhere; I review 

these theoretical approaches in some detail in the literature review (chapter two). The 

interview process is meant to supplement the survey by determining in detail what 

instructors may know and feel; this process allows for an essential messiness to the 

research method, adding to survey data that in itself cannot give a full picture of such a 

personal, affective, and embodied subject, that of sex and sexual harassment. I used 

both focused questions and open-ended prompts to initiate discussions with the 

interviewees and allow them to free-associate at times with their answer. I did not 

attempt to recreate survey questions to verify or falsify information from the survey 

with interview data (Yin, 2003).  

Audio and Notes 

To informally code information, I looked for inconsistencies in the interview 

data compare to the survey data. Because of the limited data pool I had and the 

“messy” nature of gathering data in an interview—as opposed to gathering data from 

online comments, for instance—I didn’t break down the survey or interviews into key 

terms I could use with survey software. A much larger study involving multiple 
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surveys and more interview would mostly like require more detailed analysis. The 

interviews used Audacity audio software and interviews were scheduled by setting a 

data via email. I used both focused questions and open-ended prompts to initiate 

discussions with the interviewees and allow them time to free-associate at times with 

their answers. 

Engaging with Participants 

There was the question in my mind of how context-free my engagement with 

interviewers online could be. I also wondered how my “vocal posturing” might affect 

the interviewees. In relistening to audio recordings of the interviews, I noted how my 

vocal tone was higher and my Southern speech patterns7 were more obvious than they 

are on a daily basis. I also giggled quite a bit, raised and softened my voice, and was 

quick to thank interviewees often. I wonder if I was exaggerating voice patterns coded 

as “female” in order to ingratiate myself to female interviewees? Maybe I 

unconsciously wanted to make it clear that I was not a “toxic male” and in some way, 

thereby, removed my male input from the process as much as possible. I considered 

that I might have created a persona for my online communication by drawing on my 

body posture (embodiment) and my emotional response (affect), a psychological point 

where “ethos and persona overlap” (Pickering, 2009). I hope that my verbal 

“performance” (if it was that) encouraged participant engagement rather than 

negatively altered any exchanges between us. 

 
7 I refer here to the Southern American English I learned during my childhood in Mississippi.  
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While my use of Audacity software and notetaking were generally successful, 

there were some interviews that generated more information, which could affect how I 

interpreted responses later. Overall, I felt that the interviews led to believable and 

spontaneous answers.8 Though I considered using a transcription tool to convert the 

audio interview to text, I was not happy with the results and decided that reviewing 

my original notes, taking additional notes while listening to the audio recordings, and 

making side notes to myself about observations not directly related to my transcription 

allowed me to maintain a personal response to my narrative interview data; this 

approach is in alignment with my feminist approach to research. 

The interview prompts included an introduction, some background information 

on the nature of my study, information on anonymity in this study, and prompts to 

extract information on (a) the participants’ education and work backgrounds, (b) their 

understanding of sexual harassment as a phenomenon, (c) sexual harassment training 

at their institutions, (d) personal experience with face-to-face or online harassment in 

class spaces, (e) any other relevant material they thought might be useful to this study. 

Here are the interview statements and prompts that I used: 

Interview prompts 

• Introduction: Hi _____. Thanks for allowing me to interview you. Before we 

start, do you have any questions that were not covered by information in the 

consent form? 

 
8 Unfortunately, there was audio fail during interviews 3, 9, and 10; therefore, I had to rely solely on my 

notetaking.  
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• Background Information: The primary research question we address is "How 

aware are instructors of online writing classes of student-to-student sexual 

harassment in the form of "hostile environment" and of institutional policies to 

address such harassment?" The interviews will be in the following areas: 

familiarity with general sexual harassment concepts and laws; institutional 

information and policy sources; offline and online sexual harassment 

classroom situations of a student-to-student hostile environment nature; and 

such incidents in offline and online classes. No names are being collected for 

the interview. If a name occurs in the audio, transcription will not include 

names. No identifying information will be linked to survey data. Interview data 

will not be linked to survey data. Personal information from interviews will not 

be included in any presentations or publications that come from this study.  

Any identifying data will be kept on a password-protected computer. 

Information will be deleted on a timeline designed by TTT policy. Please do 

not mention names or locations when responding for confidentiality reasons. 

• Prompt #1: Tell us about your history of teaching writing in-person and online. 

You may also speak to your professional experiences in education in general. 

• Prompt #2: Tell us about your broad understanding of sexual harassment and 

online sexual harassment. There are no right or wrong answers; we just want to 

know what your basic understanding of the phenomena is. You may speak to 

sexual harassment in education or in social media or in popular culture etc. 
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• Prompt #3: Tell us about your history of sexual harassment training at your 

present institution and at other education institutions. What worked for you and 

what did not? What improvements would you make if you could? 

• Prompt #4: Tell us about any student-to-student incidents in your face-to-face 

classes that required reference to institutional policies relevant to education 

spaces and sexual harassment or to any appeals to administration you might 

have made. If you have no personal experience, do you know about such 

incidents? 

• Prompt #5: Tell us about any student-to-student incidents in your online 

classes that required reference to institutional policies relevant to education 

spaces and sexual harassment or to any appeals to administration you might 

have made. If you have no personal experiences, do you know of any? How do 

you imagine that sexual harassment online might differ from such face-to-

face? How is such behavior different when it is student-to-student from when it 

involves a faculty member or a staff member and students? 

• Prompt #6: Is there anything else relevant to this study you would like to add? 

Are there other questions I should be asking? Have you considered this topic of 

online sexual harassment much before? What about SH in online education 

spaces? 

To comment on the interviews, I considered sections of questions on the survey: 

general sexual harassment concepts and laws, institutional information and policy 

sources, offline and online sexual harassment classroom situations, and incidents in 
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offline and online classes. The interview process was intended to enhance the survey 

by adding an affective element, allowing insight into what instructors may feel about 

the topic and their own knowledge or lack of knowledge about it; this process allows 

for an essential messiness to the research method, adding to survey data that in itself 

cannot give a full picture of such a personal, affective, and embodied subject, that of 

sex and sexual harassment. I used both focused questions and open-ended prompts to 

initiate discussions with the interviewees and allow them to free-associate at times 

with their answer. I also allowed for any other patterns that might be noticeable. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, my interviews were designed to encourage responses based on the 

survey questions: 

• How aware are online writing instructors of student-to-student sexual 

harassment, especially that of hostile environment, and the possibility of such 

behaviors in online writing classes? 

• How aware are online writing instructors of institutional sexual harassment 

policies that may or may not apply to online teaching environments? 

• How might student-to-student behaviors possibly occur in the form of hostile 

environment sexual harassment within online writing classrooms? 

These questions determined how I sought for awareness of the phenomenon of 

sexual harassment, awareness of policies generated within the institutions or of US 

laws related to the sexual harassment, and awareness of class events they know of 

directly or indirectly. 
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The following chapter (five) will report on a survey intended to gather 

information on awareness by college/university instructors of sexual harassment in 

online and offline classrooms and of institutional policies and institutional information 

on sexual harassment available for faculty. The survey addresses the issue of sexual 

harassment information available through the institution and ask general questions 

about possible harassment situations online and offline. This survey and the follow-up 

interviews are the research follow-up to the incidents narrated in this chapter. They are 

intended to expand on my initial ideas about sexual harassment in online classes and 

provide data and information from which to draw conclusions.  
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Chapter V 

Survey and Interview Results 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter (four), I explained the methods used for the survey and 

interviews in detail. I included a short review of relevant literature, discussed survey 

design, populations, and limitations. I then reviewed my interview methods and 

explained how interview material would supplement survey data. 

In this chapter, I give the results of the survey and the follow-up interviews 

that form the core of my dissertation. See Appendix D for my survey instrument. 

Analysis revels some interesting facts about how aware and unaware educators in 

higher education are of sexual harassment in online classes and of relevant or 

irrelevant institutional policies to such situations. I refer to this data in detail for my 

discussion in chapter six. This chapter is divided into two main parts, survey results 

and interview results, with subheadings: 

• Survey Overview 

o Survey Results: Demographics 

▪ Gender and Age 

▪ Institutional Data 

▪ Institutional Roles 

o Survey results: Demographics 

o Survey Results: Finding and Understanding Information and Policy 

Related to Sexual Harassment 
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o Survey Results: Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Face-to-face 

Classes and Policies and Knowing of Information that May Apply to 

Such Incidents 

o Survey Results: Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Online Classes and 

Knowing of Policies or Information that May Apply to Such Incidents  

• Interview Overview 

o Interview results: Demographics 

o Interview Results: Finding and Understanding Information and Policy 

Related to Sexual Harassment 

o Interview Results: Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Face-to-face 

Classes and Policies and Knowing about Information that May Apply 

to Such Incidents 

o Interview Results: Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Online Classes 

and Policies and Knowing about Information that May Apply to Such 

Incidents 

This chapter concludes with a summary of ideas I take from my reporting here. My 

main finding using survey and interview data indicates that there is a disconnect 

between what educators claim to know and what they actually know about the reality 

of sexual harassment in online classes. 

Survey Results 

My survey was divided into two main sections: 1) questions for classification 

information and 2) questions on awareness of sexual harassment and of sexual 
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harassment information and policies. The list of questions was designed to be 

increasingly specific about understanding sexual harassment as a phenomenon, about 

having knowledge on how to get information on the subject, and of being aware of its 

possibility in online classes. I received 50 responses to the survey. Here I briefly 

summarize the information from part one of the survey, which is also stated in more 

detail following this overview.9 

1. The plurality of those taking the survey were women between the ages 25-55. 

2. Most survey participants were fulltime employees at public institutions with 

5,000 to 30,000 students. 

3. Most survey participants had been employed 1-20 years with most spending 

some time on administrative responsibilities, teaching face-to-face classes, and 

teaching FYC; only three taught exclusively online. 

4. Most survey participants claimed to understand sexual harassment laws and 

regulations, even in some detail. 

5. Most participants claimed to understand institutional sexual harassment 

policies, but fewer claimed to have solid training on these policies or know of 

policies specifically addressing online harassment. 

6. Most of survey participants believed that they would recognize such student 

harassment on campus and online. Many claimed to be aware of student-to-

student sexual harassment on campus, but few claimed to be aware of the same 

 
9 Tables here include demographic information, number of survey participants answering, and 

percentage of total answers. 
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online. Few agreed that institutional policies covered both on-campus and 

online incidents of sexual harassment. 

7. Nearly half of respondents did not claim to know how to handle such a sexual 

harassment situation online, and no one claimed to have experienced a sexual 

harassment incident in an online class.  

Demographics 

Most participants (72%) were female, with 20% being male, one person 

identifying as non-binary/third gender, and three preferring not to say. The fact that so 

many women responded to a survey on writing education and sexual harassment was 

expected, but a lack of male participation could affect the results in some way. Would 

women be more likely than men to consider the possibility of sexual harassment in a 

class environment? Would men be less sympathetic to increased vigilance in 

monitoring online classes? The difference in participation may indicate that a higher 

percentage of female writing instructors are interested in the subject of my study; it 

may mean that more female instructors than male instructors teach composition and 

other writing classes; it may simply mean that more female than male teachers chose 

to respond to my survey request due to undocumented reasons (see Table 5.1 below). 

How do you identify in terms of gender?  

Table 5.1 Survey results on gender 

Answers  Number Percentage 

Female 36 72% 

Male 10  20% 

Non-binary / third gender 1 2% 

Other 0 0% 

Prefer not to say 3  6% 
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There was a wide range in age: most were between the age of 25 and 55 (28% 

being 25-35, 26% being 36-45, and 24% being 46-55), with a notable number over 56 

(17%) and two persons being under 25. I suspect that educators with more time in the 

field would have more experience with policies and harassment experiences on 

campus. This may not hold as true for online education, however, where younger 

teachers may play a larger role (see Table 5.2 below). 

What is your age?  

Table 5.2 Survey results on age 

Answers Number Percentage 

Under 25 2 4% 

25-30 14 28% 

36-45 13  26% 

46-55 12 24% 

56-65 8 16% 

Over 65 1 2% 

The greatest number worked at universities (70%) with those from two-year 

colleges being next (16%). The fact that larger institutions were overrepresented could 

slant my results, but there was also representation from four-year colleges with 

graduate programs and only undergraduates (see Table 5.3 below). 

What type of institution best describes your current, primary workplace? If you 

work for more than one institution, choose the one you most identity with to 

answer informational questions.  
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Table 5.3 Survey results on primary institution 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By far, the great number were from public institutions (84%), with private-

religiously-affiliated (10%) and “other” (2%) represented; none worked at private for-

profit schools. This range of answers does not indicate a wide representation of 

institutional types, but it is likely that public institution writing programs are typical of 

those my study looks into; it is unfortunate that no private online institutions were 

represented since there seems to be a trend in that direction with online education (see 

Table 5.4 below).  

How is your current primary institution affiliated? 

Table 5.4 Survey results on institution affiliation 

Answers Number Percentage 

Public  42 84% 

Private non-affiliated 2 4% 

Private religiously affiliated 5 10% 

Private for-profit 0 0% 

Other 1 2% 

 

  

Answers Number Percentage 

University 33 70% 

College with graduate programs 2 4% 

Four-year undergraduate college 5 10% 

Two-year undergraduate college 8 16% 

Other 0 0% 
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Because 76% were full-time employees and 24% part-time, there may not be a 

fair representation of department teaching faculty status.10 It appears that adjunct 

faculty were underrepresented in my survey. Since most were full-time, there may be a 

greater likelihood of their being more aware of policies (see Table 5.5 below). 

Are you a part-time or a full-time employee?  

Table 5.5 Survey results on part-time or full-time  

 

 

 

 

Participants (66%) largely worked at institutions from 5,000 to 30,000 

students, though 16% came from those with student bodies of under 5000 and 19% 

from those over 30,000. This representation seems predictable since most US 

institutions of higher education are neither very large nor very small (see Table 5.6 

below). 

What is the approximate size of the student body (both full-time and part-time) 

at your current primary institution? 

Table 5.6 Survey results on student body size 

Answers Number Percentage 

Under 5000 8 16% 

5000-15,000 20 40% 

16,000-30,000 13 26% 

 
10 According to a 2011 study by the American Association of University Professors, 41.3% of faculty in 

higher education is part-time/adjunct. This figure does not include graduate teachers, 

https://www.aaup.org/sites/default/files/files/AAUP_Report_ InstrStaff-75-11_apr2013.pdf). There is 

reason to believe that the percentage of adjunct faculty has declined since 2011, however. According to 

Federal data, the percentage of full-time instructors has increased slightly while the total faculty 

workforce has decreased, https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/11/27/federal-data-show-

proportion-instructors-who-work-full-time-rising. Note that percentages vary according to type of 

institution.  

Answers Number Percentage 

Part-time 12 24% 

Full-time 38 76% 
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Table 5.6 Continued 

Over 30,000  9 18% 

A slight plurality had worked at their primary workplace for 1-5 years (36%), 

followed by those who had 6-10 years (26%). A notable number had 11-20 years 

(20%) with only 18% less than a year or more than 20 years. I consider this be a good 

range of data and probably representative of faculty job longevity (see Table 5.7 

below). 

How long have you been working for your current primary institution? 

Table 5.7 Survey results on length of employment 

Answers Number Percentage 

Less than a year 5 10% 

1-5 years 18 36% 

6-10 years 13 26% 

11-20 years 10 20% 

More than 20 years 4 8% 

 

None of the survey contributors currently worked as fulltime administrators, 

but 70% spent 25-75% of their work time on administrative activities. This high 

percentage may explain why many claimed to be somewhat knowledgeable about 

sexual harassment policies (see Table 5.8 below). 

What percentage of your time in the past year have you spent working on 

administrative activities at your current primary institution? 

Table 5.8 Survey results on administrative activities 

Answers Number Percentage 

None 12 24% 
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Table 5.8 Continued 

Less than 25% 17 34% 

25-75% 18 36% 

More than 75% 3 6% 

 

When asked what types of classes they taught, participants were allowed to 

check multiple answers. The types of classes taught varied quite a bit; FYC was the 

class most taught (at 84%), followed by technical writing (46%), business professional 

writing (46%), and “other” (44%). Rhetoric was taught by 34% and creative writing 

by 14%. Five persons taught writing for engineering or medical sciences (10%). 

I was surprised that 15 persons (30%) taught developmental English, perhaps 

because I do not see those classes as normally being online and this survey was on the 

topic of online education. I was pleased that there was a range of class types and my 

results did not depend largely on FYC (see Table 5.9 below). 

Select the types of writing classes you have taught for your current primary 

institution. Select as many answers as needed. 

Table 5.9 Survey results on type of writing classes 

Answers Number Percentage 

Developmental English 15 30% 

First-year Composition 42  84% 

Rhetoric 17 34% 

Creative Writing 7 14% 

Technical Writing 23 46% 

Business/Professional Writing 23 46% 

Writing for Engineering 5 10% 

Other 22 44% 
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The primary site at which participants taught was largely face-to-face (66%), with a 

notable number teaching online (24%). Five (10%) taught hybrid courses. I was 

curious why more survey responders did not teach primarily online since the survey 

focused on classes online. This may be because faculty often teach both online and 

face-to-face (see Table 5.10 below). 

What is your primary site for teaching writing classes in the past five years? 

Table 5.10 Survey results on teaching site 

Answers Number Percentage 

Face-to-face on Campus 33 66% 

Online 12 24% 

Hybrid 5 10% 

Media Lab 0 0% 

 

A plurality (39%) spent 25-75 % of their time teaching online (with a few 

teaching hybrid classes). Only three persons (6%) taught solely online, but eight 

(16%) had not taught online at all in the past five years. The fact that persons who had 

not taught online responded to my survey could be because they had an administrative 

interest in online education or because they were just interested in the topic of sexual 

harassment (see Table 5.11 below). 

What percentage of your writing instruction time in the past five years have you 

spent teaching online or hybrid classes? 

Table 5.11 Survey results on online teaching percentage 

Answers Number Percentage 

None 8 16% 

Less than 25% 13 27% 

25-75% 19 39% 

More than 75% 6 12% 
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Table 5.11 Continued 

All 3 6% 

 

Understanding of Information and Policy Related to Sexual Harassment 

Most claimed to have a basic understanding of sexual harassment as a 

phenomenon (94% agreed or strongly agreed they did). I was surprised that three 

persons (6%) in education claimed to strongly disagree about having a basic 

understanding. Maybe they misunderstood the question or maybe are just honest about 

their lack of knowledge. My questions became increasingly specific regarding 

knowledge of sexual harassment as the survey progressed (See Table 5.12 below). 

 

I have a basic understanding of what sexual harassment is and can clearly define 

it.  

Table 5.12 Survey results on understanding sexual harassment 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 3 6% 

Disagree 0 0% 

Neither agree nor disagree 0 0% 

Agree 13 26% 

Strongly agree 34 68% 

 

When asked if “they have a basic understanding of U.S. sexual harassment 

laws and regulations (such as Title VII and Title IX) and how they apply at the 

national and local levels,” again, most agreed or strongly agreed (90% total) (see 

Table 5.13 below). When asked if they “had a basic understanding of the difference 

between ‘quid pro quo’ sexual harassment and ‘hostile environment’ sexual 

harassment,” fewer agreed or strongly agreed (86%) (see Table 5.14 below). I was not 
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expecting such a large number to understand details of sexual harassment law (if they 

do). My interviews did not confirm these claims to understand such details. 

I have a basic understanding of U.S. sexual harassment laws and regulations 

(such as Title VII and Title IX) and how they apply at the national and local 

levels.  

Table 5.13 Survey results on US laws and regulations 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 3 6% 

Disagree 2 4% 

Neither agree nor disagree 0 0% 

Agree 23 47% 

Strongly agree 21 43% 

 

I have a basic understanding of the difference between "quid pro quo" sexual 

harassment and "hostile environment" sexual harassment. 

Table 5.14 Survey results on types of sexual harassment 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 3 6% 

Disagree 3 6% 

Neither agree nor disagree 1 2% 

Agree 18 36% 

Strongly agree 25 50% 

 

While most participants agreed or strongly agreed (84% total) that they had an 

adequate understanding of sexual harassment policies and procedures at their 

institutions, it is noticeable that a total of 14% disagreed, strongly disagreed, or did not 

know (see Table 5.15 below). On the other hand, only 60% claimed to have received 

adequate training from their institution on the topic of sexual harassment, which 
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means 40% of participants were not satisfied with training (see Table 5.16). This lack 

of satisfaction was confirmed during interviews. 

I have an adequate understanding of sexual harassment policy and procedures at 

my institution. 

Table 5.15 Survey results on policy and procedures 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 4% 

Disagree 3 6% 

Neither agree nor disagree 3 6% 

Agree 20 40% 

Strongly agree 22 44% 

 

I have received adequate training from my institution on the topic of sexual 

harassment. 

Table 5.16 Survey results on training 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 4% 

Disagree 12 24% 

Neither agree nor disagree 6 12% 

Agree 22 44% 

Strongly agree 8 16% 

 

Again, 84% felt they knew where to search online for general information 

about sexual harassment provided by reliable sources outside the institution; the fact 

they knew where to go apart from institutional information may indicate something 

about weakness of institutional training (see Table 5.17 below). Indeed, fewer (78%) 

said they knew where to search for institutional policy information on sexual 
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harassment (See Table 5.18 below). By far most (88%) strongly agreed it was 

important for educational institutions to provide faculty with accessible information on 

institutional policies regarding student-to-student hostile environment sexual 

harassment (see Table 5.19 below). I wonder why 22% would agree—but not 

strongly—about such information’s importance. 

  

I know where to search online for general information about sexual harassment 

provided by reliable sources outside my institution. 

Table 5.17 Survey results on general information 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 4% 

Disagree 3 6% 

Neither agree nor disagree 3 6% 

Agree 22 44% 

Strongly agree 20 40% 

 

I know where to search for institutional policy information on sexual harassment. 

Table 5.18 Survey results institutional policy 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 4% 

Disagree 4 8% 

Neither agree nor disagree 5 10% 

Agree 21 42% 

Strongly agree 18 36% 
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It is important for educational institutions to provide faculty with accessible 

information on institutional policies regarding student-to-student "hostile 

environment sexual harassment." 

Table 5.19 Survey results on importance of information 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 0 0% 

Disagree 0 0% 

Neither agree nor disagree 0 0% 

Agree 6 12% 

Strongly agree 44 88% 

Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Face-to-face Classes and Knowing of Policies or 

Information that May Apply to Such Incidents 

I organized the questions around both possible events on-campus and online. A 

full 88% claimed they would recognize student-to-student sexual harassment if it took 

place in a class on campus where they were in charge (see Table 5.20 below), and a 

surprising large number (72%) believed they would recognize undergraduate student-

to-student sexual harassment if it took place in an online class (see Table 5.21 below). 

I would recognize student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" if 

it took place in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge. 

Table 5.20 Survey results on recognize on campus 

Answers Number Percentage 

No 0 0% 

Not sure 6 12% 

 Yes 43 88% 
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I would recognize undergraduate student-to-student "hostile environment sexual 

harassment" if it took place in a class ONLINE where I was in charge. 

Table 5.21 Survey results on recognize online 

Answers Number Percentage 

No 1 2% 

Not sure 13 26% 

 Yes 36 72% 

 

Quite a few survey participants (52%) claimed to be aware of student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment situations that had occurred on campus 

(see Table 5.22 below). I was not surprised to find that few (16%) claimed to be aware 

of such situations in institutional online spaces, although 24% were not sure (see Table 

5.23 below). Most (82% total) agreed or strongly agreed that they would know how to 

respond if a student-to-student sexual harassment situation occurred in a class on 

campus where they were in charge (see Table 5.24 below). It is unfortunate that such a 

noticeable number (18%) were not sure they would know how to respond. 

I am aware of student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" 

situations that have occurred on my institution's CAMPUS. 

Table 5.22 Survey results on aware on campus 

Answers Number Percentage 

No 15 30% 

Not sure 9 18% 

 Yes 26 52% 
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I am aware of student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" 

situations that have occurred in ONLINE spaces provided by my institution. 

Table 5.23 Survey results on aware online 

Answers Number Percentage 

No 30 60% 

Not sure 12 24% 

 Yes 8 16% 

 

I would know how to respond if a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual 

harassment" situation occurred in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge. 

Table 5.24 Survey results on respond 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 4% 

Disagree 2 4% 

Neither agree nor disagree 5 10% 

Agree 27 54% 

Strongly agree 14 28% 

Few (8%) had experienced this type of sexual harassment in a class on campus, 

with 82% sure they had not experienced it (see Table 5.25 below). Notably, 10% were 

not sure, which speaks to whether instructors are aware of when such events between 

students occur. I wonder how many of the 82% were cognizant that sexual harassment 

could occur in class without their knowing about it. Interestingly, 10 % (five 

respondents) were not sure if harassment had occurred in their classes. I would claim 

that these instructors are being more honest with themselves than are other 

respondents. 
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I have had a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" 

situation occur in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge. 

Table 5.25 Survey results on situation 

Answers Number Percentage 

No 41 82% 

Not sure 5 10% 

 Yes 4 8% 

Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Online Classes and Knowing of Policies or 

Information that May Apply to Such Incidents 

As I stated earlier, 88% believed they could recognize student-to-student 

sexual harassment in a face-to-face class, while 72% thought they would be able to 

recognize such student-to-student sexual harassment in a class online. It is also 

unfortunate, but not surprising, that 44% did not agree that they would know how to 

respond if such a situation occurred in a class online where they were in charge. No 

one agreed that they have had a sexual harassment situation occur in an online class 

where they were in charge; interestingly, however, 10% were not sure. 

I would know how to respond if a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual 

harassment" situation occurred in a class ONLINE where I was in charge. 

Table 5.26 Survey results on respond online 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 4% 

Disagree 8 16% 

Neither agree nor disagree 10 20% 

Agree 25 50% 

Strongly agree 5 10% 
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A small number (16%) agreed or strongly agreed that sexual harassment 

policies and guidelines at their institution clearly covered undergraduate student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment both on campus and online. I consider 

it unremarkable that after having to answer questions detailing sexual harassment 

policies or information and sexual harassment events in class, few were sure by the 

end about the efficacy of their institution’s practices. 

Only a total of 66% of responders agreed or strongly agreed that they 

understood “institutional procedures for reporting incidents of student-to-student 

‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ that take place in institutionally-mandated 

online spaces (such as learning managements systems, email, chat rooms, etc.).” With 

even fewer (46%) claiming to understand such procedures, this lower number is 

predictable given that educators were less familiar with the phenomenon of sexual 

harassment in online class spaces. 

When asked about institutional information on sexual harassment that takes 

place online as well as on campus, only 26% were aware that such information 

existed. It is worth mentioning that most (54%) were “not sure,” which indicates they 

do not know if they know that the information exists. 

Sexual harassment policies and guidelines at my institution clearly cover 

undergraduate student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" that 

takes place both ON CAMPUS and ONLINE. 

Table 5.27 Survey results on policies on campus and online 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 3 6% 

Disagree 19 39% 

Neither agree nor disagree 19 39% 
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Table 5.27 Continued 

Agree 6 12% 

Strongly agree 2 4% 

 

I understand institutional procedures for reporting incidents of student-to-

student "hostile environment sexual harassment" that take place in 

institutionally-mandated online spaces (such as learning managements systems, 

email, chat rooms, etc.). 

Table 5.28 Survey results on procedures online 

Answers Number Percentage 

Strongly disagree 4 8% 

Disagree 15 30% 

Neither agree nor disagree 8 16% 

Agree 13 26% 

Strongly agree 10 20% 

 

At the end of the survey questions, there was a consent form attached and a 

field included for email addresses for those who agreed to follow-up interviews. Out 

of 50 survey respondents, 14 agreed (but only 12 interviews took place). Next, I 

review basic information from the interviews. The discussion chapter (six) provides an 

in-depth discussion of both survey and interview results.  

Interview Results 

The interview process is meant to supplement the survey by determining in 

detail what instructors may know and feel; this process allows for an essential 

messiness to the research method, adding to survey data that in itself cannot give a full 

picture of such a personal, affective, and embodied subject, that of sex and sexual 

harassment. I used both focused questions and open-ended prompts to initiate 
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discussions with the interviewees. There were encouraged to free-associate at times 

with their answers. 

Demographics 

Here I give basic demographic information on persons I interviewed. I did not 

ask the interviewees for specific demographic information and do not include personal 

identifying information from the prompt portions of our discussion in order to ensure 

anonymity; therefore my “demographic” section here contains less precise data. To 

report on interview data, I use the same headings used for survey data: Demographics; 

Finding and Understanding Information and Policy Related to Sexual Harassment; 

Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Face-to-face Classes and Knowing of Policies or 

Information that May Apply to Such Incidents; Recognizing Sexual Harassment in 

Online Classes and Policies and Knowing of Information that May Apply to Such 

Incidents. All interviews took place in December of 2018. In the next chapter (six), I 

use details from the interviews to supplement my analysis of survey results. 

Interviewee #1 has been in higher education for over 20 years; she began 

teaching in graduate school and then moved to the Student Affairs division of a public 

university. Later, she designed classes for a men’s fraternity and did curriculum design 

for purely online colleges. She is currently in the Academic Affairs division and 

designs online programs. Interviewee #2 has been teaching for seven years in a public 

university, first as an adjunct and then as a visiting lecturer. Mostly, she has taught 

face-to-face classes. Within the past year, she taught one online class for the first time 

and plans to teach two online classes next year. 
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Interviewee #3 has a long background in teaching. She served as WPA for one 

year at a public college. Before entering higher education, she was a grade-school 

teacher. She considers herself very familiar with policies and laws regarding sexual 

harassment. Interviewee #4 left a career in industry in 2008 to enter a PhD program 

with a teaching fellowship. After graduating, she moved to a tenure-track position at a 

large state university. She has taught in both the English Department and in the 

professional school, mostly composition but also professional writing and rhetoric. 

She has taught face-to-face classes and some hybrid courses. 

Interviewee #5 has a PhD in rhetoric/composition and has been teaching since 

2004. Currently, she is a WPA and associate professor. She has taught only face-to-

face classes, never online. There are few online classes in the writing program that she 

oversees. Training TAs and faculty members has been her main role in education. 

Interviewee #6 has a PhD in literature and cultural studies; she has taught composition 

since 2003. She began teaching solely face-to-face as a TA and later at community 

colleges as an adjunct. Later, she taught hybrid and online classes as a fulltime 

instructor in a women studies program. That was her first experience in teaching 

online. Since 2009, she has been the WPA for a fully online composition program. 

Interviewee #7 started college at the age of 36 and took over six years to get 

her bachelor’s degree and another three years to get her master’s degree. After getting 

her masters, she went to Jamaica for three months to teach inmates in a men’s prison, 

where the men could not read or write. In fall of 2011, she returned to her home in 

Hawaii and got her current fulltime job at a community college where she teaches 
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freshman and sophomore classes in rhetoric, composition, and literature. She began 

teaching online about four years ago. Online she teaches FYC classes and business 

classes; she always teaches at least one online class per semester. Interviewee #8 

began as an adjunct instructor at a community college in 1993. Afterwards she taught 

writing at a private four-year institution, then moved into teaching literature (and did 

not teaching writing for 10 years), then went back to a community college and began 

teaching writing again. She has taught both face-to-face and online classes. For the 

past three years, she has been department chair and has mostly taught online. She is 

not teaching as much currently. She has no business background, and teaching has 

been her life. 

Interviewee #9 has been teaching since 2015. She began teaching as a TA both 

face-to-face and online. She was an international student and currently teaches five 

sections per semester of FYC online. She also teaches classes in technical writing, 

rhetoric, and ESL/TSOL. Interviewee #10 has been teaching both undergraduate and 

graduate classes for a large state university solely online since 2009. He was 

previously in publishing. Interviewee #11 has taught since 1997, mostly composition 

and rhetoric. She has taught online since 2006. She is not tenured and now teaches 

online for three different institutions. She also directs a program in online writing 

instruction; previously she served as an administrator at two different institutions 

coordinating online training and professional development. Most of the research she 

has published over the past 13 years concerns online writing instruction. Interviewee 

#12 had no work experience outside education. She went from undergraduate school 
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directly to graduate school, and she has taught FYC at several institutions. Along with 

her PhD in composition, she has a PhD minor in women’s studies. 

Finding and Understanding Information and Policy Related to Sexual Harassment 

Most of the interview participants were able to articulate, to varying degrees, a 

definition of sexual harassment. Most tended to talk about getting policy information 

from other departments and how sexual harassment training did or did not help them 

understand relevant policies and where to find them. Few of those interviewed 

discussed specific outside information sources such as government publications, 

nonprofit websites, or scholarly journals. 

For interviewee #1, “sexual harassment” is always about gender and can 

happen online as easily as face-to face; she believes that there is still inadequate 

training on the topic at universities. However, she says she knows how to find policies 

on sexual harassment since she has been an administrator. Interviewee #2 noted that 

commenting on parts of another person’s body is a type of sexual harassment. She 

thinks that training using “bought training templates” is the wrong approach to use for 

university settings. She has looked at policies about inappropriate touching. 

Interviewee #3 knows about mandatory reports since she was a WPA, but she thinks 

her sexual harassment training with a required online quiz was inadequate. Participant 

#4 noted that sexual harassment can have a “hostile component.” She has not had to 

consult policies herself, but she does watch a required video each year about sexual 

harassment. Interviewee #5 has trained teaching assistants and faculty members on 

sexual harassment, so she believed she had a clear understanding of the details, laws 
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and policies that applied. She has worked with the Title IV representative, but she was 

not happy with the way situations were required to be reported for that office. 

Interviewee #6 understands sexual harassment to be “unwanted attention” as a 

“coercive” act. As a WPA, she has dealt with policies on various types of harassment 

and thinks she can locate documents when required. Interviewee #7 mentioned that 

women can harass men also and has “seen things that happen on campus.” For 

example, there was one harassment issue with a disabled male student consistently 

stalking a female student on campus. She wondered how disability played into the 

problem. She explained that her university has very inadequate policies on sexual 

harassment and that she really does not know where to get institutional information. 

Interview participant #8 thinks of sexual harassment as a situation that causes 

“discomfort” and knows that there are institutional policies against it; she has yearly 

online training on such policies. She is not sure exactly where to find policy 

information, however. Participant #9 mentioned that sexual identity can play a role in 

harassment. She has had some training that “was not helpful” and had no specifics on 

where to get institutional information on the topic. 

Interviewee #10 thinks of both physical and digital stalking when asked about 

sexual harassment. He has training yearly online that covers Title IX but has never had 

to look for extra information or institutional policies. Interviewee #11 does not think 

much about the topic of sexual harassment since “it’s not a problem in her classes.” 

She has been to many to sexual harassment training classes over the years, but she 

says most of them “were ineffective.” She is sure she could locate information and 
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policies if necessary. Interviewee #12 believes that sexual harassment is more of a 

face-to-face problem. She has had both effective and ineffective training, but she has 

never had to look for policy information. She explained that she has not thought much 

about sexual harassment in the context of teaching.  

Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Face-to-face Classes and Knowing of Policies or 

Information that May Apply to Such Incidents 

Most of the interview participants did not mention looking for policy or other 

information on the topic of sexual harassment for classroom incidents since few had 

experienced such incidents in class. None claimed to have looked for information on 

the subject or policies in order to be prepared for such incidents. 

Interviewee #1 had one incident of sexual harassment occur when she was 

dealing with fraternities as an instructor; it was the older members of the organization, 

however, who were more likely to sexually harass women. She referred to policies 

herself and “called out” the male students. Interviewee #2 has never noticed any 

“major harassment” other than students “making lewd comments.” One student did 

touch her on the shoulder, and she reprimanded him. She looked up information on the 

“touching incident” but believes her university does not have a policy on student-to-

student sexual contact. Interview participant #3 had one situation arise in her on-

campus class; the male student was removed from class, and the case went through 

disciplinary actions. She was “out of the loop” and did not have to deal with policy 

then. 

Participant #4 had one experience with sexual harassment in her classroom 

when an older man consistently made derogatory remarks about women; he also sat 
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too close to one female student and rubbed the student’s shoulder. However, she dealt 

with the male student without having to look up institutional policy or report the 

incident. Interviewee #5 had not had an incident in one of her classes, but she did hear 

of “a serious incident” in another teacher’s class involving two students. Participant #6 

spoke with a young woman who was in her class and had been raped, but there was no 

incident in the classroom. Interviewee #7 had not had any situations in her class, but 

she heard of one situation in another class when a student struck his girlfriend. She 

understands that a male teacher escorted the young man out of the building. 

Interviewee #8 had not had issues in her class, but she was aware of one 

student-to-teacher situation where a sexual relationship developed and created a sexual 

harassment situation. She had dealt with a Title IX complaint once about an issue, but 

it was about discrimination and not sexual harassment. Interview participant #9 is not 

aware of any incidents in one of her classes, but she knows of another teacher’s class 

where a male made inappropriate comments. She also knew of a student who was 

harassed on campus (but not sexually) and directed to Student Affairs. Participant #10 

had no direct experience with in-class harassment, but he knows that two students had 

to withdraw from his institution due to “sexual harassment accusations.” Interviewee 

#11 has not had any situations arise in her classes; she says she is “pretty mindful” in 

the classroom and does not believe such harassment would occur. She explained that 

she experienced sexual harassment as a student more than once, so she knows what to 

look for. Participant #12 has had one student harass another student in class, but it was 
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due to “rudeness” and not sexual in nature. There was an incident she knew of on 

campus where a staff member was being stalked and sexually harassed by a student.  

Recognizing Sexual Harassment in Online Classes and Knowing of Policies or 

Information that May Apply to Such Incidents 

Interviewee #1 is very familiar with online classes since she designs them for 

various university departments. She includes a sexual harassment statement in her 

online class syllabi and was the only interviewee to have considered the possibility of 

sexual harassment in online class spaces and acted on the possibility. She felt 

frustrated at the unwillingness of upper administration to appreciate the uniqueness of 

online class design and how special policies were in order. She says she would be 

quick to recognize online harassment in one of her classes but has not had any 

situation arise so far. Interviewee participant #2 had not really considered the 

possibility of online sexual harassment in campus classrooms and had spent little time 

considering the nature of online teaching. Interviewee #3 had an incident in an online 

class she co-taught where one student was too aggressive verbally toward other 

students, but the problem was not sexual in nature so no actions other than a 

reprimand were taken. She did not refer to any policies.  

For interviewee #4, there was one situation in an online class where she was 

personally offended by posts some men wrote that were “dismissive of women.” She 

felt that it was always men who were dismissive towards women and not the other 

way around. She was not sure if that amounted to sexual harassment. She also 

mentioned that some online students wrote about personal matters that made her 

uncomfortable. Interviewee #5 had never heard of sexual harassment in online classes, 
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but after our interview, she said she was sure that such harassment occurs. She thought 

that online harassment in class depends on whether it is “anonymous” and whether it 

“opens the door for more trolling and inappropriate comments.” She had not heard of 

any sort of policy on the matter.  

Interviewee #6 knew of one incident that was not a “clear cut case” but more 

“borderline.” She knew of one online male instructor who had a “snarky tone” that 

was “off-putting to students.” One female student felt that the instructor was 

“discriminating” against her after an altercation about his feedback on a paper she 

wrote. The issue went to the Office of Diversity and Inclusion. There was also a 

situation in a synchronous peer writing workshop using Google Hangouts with a 

student who was drunk and blowing cigarette smoke into the camera and being 

verbally abusive. She felt his behavior was disruptive but knew of no policy covering 

something the student was doing at home. She never successfully found a policy that 

clearly covered the online incident. The peer workshop stopped using the camera 

during sessions after that. She wondered what would constitute a “safe space” in an 

online class, synchronous or asynchronous. 

Interviewee #7 did not know of an issue in an online class at her institution, but 

she thinks that online sexual harassment would be hard to refute since it is written 

down online. Interview participant #8 had occasionally heard of problems in online 

classes, but the situations were “more about bullying or flaming” and not sexual in 

nature. She, also, felt that it would be hard for a harasser to claim ambiguity about a 

harassment situation since there would be hard evidence in the online class. As an 
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administrator, she felt a little “worried” after the interview that she may not have heard 

about online harassment situations that had occurred in classes in her department. 

Interviewee #9 had not heard of any online sexual harassment situations, but there was 

one online class where a female student felt that a male student’s criticism of her was 

too harsh. Another online male student in a posting blatantly dismissed the instructor’s 

online class guidelines. Interview participant #10 had not recognized any harassment 

in his online classes and was “not even sure what it would look like.” He saw online 

harassment as an extension of a problem already existing face-to-face. He thought that 

some students signed up for online classes because they were “safe spaces…where 

stalking is not physical or intimidating.” He had no opinion on policies addressing 

such situations and thought that there “was not much recognition” of online 

harassment. 

Interviewee #11 had a harassment situation occur in a class in the late 1990s. A 

student did not understand the “rhetorical situation” when the class used a chat board, 

and he called other students names, etc. In class, however, he was quiet and polite. In 

fact, she gave a conference presentation on the incident once. She believes that grad 

students would not make the same harassing mistakes as would undergraduates. She 

thinks that online classes have a “safe distancing” compared to classes on campus. It is 

important to stop “TMI” right away in online classes. Interview participant #12 could 

not think of any online harassment situations, but she believes that online harassment 

would be “less subtle” than face-to-face harassment because there would be no “tone 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

143 

 

of voice.” She wondered about the problem of harassment on peer review posts. She 

said that “students never think they are in a position of power.” 

Conclusion 

The chapter concludes with a few ideas I take from my reporting here on 

survey and interview data. I should mention that this study is not controlled, so I have 

no way of easily factoring in how representative of the survey participant population 

the interview population was. I noted that survey data and participant interview 

information did not always agree. For instance, participants often claimed to be 

informed about institutional information and policy in the survey while also 

mentioning inadequate training on the issue by their institutions; they also were 

largely unable to reference any particular policies or procedures during the interviews. 

While the surveys indicated that participants did not know of sexual harassment 

situations online, the interview showed that quite a few had heard of situations through 

the faculty grapevine. My main finding using survey and interview data indicates that 

there is a disconnect between what educators claim to know and what they actually 

know about the reality of sexual harassment in online classes. 

I elaborate more on these in the next chapter (six), where I discuss survey data 

and interview notes in detail to indicate disagreement between the surveys and the 

interviews that provides insight into my primary research questions:  

1. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of student-to-

student sexual harassment—especially that of hostile environment—as a 

phenomenon and the possibility of such harassment in online class spaces? 
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2. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of institutional 

sexual harassment policies that may or may not apply to online class spaces? 

3. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of how student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment might unfold within online 

class spaces?  
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Chapter VI 

Discussion and Argument 

Introduction 

In chapter four, I outlined my methods used for data-gathering and analysis. In 

chapter five, I reported on the results of my survey and interviews and made some 

analytic comments. In this chapter I go into a deeper discussion of the survey data and 

interview recordings and notes, where I analyze the overlap, agreement, and 

disagreement between the surveys and the interviews. I argue that an analysis of 

survey data and interviews material shows contradictions in the way participants claim 

knowledge of facts on sexual harassment, institutional policies on the subject, and how 

sexual harassment in online classes might unfold.  

While my approach to discussing the result relies on some intuitive and 

subjective insights into data, I see this approach in agreement with my feminist 

methodology and research methods as discussed in the literature review (chapter two), 

the narrative chapter (three) and the methods chapter (four). I focus my discussion on 

the three research questions I laid out in chapter one: 

• How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of student-to-

student sexual harassment—especially that of hostile environment—as a 

phenomenon and the possibility of such harassment in online class spaces? 

• How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of institutional 

sexual harassment policies that may or may not apply to online class spaces? 
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• How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of how student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment might unfold within online 

class spaces? 

I organize my discussion here around the survey headings below and integrate 

interview material as appropriate. 

• Questions about General Sexual Harassment Concepts and Laws 

• Questions about Institutional Information and Policy Sources 

• Questions about Offline and Online Sexual Harassment Classroom Situations 

• Questions about Incidents in Offline and Online Classes  

Questions about General Sexual Harassment Concepts and Laws 

My claim for this section of questions is that participants were not as sure 

about the definition of sexual harassment and the laws addressing it as they asserted in 

the survey. The interview prompt corresponding to this survey heading states, “Tell us 

about your broad understanding of sexual harassment and online sexual harassment. 

There are no right or wrong answers; we just want to know what your basic 

understanding of the phenomena is. You may speak to sexual harassment in education 

or in social media or in popular culture etc.” Question #12 of the survey reads, “I have 

a basic understanding of what sexual harassment is and can clearly define it. Of survey 

respondents, 6% strongly disagree, 0% disagree, 0% neither agree nor disagree/don’t 

know, 26% agree, and 68% strongly agree. 

Comparing survey data with the interviewees becomes telling here. Almost all 

respondents believed they had a basic understanding of sexual harassment as a 
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phenomenon and reality addressed in higher education. As questions in the survey 

became more specific about details of federal legislation and institutional policies, 

however, respondents were more likely to doubt their knowledge. I find it odd that 6% 

stated that they have little knowledge of the subject since choosing to take this survey 

indicates some interest, and one would think at least a basic understanding of sexual 

harassment would be had by those teaching in higher education. Half of the interview 

subjects did not claim to have a detailed working understanding of sexual harassment 

as a classroom phenomenon even though they knew in advance that I would ask for 

information and insight on the topic. 

For instance, one interviewee explained sexual harassment as “when someone 

is made to feel uncomfortable and threatened in any way, almost always exclusive to 

gender or perceived gender.” She did not address the sexual nature of sexual 

harassment but only touched on gender as what really matters. Her response seemed 

inadequate to me since she is director of an online program, designed classes, dealt 

with administrative policies, and had been in higher education for over 20 years. I 

imagined that a person with extensive experience as an administrator would have a 

more detailed answer when asked to define sexual harassment. One person, who had 

been teaching for seven years in a public university mostly face-to-face, had difficulty 

giving a definition for sexual harassment, deciding it was “unwanted…actions of a 

sexual nature [such as] sleazy brushing up against someone or unwanted comments or 

obvious requesting sexual favors and stuff like that.”  Another person, who had been a 
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WPA for a year at a public college, talked about mandatory reports, narratives, 

curriculums, and inappropriate behaviors. 

Some had more coherent answers. One educator, with a background in 

business and employment practices, had a detailed and informed answer explaining 

sexual harassment as “situations that can be perceived of as a gender or sexual nature 

and that has a hostile component [and it ] has to do with power and power struggles, 

sometimes intentional and sometimes unintentional, but they are never acceptable.” 

One interviewee “pointed out that “it doesn’t even have to be overtly sexual, but when 

someone is pursing someone and won’t take no for an answer.” Another interviewee 

mentioned “digital stalking, physical stalking, sexual violence, hostile environment or 

culture.” Several refereed to power issues, gender disparity, and stalking. 

Question #13 of the survey states, “I have a basic understanding of U.S. sexual 

harassment laws and regulations (such as Title VII and Title IX) and how they apply at 

the national and local levels.” Of respondents, 6% strongly disagree, 4% disagree, 0% 

neither agree nor disagree/don’t know, 47% agree, and 43% strongly agree. The 

percentage of those who agree or strongly agree that they have knowledge of sexual 

harassment goes down noticeably as the questions become more specific. I wonder if 

those who strongly agree/agree are those respondents who have had some 

administrative experience or more years in teaching. A more detailed statistical 

analysis could shed some light on this. I wonder if those who indicated that they have 

a basic understanding of sexual harassment (question #12) would have changed their 

answer after realizing the questions would become more specific. I deliberately did not 
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allow for altering answers once participants had moved to the next question because I 

wanted their initial impulses. Question #13 question was to establish the basis for the 

survey and see if participants were aware of such harassment at all; I assumed that any 

professional educator would have some basic understanding. 

Again, interview input did not support the high number of claims in the survey 

to understand laws and regulations. I did not expect interview participants to refer so 

little to US laws and regulations. A few referred to Title IX, but none mentioned Title 

VII. One interviewee admitted that “there are state and federal laws, but I can’t cite 

them…but our [institutional] policies are in line with those laws.” While a detailed 

understanding of sexual harassment legislation and regulation is not necessary to 

enforce discipline in class spaces and adhere to institutional policies on the topic, I 

believed, going into the interviews, that at least a few participants would have answers 

providing details on some of these legal issues.  

Question #14 of the survey reads, “I have a basic understanding of the 

difference between ‘quid pro quo’ sexual harassment and ‘hostile environment’ sexual 

harassment.” Most respondents believed they had a basic understanding of sexual 

harassment and the problem it presented for higher education. Of those responding, 

6% strongly disagree, 6% disagree, 2%; neither agree nor disagree/don't know, 36% 

agree, and 50% strongly agree. In the survey, it seems that familiarity with quid pro 

quo and hostile environment distinctions of sexual harassment almost parallels the 

answers on question #13 about laws and regulations, but few seemed to understand 

those terms and distinctions during the interviews. While a few interviewees 
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mentioned “quid pro quo” harassment, no one used the term “hostile environment.” It 

is true that I tried to make the interviewees feel relaxed, not wanting to make them feel 

quizzed, so that fact could explain the lack of rigor in their answers. I would have 

expected, however, that some of the long-term educators and those with administrative 

backgrounds would have used the terms at some point. I should also mention that 

several persons described situations that would correspond to the technical terms not 

used. 

Questions about Institutional Information and Policy Sources 

My claim for this section of questions is that participants were not as sure 

about institutional policies and information sources on sexual harassment as they 

asserted in the survey. The interview prompt corresponding to this survey heading 

states, “Tell us about your history of sexual harassment training at your present 

institution and at other education institutions. What worked for you and what did not? 

What improvements would you make if you could?” Question #15 of the survey reads, 

“I have an adequate understanding of sexual harassment policy and procedures at my 

institution.” Of those taking the survey, 44% strongly agree Strongly Agree (22, 

44.0%); Agree (20, 40.0%); Disagree (3, 6.0%); Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

(3, 6.0%); Strongly disagree (2, 4.0%)] 

The answers are about the same as for question #14; most seem to think they 

know about institutional policies, probably because of training by Human Resources 

and/or Title IX representatives. I wonder if respondents are more likely to indicate that 

they know about sexual harassment because they feel they should know about it as 
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education professionals. The interviews did not indicate that participants understood 

sexual harassment terms and legal history as much as the surveys indicated. While 

some were familiar with the particulars of institutional policy, most did not feel that 

training on policies was adequate, for instance, describing training as a “cheesy and 

badly developed” course on policies that certain levels of administrators were required 

to complete. I am not sure why so many persons on the survey would claim to have a 

clear understanding of policies when interviewees bore generally negative feelings 

about training on policies; perhaps the interview sample is not indicative of the survey 

sample, but given the disagreement between survey and interview data for most 

interviewees, I believe that the interviewee sample is indicative of the survey group.  

One interviewee, who had taught for two decades at several universities, did claim to 

have had thorough training in her current institution. 

Question #15 of the survey reads, “I have received adequate training from my 

institution on the topic of sexual harassment.” Of those responding, 4% strongly 

disagree, 24% disagree, 12% neither agree nor disagree/don't know, 44% agree, and 

16% strongly agree. It is interesting that 40 % did not feel that they have received 

adequate training. While more respondents indicated they were knowledgeable about 

sexual harassment than claimed to have adequate training, this claim was not 

supported by interview material. I wonder if those who felt they did not receive 

enough training were informed about sexual harassment from other sources (such as 

classroom teaching documents, research studies, or personal professional reading). In 

the case of training on the topic of sexual harassment, interviewee remarks were in 
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agreement with survey answers; most felt that such training had been extremely 

inadequate. 

Comments by participants on institutional training were almost universally 

negative. One person derided her training as not relevant to higher education: “Upper 

administrators tend to use bought training templates that use problems at the 

watercooler…as in a business and not a university setting.” Several mentioned 

mandatory online interactive modules as repetitive and “not helpful.” One did claim 

that her graduate school harassment training was “awesome” hour-long evening 

sessions acting out various in-person scenarios to understand the nature of sexual 

harassment, but the training was aimed at her as a graduate instructor who might be a 

victim rather than as an observer or teacher; she had received no training at all at the 

university where she presently taught. One person talked positively of a “special 

taskforce” training for both grad students and faculty that was face-to-face and “more 

helpful.” However, it covered only aspects of student-to-faculty and faculty-to-faculty 

sexual harassment, not student-to-student. One person with years of teaching 

experience said she paid less attention to training modules currently and “lets them run 

in the background” but that she always “does well on the follow-up quiz” and believes 

she is retaining the information. 

Another stated sarcastically that her training had been “Zero! Yes… nothing” 

and that the institution where she had worked for eight years “doesn’t even believe in 

mental health counseling” and had offered no training on sexual harassment. I was 

frankly shocked at this since her institution is a public two-year college. Many 
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colleges and universities seemed to have required yearly online workplace harassment 

modules. One person said she had training in workplace harassment but not in sexual 

harassment. Several spoke of the online training as superficial and thought better 

training would use in-person classroom interactions. One person said that “many 

people are scared of the issue” and ignore the poor training modules. While this 

question of training is supported by survey results, it does make me wonder about the 

high number of survey respondents that claimed to have a clear knowledge of sexual 

harassment. While my study does not go into detail about adequate sexual harassment 

training in particular, doing a literature research for a follow-up article on training and 

online harassment would be useful. 

Question #17 reads, “I know where to search online for general information 

about sexual harassment provided by reliable sources outside my institution.” Of those 

answering, 4% strongly disagree, 6% disagree, 6% neither agree nor disagree/don't 

know, 44% agree, and 40% strongly agree. Most indicated they knew where to search 

for information on the topic outside the institution. I find it surprising that persons in 

higher education (18%) would not feel that they could do a simple internet search for 

reliable sources. During interviews, only one person mentioned finding information 

online, and she felt confident that she could get reliable information. Question #18 is 

“I know where to search for institutional policy information on sexual harassment.” Of 

those responding, 4% strongly disagree, 8% disagree, 10% neither agree nor 

disagree/don't know, 42% agree, and 36% strongly agree. A slightly higher percentage 

(22%) than in question #17 (16%) did not agree they could find institutional policy 
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information on the topic. It may be indicative of a lack of training for faculty on 

institutional policy and/or sexual harassment that 32% did not feel that they could find 

information. Again, I wonder about the comparable percentage of those with 

administrative experience versus those without in terms of knowing about institutional 

information. Here, I think that the lack of good training (covered in question #16) 

might explain the inability to find policy information. One interviewee, a WPA, said it 

was hard to remember all the policy sources during training and how when she needs 

to refer to those resources, she does not know where to find them. 

Question #19 reads, “I understand institutional procedures for reporting 

incidents of student-to-student ‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ that take place 

on campus.” Of those answering, 4% strongly disagree, 12% disagree, 18% neither 

agree nor disagree/don't know, 36% agree, and 30% strongly agree. Even more (32%) 

than in questions #17 and #18 did not feel that they understood what a basic procedure 

for reportage by experienced teachers should be. This included procedures for what is 

both a legal and ethical problem. What is really distressing here is that 12% strongly 

disagreed, which means that they have little-to-no idea on how to react to student-to-

student "hostile environment sexual harassment" that takes place on campus, let alone 

online. The fact that only 66% responded in the affirmative to the question about such 

behavior on campus indicates that more training is needed for faculty at all levels. 

Most interviewees indicated they had never had to file paperwork or go to an 

administrator about an issue. One person had looked at policies about an incident of 

student-to-student “shoulder touching” but said her university does not have a policy 
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for student-to-student sexual contact as far as she knows. One instructor said that “if 

[sexual harassment] is a problem in the workplace, then it could be a problem in the 

classroom” and said she had not given the possibility in classrooms much thought. 

Another explained that she heard of a serious student-student issue when the Title IX 

office had to step in, but she was not really sure what offices finally intervened or 

about policies involved. She just heard this “through-the-grapevine info.” Again, while 

the issue of training is beyond the scope of my study, the limited results of this survey 

and the interview feedback speak to a possible problem with institutional training on 

policy and procedure and on Title IX issues. 

Question #20 reads, “I understand institutional procedures for reporting 

incidents of student-to-student ‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ that take place 

in institutionally mandated online spaces (such as learning managements systems, 

email, chat rooms, etc.).” Of those responding, 8% strongly disagree, 30% disagree, 

16% neither agree nor disagree/don't know, 26% agree, and 20% strongly agree. As 

expected, far fewer were knowledgeable about online procedures. This could be 

because fewer teach online or because online procedures are not included in training. I 

suspect the latter is the case. I wonder if those who strongly agreed to this question are 

assuming that online situations can be handled easily with policies directly addressing 

situations on campus; interview data supports this view. I received confused replies 

during interviews on what such sexual harassment might entail and whether there were 

policies to cover such events. Most believed that any procedures that covered on-

campus situations would work online. Only one person had considered the possibility 
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of such harassment in online classes. An administrator who oversaw an online 

program complained that “students think they are invisible in online platforms” and 

said, “there has to be a clarification in policies to apply to online situations.” She 

explained she specifically addresses sexual harassment in every syllabus for her online 

classes 

 Survey question # 21 is “I am aware that my institution provides information 

about undergraduate student-to-student ‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ that 

takes place ON CAMPUS as well as such harassment that takes place ONLINE. 

Participants answered 20% no, 54% not sure, and 26% yes. I find it odd that 26% of 

respondents claim to be aware of online “student-to-student hostile environment 

sexual harassment" information since interview evidence, my research of sexual 

harassment documents in higher education, and anecdotal evidence do not indicate 

that such policies for online classes exist to any great degree, if at all. Again, I wonder 

if those who responded “yes” believe that any polices for on-campus incidents easily 

apply to online situations. During interviews, there was an unspoken assumption that 

policies to address on-campus events would be easily applicable to online harassment.  

Questions about Offline and Online Sexual Harassment Classroom Situations 

My claim for this section of questions is that participants were not as sure as 

they asserted in the survey about how face-to-face and online sexual harassment 

incidents might develop in class spaces. The interview prompt corresponding to this 

survey heading states, “Tell me about any student-to-student incidents in your online 

classes that required reference to institutional policies relevant to education spaces and 
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sexual harassment or to any appeals to administration you might have made. If you 

have no personal experiences, do you know of any? How do you imagine that sexual 

harassment online might differ from such face-to-face? How is such behavior different 

when it is student-to-student from when it involves a faculty member or a staff 

member and students?”  Question #22 reads, “I would recognize student-to-student 

"hostile environment sexual harassment" if it took place in a class ON CAMPUS 

where I was in charge.” Of those responding, 0% answered no, 12% answered not 

sure, and 89% answered yes. I am not surprised that nearly all believed they would 

recognize such sexual harassment situations on campus since this is where most or all 

policy and training is focused. During interviews, however, it was common to hear 

that most institutional sexual harassment training addressed faculty-to-faculty or 

faculty-to-student (or occasionally student-to-faculty) harassment rather than student-

to-student harassment. For instance, two interviewees mentioned getting training as 

teaching assistants that addressed how they could deal with harassment by another 

instructor or a student.  

I am surprised that student-to-student sexual harassment would strike 

respondents as something they would notice since no interview participants reported 

having witnessed such situations personally…and most claimed to have never 

considered the possibility. While a general awareness of online behaviors on social 

media or some experience with teaching online may have made respondents believe 

they would recognize sexual harassment, the fact that few respondents claimed to have 

thought much about student-to-student sexual harassment in the classroom makes 
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wonder if they would, when presented with the situation, in face notice it happening. 

How many harassment incidents have happened in class spaces (and go unreported) 

without instructors noticing? 

Survey question #23 is “I would recognize undergraduate student-to-student 

‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ if it took place in a class ONLINE where I 

was in charge. Of survey takers, 2% answered no, 26% answered not sure, and 72% 

answered yes. This was the most surprising response: that so many believed that they 

would recognize such a particular type of sexual harassment—even though most had 

not taught online classes primarily, had not developed many classes, were not able to 

find resources or articulate details about sexual harassment training and institutional 

documents in general, and had not given any thought to the possibility of such online 

harassment. Interviewees and survey participants reported they had not received 

adequate training but believed they would automatically recognize such an occurrence 

and know how to deal with it using policy (that may not exist). 

No interviewees but one indicated that they had any direct experience with 

such a situation, recognized the possibility of such a phenomenon, or had any sort of 

training or recognition on the subject, so how do they know they would recognize it? 

One interviewee did say that she had considered the possibility of harassment in an 

online class. Compare this to question #31 (“I would know how to respond if a 

student-to-student ‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ situation occurred in a 

class ONLINE where I was in charge”) where a slightly lower number indicated they 

would know how to respond—despite the fact that interview data indicated no one had 
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experience and little anecdotal information on the possibility and no one had any 

training on this type of sexual harassment. Only one interviewee mentioned a possible 

blind spot when teachers monitor online classes; she stated that “just because you 

haven’t seen it happen doesn’t mean it won’t happen.” [I would add that not noticing 

online sexual harassment does not mean that it has not already happened in a class.] 

The person mentioned somewhat cryptically that she could not talk about “certain 

cases” she personally knows about. 

Question #24 reads, “I know that information on institutional sexual 

harassment policies can be found using my institution's website.” Answers were 78% 

yes, 16% not sure (8, 16.0%) and 6% no. Most participants (78%) believed that they 

could find information on the institution’s website, with only a small minority (6%) 

replying in the negative. This is not surprising since most faculty (especially long-term 

faculty and those with administrative duties) would have used the website regularly. 

An interesting follow-up question might have been “How often have you searched for 

sexual harassment policies on your institution’s website?” Question #25 reads, “It is 

important for educational institutions to provide faculty with accessible information on 

institutional policies regarding ‘student-to-student hostile environment’ sexual 

harassment.” Participants answered 0% strongly disagree, 0% disagree, 0 % neither 

agree nor disagree/don't know, 12% agree, and 88% strongly agree. Not surprisingly, 

all agreed that it is important for educational institutions to provide faculty with 

accessible information the topic. I wonder why some (12%) did not strongly agree 

since this topic should be important to educators. 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

160 

 

Question #26 states, “My institution does an adequate job of providing faculty 

with accessible information on institutional policies regarding student-to-student 

‘hostile environment’ sexual harassment.” Those surveyed answered 4% strongly 

disagree, 38% disagree, 18% neither agree nor disagree/don't know, 32% agree, and 

8% strongly agree. Most (60%) did not agree that they had adequate training on the 

topic of student-to-student hostile environment sexual harassment. My research in 

literature on the topic, anecdotal evidence, interview data, and informal research on 

institutional sexual harassment documents does not indicate such training exists. I 

wonder why 40% felt that they had received adequate training on the issue. Survey 

question #27 is “I am aware of student-to-student ‘hostile environment sexual 

harassment’ situations that have occurred on my institution's CAMPUS.” Answers 

were 30% no, 18% not sure, and 52% yes. Compare these answers to interview 

answers; only one interviewee claimed to have casually heard of exactly such an 

incident on campus, and none had witnessed one in their classrooms. Either 

interviewees were not representative of the survey population or survey participants 

were not sure what such a type of sexual harassment was when answering. 

Survey question #28 reads, “I am aware of student-to-student ‘hostile 

environment sexual harassment’ situations that have occurred in ONLINE spaces 

provided by my institution.” Participants answered 60% no, 24% not sure, and 16% 

yes. It makes sense, based on other responses to questions and on interview data, that 

few respondents felt that they had witnessed student-to-student "hostile environment 

sexual harassment" situations online. It is telling that 16% claimed to know of online 
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incidents, whereas no one claimed to have witnessed a student-to-student hostile 

environment sexual harassment incident during interviews, no one claimed to have 

received training on the subject, and only a few interviewees had ever considered the 

possibility. 

Questions about Incidents in Fact-to-face and Online Classes 

My claim for this section of questions is that participants were not as sure 

about whether they knew about, would recognize, or would know how to respond to 

sexual harassment incidents in class spaces as they asserted in the survey. Question 

#29 reads, “I would know how to respond if a student-to-student ‘hostile environment 

sexual harassment" situation occurred in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge. 

The answers were 4% strongly disagree, 4% disagree, 10% neither agree nor 

disagree/don't know, 54% agree, and 28% strongly agree. It is predictable that most 

interviewees, almost all with substantial teaching experience, would feel that they 

knew how to report such a situation. The fact that 8% disagreed or strongly disagreed 

may be attributed to the fact that several interviewees claimed to have received very 

inadequate sexual harassment training by their institutions. Survey question #30 is “I 

have had a student-to-student ‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ situation occur 

in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge.” The answers were 82% no, 10% not 

sure, and 8% yes. The fact that only 8% claimed to have witnessed such incidents is 

supported by the answers to other survey questions and by interview data. 

Question #31 of the survey is “I would know how to respond if a student-to-

student ‘hostile environment sexual harassment’ situation occurred in a class ONLINE 
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where I was in charge.” Participants answered 4% strongly disagree, 16% disagree, 

20% neither agree nor disagree/don't know, 50% agree, and 10% strongly agree. 

Again, I noticed that 60% of respondents believe that they would know how to 

respond to an online student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" 

situation, while the data from other questions and the interviews does not support the 

fact that survey respondents or interview participants have had either experience with 

or training on such incidents. Compare this to question #32, where no one indicated 

they had personal experience with this type of harassment in an online class. 

Survey question #32 was “I have had a student-to-student ‘hostile environment 

sexual harassment’ situation occur in a class ONLINE where I was in charge.” 

Respondents answered 90% no, 10% not sure, and 0% yes. Frankly, I was a little 

surprised that not a single survey participant claimed to have had an online student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment situation or know of one in detail. Two 

interviewees, however, had anecdotal information to offer. One mentioned a female 

student complaining about “rude” postings by a male student in an online class; 

another mentioned a student posting in a way that did not comply with class policy on 

appropriate peer responses. I am more interested in the 10% who (more truthfully?) 

claimed to be unsure. I had the feeling during interviews that many participants felt 

they were required to know of some incident in order to appear “sexual harassment 

aware.” 

The final question, #33, states, “Sexual harassment policies and guidelines at 

my institution clearly cover undergraduate student-to-student ‘hostile environment 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

163 

 

sexual harassment" that takes place both ON CAMPUS and ONLINE.” Of those 

responding, 6% strongly disagree, 39% disagree, 39% neither agree nor disagree/don't 

know, 12% agree, and 4% strongly agree. Here it is telling that most participants 

acknowledge that institutional policies do not “clearly” cover this particular form of 

sexual harassment. Again, I find it odd that 10% claim that such policies do. This 

could be indicative of Imposter Syndrome (whereby participants believe that they 

should know and therefore claim they do) or of a misunderstanding of sexual 

harassment policies and the training they received. 

The final interview prompt (#6) involved several questions: “Is there anything 

else relevant to this study you would like to add? Are there other questions I should be 

asking? Have you considered this topic of online sexual harassment much before? 

What about sexual harassment in online education spaces?” I will use these responses 

to segue into my final statements about the dissertation study and remark on this 

study’s findings, on their relevance to technical communication literature, and on 

possible future studies on the topic of sexual harassment in online class spaces. 

I never thought of it! All but one of my interviewees said they had never 

thought of sexual harassment in the context of online teaching. A couple had read 

about online discourse and were familiar with Gamergate.11 One explained after our 

discussion that “much of how we communicate in our leisure writing translates into 

how students communicate in online courses.” At the end of our interview, another 

educator speculated that institutions would be “reactionary” to such online harassment 

 
11 A famous controversy around the problem of sexism in video game culture. 
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cases. She felt that here was a “big hole” in training on the problem my study 

addresses, but she also felt that after the #metoo movement more studies of sexual 

harassment in terms of “who holds power” would take place. Nearly all interview 

participants thought awareness of and training about sexual harassment in online 

classes must be very low. 

Trans students and hybrid classes are special situations. One person 

mentioned this form of sexual harassment in regard to gender nonconforming and 

trans students. She thinks that the Title IX offices may not be well aware of how 

online behaviors could affect these students in particular. For instance, some trans and 

gender nonconforming students may be reluctant to be honest and open in class 

discussions if they believe they might be criticized unfairly or attacked because of 

their identities. She also interestingly wondered about “borderline situations” where 

harassment took place both offline and online, such as with hybrid classes. Could there 

be both online and offline harassment by one student to another in those situations? 

Something similar did arise in one of my online classes, as narrated in chapter three of 

this dissertation.  

We don’t know everything! An administrator stated that there needs to be more 

awareness training on the topic of sexual harassment in general and on how to handle 

harassment in an online platform. She agreed that online situations need to be 

addressed differently and said she had thought of this before. She felt that sometimes 

educators think they must not be uninformed and “believe they know what they 
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don’t…the philosophy is that people with a PhD are ‘experts’ in what they do, but that 

does not mean they understand everything.” 

What about someone unregistered in class? An administrator who had dealt 

with the Title IX office mentioned students writing in public forums outside the LMS 

such as stalkers or friends from another college? How do we deal with that and who is 

responsible? The police or the Title IX office? She mentioned that “there are lots of 

possibilities in online discussions…so much content…teachers can’t manage every 

exchange between students or possible outsiders. 

Maybe it’s happened and teachers missed it. A couple of interviewees talked 

about what a “delicate subject” it is for students who have been harassed or abused, 

how it takes courage to stand up and tell an instructor or administrator. She has invited 

a mental health counselor to visit her classes and wonders how many students keep 

such harassment to themselves. Maybe it would be even more likely to stay hidden in 

an online class. She pointed out that this subject of unreported events is important to 

study in relation to online classes. 

On campus and online situations are different. A teacher who worked in online 

education “thinks more research here would be good…and that for Title IX or sexual 

harassment training we need to identify parts of the online system…such as email, 

posting, feedback, chats, and so on.” She mentioned that educators can conflate 

rhetorical situations when the medium is actually not similar, that we need to take that 

into account with Title IX training and address online teaching in a specific way. As I 

have pointed out several times in this dissertation, face-to-face classes and online 
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classes do not always need the same sort of policies that address sexual harassment. 

This question of differences in class space ecologies is worth exploring in a future 

study.  

There could be problems in doing more studies. There could be problems with 

getting an IRB to study actual online harassment situations using information from 

where sexual harassment instances took place. A discussion with persons, especially 

students, involved in online harassment situations could be useful, However, one 

person had problems with an IRB division when she wanted to research cases of 

students talking badly about teachers. She added that there was the issue of gender and 

other differences in populations online. She claims that “most studies say [online 

students] are about 75% female, which changes the dynamics of student 

communication because of gender balance.” There is also the socio-economic class 

issue. There could be problems with getting an IRB to study actual online harassment 

situations using info of where sexual harassment instances took place. Once, she had 

problems with an IRB division when she wanted to research cases of students talking 

badly about teachers. 

We need a follow-up study. One administrator said I should do a follow-up 

study and that she would be interested in contacting me again. She believes that the 

very fact that she, as an experienced administrator, has never considered this situation 

is itself helpful information. She suggested that I, or someone, should “talk about 

separate parts of training, focus on online spaces where not much is written…online 
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environments might be easier to resolve, but online harassment needs more research 

attention.” 

Sharing our stories may help. One educator with a business background in 

harassment and sensitivity training said she was more comfortable discussing the topic 

than some of her colleagues. She explained that “students don’t know what they are 

doing sometimes, and they don’t realize the power of their own words or the impact of 

bullying.” She thought that by us sharing stories and solutions (as I encouraged in my 

study) that how we respond to situations institutionally will improve. Indeed, I see my 

narrative of online sexual harassment events (chapter three) as an example for more 

teachers and educators to share stories about sexual harassment in digital spaces. In 

fact, more in-depth interviews on the topic could constitute a short study or future 

paper. 

Dissertation Review 

My argument in this dissertation addresses a three-part research question: 

1. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of student-to-

student sexual harassment—especially that of hostile environment—as a 

phenomenon and the possibility of such harassment in online class spaces? 

2. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of institutional 

sexual harassment policies that may or may not apply to online class spaces? 

3. How aware are online writing instructors and administrators of how student-to-

student hostile environment sexual harassment might unfold within online 

class spaces? 
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Evidence from an analysis of survey results and follow-up interviews indicate some 

contradictions in how educators claim to understand sexual harassment, policies 

related to on-campus and online student-to-student sexual harassment, and the reality 

of such sexual harassment in online classes. A broad analysis of data in the survey and 

information from interviews supports my claim that educators who say they have 

knowledge of sexual harassment also claimed to have had inadequate training on the 

topic. Educators who professed to have no knowledge of sexual harassment in online 

classes claimed that they would 1) recognize such a situation and 2) know how to 

handle it. Those who professed to be knowledgeable about institutional policy on 

sexual harassment also were unable to claim experience with online sexual harassment 

in classes they taught or oversaw 

Interview results also indicate some contradictions. Interviewees claimed they 

had no direct experience with student-to-student online sexual harassment but also 

claimed they would recognize and know how to handle it. Interviewees had no 

knowledge of policies that mentioned online sexual harassment in particular but 1) 

thought that they existed or 2) had never considered that face-to-face harassment 

policies might not translate to online situations. There were contradictions between 

survey data and interview information: Survey data indicates that participating 

educators believe they are well informed on sexual harassment, but interviewers had 

trouble articulating what it was in any detail. Survey data show participants think they 

would know how to handle online sexual harassment situations, but interviewees 

admitted they had never experienced or considered the problem. 
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These findings in my convenience study (the first of its type) show the need for 

more research on the topic of sexual harassment in online education spaces, more 

narratives about faculty and student experiences with online harassment in these 

spaces, more research on education policies that do or do not address the issue 

sufficiently, and research on institutional websites and networks that do or do not 

allow instructors to understand how to handle online sexual harassment situations. 

Scholars and theorists in the area of composition, online education, and digital studies 

should consider the impact of such harassment on our understanding of embodiment in 

digital spaces and the manner in which intersectionality problematizes online 

harassment (and online behaviors by students in general) that is often thought of in 

binary terms. The research and scholarship stemming from my study could also be 

useful to educators who work in K-12 or other areas of adult education. Here I 

elaborate on where I see possible future research. 

Contributions to the Field and Future Studies 

What is the relevance of this study to various research literature, specifically in 

technical communication? First, this study is relevant to researchers in technical 

communication because online class development (in terms of technical design and 

class content) may help determine how online sexual harassment situations unfold. For 

instance, certain class designs involving student email exchanges, discussion postings, 

and/or use of social media may lend themselves to sexual harassment problems; the 

same can be said for sensitive study materials, personalized assignments, and syllabi 

that do not directly address appropriate student behavior online. 
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Second, any policy generated for online education is a form of technical 

communication that can benefit from data about online sexual harassment. Policy-

making practices for WPAs and other administrators would great benefit from an 

increased understanding of types of sexual harassment behaviors in online 

environments. Based on my research (in literature, through my survey, from 

interviews, and anecdotally over the past three years as I have spoken with educators) 

is that overall online class policies, technical documents, in the areas of online 

education and composition do not address online sexual harassment in class spaces in 

any detail. I should note that my study specifically addressed writing classes. 

Conclusions I draw from my dissertation research also will have applications to 

learning environments outside academia where sexual behaviors, especially sexual 

harassment, in online spaces is a concern. 

Third, marginalized populations of students sexually harassed in online classes 

are important to technical writing literature that addresses social justice. While there 

has been a lot of research in technical communication generated regarding student 

rights, marginalized populations, and social justice, the reality of student-to-student 

sexual harassment (specifically of hostile environment) has not been studied or 

researched  in a formal sense to my knowledge. 

Let me add that studies outside technical communication proper, but interested 

in technical communication research, of marginalized groups could also benefit from 

my narrative, survey, analysis, and interviews. Such studies are especially important 

now that social justice is addressed increasingly by the public, government, and 
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academia. Such studies are very important as institutions move toward more online 

education classes post-Covid and continue to grapple with sexual harassment after the 

#metoo movement. I also see this study (and any papers and presentations that come 

from it) as useful to researchers in technical communication as it applies to social 

media, insofar as social media as a type of technical communication is increasingly 

involved in student learning. Broadly, I hope for my dissertation to fit into scholarly 

conversations addressing online education, composition studies, literature in higher 

education administration policymaking, and questions of embodiment and affect for 

feminist and queer studies. 

Since this is a preliminary study, there are several ways it could be improved 

for a follow-up study. Obviously, the sample population could be made larger, maybe 

by including additional outlets for a survey, which would most likely increase the 

number of interviewees. The WPA listserv would remain a good outlet, but other 

associations may have listservs or email list. Facebook groups that apply to higher 

education groups will continue to increase. Another survey could be little longer and 

include certain questions to narrow down responses. For instance, specifics about 

online harassment situations and instructors’ responses could be added. Of course, 

there will be limitations in terms of gathering data on sexual harassment situations 

related to higher education. It will not be possible to contact students involved with 

harassment in online classes; it may be possible to focus solely on online education 

administrators to find out general information on situations and policy development. 

Since online education and sexual harassment are important topics being increasingly 
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addressed in scholarly literature, it might be possible to get grant money for a much-

expanded study based on my preliminary research. 

Final Remarks 

The first notable lesson to take from the survey and interviews is that all but 

one of those interviewed never considered the possibility of student-to-student sexual 

harassment happening in online classes. However, most surveyed believed they would 

recognize such harassment in their own online classes. In other words, educators don’t 

know what they don’t know. 

Second, on-campus and online harassment are different. While my dissertation 

could not encompass the particulars of this difference, a closer analysis of LMSs, 

policy documents, student responses to online learning, and theories on digital bodies 

are all fruitful areas of research to isolate these differences. 

Third, sexual harassment in online classes may already be happening while 

teachers and administrators are unaware. While my experiences could be anomalies, I 

would find it hard to believe that I alone had sexual harassment situations in my online 

classes out of thousands of writing classes taught teach year. Fourth, there will be 

special situations such as hybrid classes where students meet in person and interact 

online. This situation is also relevant, as in my case, when on-campus orientations 

allow students to come fact-to-face before or after harassment occurs. There is also the 

issue of students allowing other persons to engage in class. As I mentioned in my 

literature review, it is not uncommon for students less technology-oriented to ask 

family members or friends for assistance in online learning LMSs. 
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Last, sharing our stories of online harassment in digital spaces connected to 

higher education may help us recognize the need for more studies, policies, and close 

attention to student behavior in online classes.  
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Appendix A 

Personal Commentary on the Narrative: My Body 

Commentary on Situation One 

I remember that it was a fall evening when I was sitting in front of my laptop 

in my home office and that I had had a long day of caring for my mentally disabled 

mother and two small dogs. In retrospect, I was feeling particularly emotionally 

vulnerable and intellectually starved. Most of my time those days was spent alone as a 

caretaker, and I was no longer able to teach F2F classes often, so my teacherly life 

revolved around online classes and social media contacts. I remember I spent a lot of 

time on such domestic duties as shopping, preparing food, lighting candles, and 

arranging flowers. Perhaps my traditionally male reluctance to get emotionally hurt 

had become less trenchant, so as I sat there with a cup of hot tea in my grandmotherly 

environment, I was particularly emotionally primed to respond positively or negatively 

to any remarks in person or online. 

I probably wasn’t aware of being in this state at the time, but in retrospect over 

the past few years, I have contextualized the events over and over. I opened up the 

online class and began to review student introductions to give a few polite comments, 

which all students could read, when I saw a statement in the public introduction forum 

that caught me off guard…one might say it slapped me in the face. The Male Student 

mentioned had written a short paragraph on how the teacher—me! —was probably an 

overweight unattractive cat lady in need of sex from a well-endowed male. 
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Suddenly—and I remember feeling this at the time and shortly commenting on 

it to my mother in the living room—it was as if my body were not my own, as if it 

were threatened and weak, incapable of securing itself against violence. I felt detached 

from my person and imagined myself as an overweight aging female who was caring 

for a sick mother and fit the image of the “spinster schoolteacher” with her cats (or in 

my case small dogs). I felt ashamed and very much not “male” and not angry…just 

vulnerable. I had never felt that way before and it was both intriguing and unpleasant. 

“Maybe this is how women feel much of the time when they are attacked verbally by 

aggressive men, when their bodies are made public for commentary, when they are 

made to feel ashamed of their bodies and fearful of being physically attacked or 

raped”: This was my first emotional and mental response upon reading his casual 

attempts at humor. 

My second response was one of shame. I was a middle-aged single 

homosexual who had given up his career to be a “nothing”—just a caregiver and 

housekeeper in a “woman’s role.” My memories of struggling with sexuality and 

perceived lack of Southern machismo in my adolescence washed up and forced me to 

acknowledge how I really felt about playing a “woman’s role,” about not having a 

wife and children, about not being really “tough.” [I’m actually tearing up as I write 

this.] Was the work that women do in caring for infants, the sick, and the aging really 

worth so little? Was I still ashamed of being “gay” despite years of claiming to be a 

feminist? I had been somewhat active in the LGBT communities in Dallas and New 

York, walked in pride parades, publicly spoken out against homophobia. I wasn’t an 
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activist…but not really in the closet either…or maybe I still was emotionally. I 

thought I had made myself a male identity as a gay man who was sexually active in 

the past, who shot guns, who had been in fights…but also who had dressed 

androgynously in his youth. I had been severely beaten in a gay bashing incident and 

filed a report some years back…but somehow always felt I had started the fight and 

deserved it. 

All my insecurities came back, but also my questions about women and their 

bodies. Were they weak and vulnerable? Were they somehow “lesser” for being so? 

Was I not as attuned to the demands of feminist politics as I imagined? Maybe 

“feminism” was all talk and committee-speak on my part. Maybe I was a self-loathing 

homosexual who really didn’t fully respect women. It was a very powerful experience 

I underwent that night, and all the details of the house that evening have stuck with me 

until today. [Here, I may be fictionalizing the event since memories are accretive and 

unreliable from a distance in time.] Then I became angry. How dare that “anonymous” 

student threaten me and by extension threaten the other women in class who read that! 

I was hot with anger and sat down to write him a vengeful, intimidating email. Then I 

stopped because I realized that I had to be professional in handling this situation. I 

angrily deleted the comment, but then thought to myself that I should just hide the 

comment (and some of his other responses to women’s’ postings) and think of how to 

report it. I went back to his response to those postings and realized that they were also 

threatening. Was this guy drunk, high, crazy? He had commented on how two of the 

women sounded “sexy” and how he would “get up in that.” Actually, I was panicking. 
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That’s when I went in the next room to tell my mother—who still had notable 

cognitive functioning then—what had happened and how I would respond. So I sent 

an email to the dept chair, thought about calling her and decided not to, and then 

considered how I should email all the students about this issue. [Looking back at this 

narrative after writing the one for the second SH incident, I can see how race played a 

big role in my fear and my shame. 

The fact that Male Student not only was and identified as African American 

and exhibited many of the stereotypical traits of the “rap thug” (and here I don’t mean 

that he was these impressions, only that he made an effort to present as such) made me 

feel especially vulnerable. Especially since my “female identify” at this point was 

bound up with my mother, an exemplary Southern Belle traditionally perceived as 

vulnerable to black male sexual attacks. This all occurred when Obama was still 

president. My liberal friends all felt that feminist issues concerning LBGTQ rights and 

other minority rights were being addressed and that the homophobia and generally 

bigotry of the past was definitely on its way out. 

I wonder now how Trump being president—with all the social disruption and 

attacks on minorities that has proven to entail—might have made this realization and 

disruption of my sexual identity (one might say complacency) even more acute. I 

believe that this moment of epiphany has stuck with me as our country has suffered 

under the lash of Trumpism and made me even more angry and paranoid when it 

comes to the direction we are moving as a nation and to the evolving of global trends 
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toward fascism. [Here, I’m obviously reading my initial reaction in a global context 

since I had no way of knowing that things for feminism would get worse.] 

Maybe if I had not undergone such an emotional and physical reaction to the 

harassment event (one might say I was in an affective state), I would have been less 

likely to take on the problem of sexual harassment in online learning environments. 

Maybe if he had not attacked me sexually and verbally first, I would have been less 

empathetic towards those women whom he also attacked online? 

Commentary on Situation Two 

Because Writer was a male not much older than I and because Teen’s age 

engendered a sort of protectiveness (and even chivalry…much as I hate that outdated 

concept) in me, this second incident evoked a different series of emotions, a different 

set of bodily reactions, and overall a different affect in response to the material 

conditions for this incident. The fact that my response included “protecting” two 

female gave me unease in this situation for a different reason: I was no longer in a 

feminized position and forced to address my own issues with sexuality and 

masculinity; I was cast in a traditional male role of defending women from other men.  

In this case, what began as the issue of gender, sexual orientation, and age, 

escalated into a question of how to protect vulnerable female bodies and of how my 

gay male body would respond. It gave me a sense of power in comparison to the first 

incident that I didn’t expect. This was still the time period when was caring for my 

aging, disabled mother (who was worse at this point a year later), and my male 

protectionist impulses overcame my nurturing impulses. Maybe the protective and 
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nurturing impulses were intertwined with the sense of demasculinization I had become 

aware of the year before. 

My emotional response was one of outrage (as in the first case), but I didn’t 

blame myself for being weak or overly feminine and somehow deserving of blame for 

this occurrence. Also, since writer didn’t attack me personally, I felt empowered to 

protect those he did. My awareness of body was one of strength rather than of 

vulnerability. I even indulged fantasies of punching him the face. While I wasn’t on 

campus when he frightened the WPA by blocking her door and refusing to leave, I still 

adopted the same sort of protective stance in regard to her by imagining having to 

throw him out of her office.  

While the steps I took to report the situation to administration were not very 

different from those during the first situation, my emotional and bodily responses 

insured that my affective state was one of aggressiveness. I was much firmer in my 

response to Writer, and I even attempted to intellectually bully intimidate him in our 

Facebook discussions, while also making sure not to anger him. Was there still a sense 

of vulnerability that made me not threaten to remove him from class, or was I just 

being professional in how I dealt with the situation? 

It’s interesting that I chose to use an online medium to control him…mostly 

that of Facebook. I remember seeing his photos, but I made it clear—I think!—that I 

had no desire to meet face-to-face. These digital relations and how they encroach on 

physical, immediate, affective states are worth noting both as a networked part of such 

states and as a relation completely “other” to those I had with students whom I met in 
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person. This semester there was no on-campus orientation meeting, so I never laid 

eyes on either Teen or Writer.  

[Looking back, there was also a strange sense of camaraderie and co-identity in 

my relationship with writer. Because he represented the sort of man I had dealt with a 

lot in my childhood, in my work with the military, and in my current living situation in 

the Panhandle of Florida, I almost wanted to identify with him and prevent him from 

making a mistake…getting mixed up with the “wrong women.” In fact, in retrospect, I 

must admit that part of my male-identity and my lack of perceived feminized 

weakness in this second SH situation, was due to our being both white men in and 

from the South. Unlike in the first incident, where my Southern Belle drag 

appropriated from a very close relationship with my mother, who embodied the 

identity and trope of White Female Purity, was threatened by a black male in a very 

pre-Civil Rights manner: both by being threatened as a queer male and as a white 

male, the queer male being afraid of being gay bashed by a “hypermasculine” black 

male and the white male feeling emasculated by a perceived black male with superior 

masculinity.]  
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Appendix B 

Survey Recruitment Script 

Dear Writing Instructors and WPAs, 

 

My name is Mark W. Shealy, a Ph.D. candidate at Texas Tech University in Technical 

Communication & Rhetoric. I am working on a dissertation study to determine 

instructor awareness of student-to-student “hostile environment sexual harassment” 

incidents in online classrooms and of institutional information or policy to address 

such incidents. 

 

If you teach, have taught, or oversee any form of online writing class for an institution 

of higher education (public or private, non-profit or otherwise, two or four-year 

college, or university), I am inviting you to participate in this research study by 

taking a survey. 

 

HERE IS A LINK TO THE SURVEY: 

 

https://evaluate.ttu.edu/surveys/?s=C4M3KRL98E  

 

The survey will require approximately 10 minutes to complete. There is no 

compensation for responding to the survey, but for a follow-up interview, I am 

offering the first five participants a $10 Amazon gift card. There is no known risk to 

completing the survey or participating in the interview. 

 

This project has IRB (IRB2017-648) approval from Texas Tech University. If you 

choose to participate in this project, please answer all questions as honestly as 

possible. Participation is strictly voluntary, and you may refuse to participate at any 

time. A consent form will be required for follow-up interviews to the survey. You do 

not have to participate in an interview to take the survey. The data collected will 

provide useful information regarding online sexual harassment awareness in higher 

education and may aid in policies to address online harassment. 

 

If you would like a summary copy of this study, please email me at 

mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu. If you require additional information or have questions, 

please contact me or my dissertation chair, Dr. Rebecca Rickly. If you are not satisfied 

with the manner in which this study is being conducted, you may report (anonymously 

if you so choose) any complaints to the Human Research Protection Program, Office 

of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or 

email them at hrpp@ttu.edu. You may ask them questions at 806-742-2064. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Mark W. Shealy, Department of English (Technical Communication & 

https://evaluate.ttu.edu/surveys/?s=C4M3KRL98E
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Rhetoric), mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu, 850-974-4230 

 

Dr. Rebecca Rickly, Department of English (Technical Communication & 

Rhetoric), rebecca.rickly@ttu.edu, 806-742-2501 

 

 
Mark W. Shealy 

Technical Communication and Rhetoric 

English Department 
Texas Tech University 
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Appendix C 

Survey Information Sheet 

Dear Writing Instructors and WPAs, 

 

My name is Mark W. Shealy, a Ph.D. graduate student at Texas Tech University in 

Technical Communication & Rhetoric. I am working on a dissertation study to 

determine instructor awareness of student-to-student “hostile environment sexual 

harassment” incidents in online classrooms and of institutional information or policy 

to address such incidents. 

 

If you teach, have taught, or oversee any form of online writing class for an 

institution of higher education (public or private, non-profit or otherwise, two or four-

year college, or university), I am inviting you to participate in this research study by 

completing the linked survey. The survey will require approximately 10 minutes to 

complete. There is no compensation for responding to the survey, but for a 

follow-up interview, I am offering the first five participants a $10 Amazon gift 

card. There is no known risk to completing the survey or participating in the 

interview. 

 

This project has IRB (IRB2017-648) approval from Texas Tech University. If you 

choose to participate in this project, please answer all questions as honestly as 

possible. Participation is strictly voluntary, and you may refuse to participate at any 

time. A consent form will be required for follow-up interviews to the survey. You do 

not have to participate in an interview to take the survey. The data collected will 

provide useful information regarding online sexual harassment awareness in higher 

education and may aid in policies to address online harassment. 

 

If you would like a summary copy of this study, please email me at 

mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu. If you require additional information or have questions, 

please contact me or my dissertation chair, Dr. Rebecca Rickly. If you are not satisfied 

with the manner in which this study is being conducted, you may report (anonymously 

if you so choose) any complaints to the Human Research Protection Program, Office 

of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or 

email them at hrpp@ttu.edu. You may ask them questions at 806-742-2064. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Mark W. Shealy, Department of English (Technical Communication & 

Rhetoric), mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu, 850-974-4230 

Dr. Rebecca Rickly, Department of English (Technical Communication & 

Rhetoric), rebecca.rickly@ttu.edu, 806-742-2501 

  

mailto:mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu
mailto:rebecca.rickly@ttu.edu
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Appendix D 

Survey Instrument 

Dear Writing Instructors and WPAs, 

 

My name is Mark W. Shealy, a Ph.D. graduate student at Texas Tech University in 

Technical Communication & Rhetoric. I am working on a dissertation study to 

determine instructor awareness of student-to-student “hostile environment sexual 

harassment” incidents in online classrooms and of institutional information or policy 

to address such incidents. 

 

If you teach, have taught, or oversee any form of online writing class for an institution 

of higher education (public or private, non-profit or otherwise, two or four-year 

college, or university), I am inviting you to participate in this research study by 

completing the linked survey. The survey will require approximately 10 minutes to 

complete. There is no compensation for responding to the survey, but for a follow-up 

interview, I am offering the first five participants a $10 Amazon gift card. There is no 

known risk to completing the survey or participating in the interview. 

 

This project has IRB (IRB2017-648) approval from Texas Tech University. If you 

choose to participate in this project, please answer all questions as honestly as 

possible. Participation is strictly voluntary, and you may refuse to participate at any 

time. A consent form will be required for follow-up interviews to the survey. You do 

not have to participate in an interview to take the survey. The data collected will 

provide useful information regarding online sexual harassment awareness in higher 

education and may aid in policies to address online harassment. 

 

If you would like a summary copy of this study, please email me at 

mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu. If you require additional information or have questions, 

please contact me or my dissertation chair, Dr. Rebecca Rickly. If you are not satisfied 

with the manner in which this study is being conducted, you may report (anonymously 

if you so choose) any complaints to the Human Research Protection Program, Office 

of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or 

email them at hrpp@ttu.edu. You may ask them questions at 806-742-2064. 

 

Sincerely, 

Mark W. Shealy, Department of English (Technical Communication & Rhetoric), 

mark.w.shealy@ttu.edu, 850-974-4230 

 

Dr. Rebecca Rickly, Department of English (Technical Communication & Rhetoric), 

rebecca.rickly@ttu.edu, 806-742-2501 
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PART ONE OF SURVEY (questions for classification information) 

 

Please answer the questions below to the best of your ability. These questions are 

designed 1) to determine degrees of awareness by college/university writing 

instructors of sexual harassment (especially, student-to-student "hostile environment 

sexual harassment") in institutional learning spaces for undergraduates and 2) of 

institutional information on sexual harassment policies available for faculty. 

"Institution" here refers to the current primary college or university at which you 

work. 

 

1) What type of institution best describes your current, primary workplace? If you 

work for more than one institution, choose the one you most identity with to answer 

informational questions.  

University 

College with graduate programs 

Four-year undergraduate college 

Two-year undergraduate college 

Other 

 

2) How is your current primary institution affiliated?  

Public 

Private non-affiliated 

Private religiously-affiliated 

Private for-profit 

Other 

 

3) Are you a part-time or a full-time employee? 

Part-time 

Full-time 

 

4) What is the approximate size of the student body (both part-time and full-time) at 

your current primary institution?  

Under 5000 

5000-15,000 

16,000-30,000 

Over 30,000 

 

5) How long have you been working for your current primary institution?  

Less than a year 

1-5 years 

6-10 years 

11-20 years 

More than 20 years  
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6) What percentage of your time in the past year have you spent working on 

administrative activities at your current primary institution?  

None 

Less than 25% 

25-75% 

More than 75% 

All 

 

7) Select the types of writing classes you have taught for your current primary 

institution. Select as many answers as needed.  

Developmental English 

First-year Composition 

Rhetoric 

Creative Writing 

Technical Writing 

Business/Professional Writing 

Writing for Engineering or the Medical Sciences 

Other 

 

8) What is your primary site for teaching writing classes in the past five years?  

Face-to-face on campus 

Online 

Hybrid 

Media Lab 

 

9) What percentage of your writing instruction time in the past five years have you 

spent teaching online or hybrid classes?  

None 

Less than 25% 

25-75% 

More than 75% 

All 

 

10) How do you identify in terms of gender? 

Female 

Male 

Non-binary/ third gender 

Other 

Prefer not to say 
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11) What is your age? 

Under 25 

25-35 

36-45 

46-55 

56-65 

Over 65 

 

PART TWO OF SURVEY (questions on awareness of sexual harassment and of 

sexual harassment information and policies) 

 

Please, answer the questions below to the best of your ability. There are no right or 

wrong answers. These questions are designed to determine degrees of awareness by 

college/university writing instructors of sexual harassment (especially, student-to-

student "hostile environment sexual harassment") in institutional learning spaces for 

undergraduates and of institutional information on sexual harassment policy available 

for faculty. "Institution" here refers to the current primary college or university at 

which you work. 

 

12) I have a basic understanding of what sexual harassment is and can clearly define 

it.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

13) I have a basic understanding of U.S. sexual harassment laws and regulations (such 

as Title VII and Title IX) and how they apply at the national and local levels.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

14) I have a basic understanding of the difference between "quid pro quo" sexual 

harassment and "hostile environment" sexual harassment.  

 Strongly disagree 

 Disagree 

 Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

 Agree 

 Strongly Agree 
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15) I have an adequate understanding of sexual harassment policy and procedures at 

my institution.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

16) I have received adequate training from my institution on the topic of sexual 

harassment.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

17) I know where to search online for general information about sexual harassment 

provided by reliable sources outside my institution.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

18) I know where to search for institutional policy information on sexual harassment. 

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

19) I understand institutional procedures for reporting incidents of student-to-student 

"hostile environment sexual harassment" that take place on campus.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

20) I understand institutional procedures for reporting incidents of student-to-student 

"hostile environment sexual harassment" that take place in institutionally-mandated 

online spaces (such as learning managements systems, email, chat rooms, etc.).  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 
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Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

21) I am aware that my institution provides information about undergraduate student-

to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" that takes place ON CAMPUS as 

well as such harassment that takes place ONLINE.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

 

22) I would recognize student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" if it 

took place in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

 

23) I would recognize undergraduate student-to-student "hostile environment sexual 

harassment" if it took place in a class ONLINE where I was in charge.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

 

24) I know that information on institutional sexual harassment policies can be found 

using my institution's website.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

 

25) It is important for educational institutions to provide faculty with accessible 

information on institutional policies regarding student-to-student "hostile environment 

sexual harassment."  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

26) My institution does an adequate job of providing faculty with accessible 

information on institutional policies regarding student-to-student "hostile environment 

sexual harassment."  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 
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Strongly Agree 

 

27) I am aware of student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" 

situations that have occurred on my institution's CAMPUS.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

28) I am aware of student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" 

situations that have occurred in ONLINE spaces provided by my institution.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

 

29) I would know how to respond if a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual 

harassment" situation occurred in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

30) I have had a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" situation 

occur in a class ON CAMPUS where I was in charge.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

 

31) I would know how to respond if a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual 

harassment" situation occurred in a class ONLINE where I was in charge.  

Strongly disagree 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

32) I have had a student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" situation 

occur in a class ONLINE where I was in charge.  

No 

Not Sure 

Yes 

33) Sexual harassment policies and guidelines at my institution clearly cover 

undergraduate student-to-student "hostile environment sexual harassment" that takes 

place both ON CAMPUS and ONLINE.  

Strongly disagree 



Texas Tech University, Mark W. Shealy, August 2020 

 

 

208 

 

Disagree 

Neither agree nor disagree/don't know 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

Would you be willing to participate in an follow-up interview to this survey? You will 

be contributing to valuable research on sexual harassment in higher education. Your 

interview and any information will be treated as separate from your survey answers. 

All information is confidential. 

 

Please, read the attached consent form and indicate your willingness to be contacted 

below. 

 

Attachment: Shealy interview adult consent form Sept 2018.pdf  (0.08 MB) 

 

After reading the consent form, please indicate your willingness to be contacted by 

entering your email address here. By doing so you agree to the terms of the consent 

form. 

 

Thank you! 

 

 

REDCap Software - Version 6.13.3 - © 2020 Vanderbilt University 
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Appendix E 

Recruitment Script for Interviews 

Hello, 

 

Thank you for taking our survey Student-to-Student "Hostile Environment" Sexual 

Harassment in Online Undergraduate Writing Classes: A Study to determine 

Awareness by Instructors of such Incidents and of Institutional Information Relevant 

to Such Incidents. I appreciate your volunteering to be interviewed. Due to a 

large number of responses, I am getting started a few weeks later with the interview 

process, but I hope this post-semester time frame will be more convenient for you.  

 

In this interview, you will be asked to share your ideas and experiences. Topics will 

include general sexual harassment concepts, institutional information and policy on 

sexual harassment, and offline and online sexual harassment classroom situations of a 

student-to-student hostile environment nature. There will be a Skype audio-based 

recording for the sake of data analysis. This audio data will be confidential and kept 

on a safe, password-protected computer. 

 

The Skype name I am using is mark.shealy3. You will need to add this name to your 

contacts in order for the interview to begin. Please, see the dates below and 

choose three that work for you. Highlight the times and reply to this email. If none of 

these times work, please let me know so I can accommodate you. 

• Tuesday 12/04:      3-4:00, 4-5:00 

• Thursday 12/06:    10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00 

• Friday 12/07:         10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  

• Saturday 12/08:     1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00  

• Monday 12/10:      10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  

• Tuesday 12/11:      10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  

• Wednesday 12/12: 10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  

• Thursday 12/13:    10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  

• Friday 12/14:         10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  

• Saturday 12/15:     1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00  

• Monday 12/16:      10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00 

• Tuesday 12/17:      10-11:00 AM, 11-12:00, 1-2:00, 2-3:00, 3-4:00, 4-5:00  
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The $10 Amazon gift card promised to the first five participants who volunteered will 

be distributed once interview times are established. Note that you may have access to 

the raw data after research is completed. Again, thank you for volunteering to be 

interviewed. 

 

Regards, 

Mark 

 

Mark W. Shealy 

Technical Communication and Rhetoric 

English Department 

Texas Tech University 
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Appendix F 

Adult Consent Form 

ATTACHMENT - ADULT CONSENT FORM (FOR INTERVIEW) 

 

Please share your thoughts in our research project. 

What is this project studying? 

This study is called “Student-to-student Hostile Environment Sexual Harassment in 

Online Writing Classes. Your participation will help administrators make better 

decisions in creating and disseminating sexual harassment information and aid 

instructors in designing online classes and classroom policies. 

What would I do if I participate in an interview? 

In this interview, you will be asked to share your ideas and experiences. Topic will 

include general sexual harassment concepts, institutional information and policy on 

sexual harassment, and offline and online sexual harassment classroom situations of a 

student-to-student hostile environment nature. There will be a Skype audio-based 

recording for the sake of data recording and analysis. This audio data will be 

confidential and kept in a safe, passworded computer system.  

How will I benefit from participating? 

Besides providing the project with valuable information, the first five interviewees 

will receive a $10 gift card from Amazon for volunteering time. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. Mark W. Shealy and Dr. 

Rebecca Rickly and the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board have 

reviewed the questions and think you can answer them comfortably. You may skip 

any question you do not feel comfortable answering. You can also stop answering 

questions at any time. You are free to leave any time you wish. You can keep all the 

benefits of participating even if you end the interview. If you cut the interview short, 

you will still receive the eGift card. Post-interview emails will indicate that an eGift 

card is available for you by clicking a link to the Amazon site. Participating is your 

choice. However, we do appreciate any help you are able to provide. 

How long will participation take? 

We are asking for 30-45 minutes of your time. 

How are you protecting privacy? 

Your name will not be linked to any documentation and any use of this material in 

reports, publications or presentations will never be associated with participants in this 

study without permission. No one other than the researchers associated with this 

project will have access to the raw data. All related documentation will be stored 

either in a locked file cabinet in the researcher’s office or on a password protected 

computer. 
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I have some questions about this study. Whom can I ask? 

The study is being run by Dr. Rebecca Rickly, Primary Investigator, from the 

Department of English at Texas Tech University. If you have questions, you can call 

her at 806-742-2501 or you may call Mark W. Shealy, Co-Investigator and PhD 

graduate student in the Department of English at Texas Tech University at 850-974-

4230. 

TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. 

You can ask them questions at 806-742-2064. You can also mail your questions to the 

Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, 

Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or email them to hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

______________________________________   ____________________ 

Signature       Date 

 

 

______________________________________  

Printed Name 

 

This consent form is not valid after Oct. 31, 2019. 
  

mailto:hrpp@ttu.edu
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Appendix G 

Interview Script 

 

 

Interview prompts 

 

Introduction: Hi. Thanks for allowing me to interview you. Before we start, do you 

have any questions that were not covered by information in the consent form? 

 

Background Information: The primary research question we address is "How aware 

are instructors of online writing classes of student-to-student sexual harassment in the 

form of "hostile environment" and of institutional policies to address such 

harassment?" The interviews will be in the following areas: familiarity with general 

sexual harassment concepts and laws; institutional information and policy sources; 

offline and online sexual harassment classroom situations of a student-to-student 

hostile environment nature; and such incidents in offline and online classes. No names 

are being collected for the interview. If a name occurs in the audio, transcription will 

not include names. No identifying information will be linked to survey data. Interview 

data will not be linked to survey data. Personal information from interviews will not 

be included in any presentations or publications that come from this study.  Any 

identifying data will be kept on a password-protected computer. Information will be 

deleted on a timeline designed by TTT policy. Please do not mention names or 

locations when responding for confidentiality reasons. 

 

Prompt #1: Tell us about your history of teaching writing in-person and online. You 

may also speak to your professional experiences in education in general. 

 

Prompt #2: Tell us about your broad understanding of sexual harassment and online 

sexual harassment. There are no right or wrong answers; we just want to know what 

your basic understanding of the phenomena is. You may speak to sexual harassment in 

education or in social media or in popular culture etc. 

 

Prompt #3: Tell us about your history of sexual harassment training at your present 

institution and at other education institutions. What worked for you and what did not? 

What improvements would you make if you could? 

 

Prompt #4: Tell us about any student-to-student incidents in your face-to-face classes 

that required reference to institutional policies relevant to education spaces and sexual 

harassment or to any appeals to administration you might have made. If you have no 

personal experience, do you know about such incidents? 

 

Prompt #5: Tell us about any student-to-student incidents in your online classes that 

required reference to institutional policies relevant to education spaces and sexual 
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harassment or to any appeals to administration you might have made. If you have no 

personal experiences, do you know of any? How do you imagine that sexual 

harassment online might differ from such face-to-face? How is such behavior different 

when it is student-to-student from when it involves a faculty member or a staff 

member and students? 

 

Prompt #6: Is there anything else relevant to this study you would like to add? Are 

there other questions I should be asking? Have you considered this topic of online 

sexual harassment much before? What about SH in online education spaces? 

 


