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Modality and Rhetorical Awareness: A Comparative Study of Writing Course Environments 

Writing instruction plays a critical role in developing students’ rhetorical awareness. In this 

paper, rhetorical awareness is defined as one’s understanding of audience, context, purpose, and 

voice in writing. First-year writing courses are often tasked with building this foundational skill. 

With the recent rise of online and hybrid education, mostly due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

teachers and professors have questioned whether or not online courses support rhetorical 

development as effectively as traditional face-to-face courses. The National Council of Teachers 

of English has noted that traditional first-year writing (FYW) courses build rhetorical awareness 

and metacognition in a way that alternative formats struggle to match (Gray 185). At the same 

time, colleges have rapidly expanded their online course offerings. By 2013, around one-third of 

college students in the United States were enrolled in at least one online course, and this number 

has, of course, grown since then (Gray 185). This begs the question: How does modality 

influence a student’s rhetorical awareness? 

​ While there has been a lot of research on online student learning outcomes and digital 

literacy, fewer studies have directly compared rhetorical awareness outcomes between 

face-to-face and online writing courses. This article aims to fill that gap by looking at how 

course modality affects the rhetorical awareness skills of first-year writing students at UCF. 

Understanding this is critical as schools and colleges grow their online offerings while also 

attempting to maintain their rigorous writing instruction standards. 
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​ Existing articles on the subject offer varied stances on how different modalities impact 

rhetorical awareness. Docktor and Borgman show how multimedia tools in online courses can 

minimize rhetorical distance while also enhancing engagement. They claim that audio-visual 

tools and structured asynchronous interactions can bridge the gaps that are created by the 

absence of physical presence (Docktor and Borgman 220). On the other hand, Gray demonstrates 

that structured peer interactions and reflective activities within a hybrid writing studio 

significantly boost students’ rhetorical awareness. Gray argues that intentional and deliberate 

design in hybrid formats promotes a deeper understanding of rhetorical concepts. 

​ The comprehensive 2021 CCCC OWI report highlights ongoing challenges in online 

courses. They claimed that there were often times difficulty in maintaining meaningful 

interaction and providing adequate support for rhetorical development (CCCC 30). The report 

emphasizes that online courses typically require more pedagogical planning in order to achieve 

outcomes that even come close to face-to-face courses. To add to this, Ellozy and Mostafa 

indicate that reflective activities in online courses could effectively develop rhetorical skills, but 

caution that these same activities may not fully replicate the immediate interactive activities that 

can only be found in physical classrooms. 

​ Other scholars in the field, such as Warnock, further back the idea that online courses 

require different approaches than face-to-face courses. He emphasizes that adapting traditional 

rhetorical practices is crucial for online courses and that instructors must integrate synchronous 

and asynchronous communication strategies to maintain students’ rhetorical engagement 

(Warnock 18).  

​ Overall, these scholars acknowledge the potential for developing rhetorical awareness 

while also recognizing that in order to reach this potential, careful pedagogical design and 
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intentional incorporation of both reflective and interactive elements must be employed. This 

literature sets the stage for further research into how specific modalities might distinctly 

influence students’ rhetorical development. 

​ For this research, I conducted a survey of 20 first-year writing students at UCF. These 

students consisted of ten from face-to-face courses and ten from online courses. They completed 

surveys designed to assess their own perceived development of rhetorical awareness, the 

frequency and quality of their instructor feedback, as well as any kind of peer interaction.  

Survey questions included: 

1.​ Rate your confidence in identifying and adapting your writing to different audiences. 

2.​ Describe the frequency and quality of instructor feedback you received. 

3.​ Explain how class interactions influenced your understanding of rhetorical situations. 

4.​ Provide an example of an activity that most effectively helped you understand rhetorical 

concepts. 

5.​ What improvements, if any, would enhance your ability to develop rhetorical awareness 

in your course modality? 

Responses were analyzed using thematic coding. My initial open coding grouped responses into 

themes such as audience awareness, peer interaction, and instructor interaction. When I got to 

axial coding, I then established connections between modality and the students’ perceived 

rhetorical growth. 

​ The findings from the survey show fairly clear differences in how rhetorical awareness 

developed across different modalities. Face-to-face students were consistent in emphasizing class 

discussions and immediate instructor feedback as critical to developing their rhetorical 

awareness skills. One face-to-face student noted, “Discussing audience directly in workshops 
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helped me see how my choices affected reader interpretations.” Another student described how 

peer reviews in real-time gave them essential insights into audience perception.  

​ However, online students frequently mentioned that they felt far less engaged due to 

reduced peer interactions. One online student said, “Journals were helpful in thinking deeply 

about audience, but without direct peer feedback, testing these ideas was challenging to me.” A 

lot of online also described a need for more instructor presence or just clearer feedback in order 

to guide their rhetorical decisions.  

​ Other students indicated a desire for more synchronous interactions in online settings. 

One student said, “Occasional live sessions would’ve helped clarify expectations and would’ve 

given me an opportunity for instant feedback.” Statements like these show the importance of 

intentional synchronous activities along with the typical asynchronous activities. 

​ These findings align well with the already existing literature that emphasized intentional 

instructional design. Gray’s hybrid studio model shows the effectiveness of structured peer 

interactions, and this supports the need for more intentional interaction designs in online courses. 

Doctor and Borgman’s endorsement for multimedia tools also aligns with the responses that 

highlighted the absence of meaningful interactions when these tools weren’t utilized effectively. 

Warnock’s insights even further validate the students’ calls for integrated synchronous activities. 

​ This paper confirms that modality has a significant influence on rhetorical awareness 

through how interactions are structured and also how they are implemented. Face-to-face courses 

naturally facilitate spontaneous engagement with rhetorical concepts, allowing for immediate 

feedback and deeper insights. Online courses, on the other hand, must deliberately incorporate 

structured interaction elements in order to match face-to-face effectiveness.  
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​ The findings themselves suggest that teachers and professors in online writing courses 

should give priority to enhancing interaction and feedback in order to replicate the strengths of 

face-to-face courses. Specifically, integrating synchronous video discussions, structured peer 

review activities, and clear instructor feedback may just bridge the current engagement gaps 

between the two modalities.  

​ This research highlights the necessity of thoughtful pedagogical planning in online 

education. Further research on the matter might explore specific online tools, the longitudinal 

effects of modality on rhetorical skills, or even comparative studies across diverse institutional 

contexts. Another thing future research may want to investigate extensively is hybrid modalities, 

as these could offer a solid middle ground between the two modalities.  

​ Understanding the effect of modality on rhetorical awareness is becoming increasingly 

important, given the rapid expansion of digital education in recent years. Ensuring equitable 

rhetorical development across all modalities will require continued research and pedagogical 

innovation. 
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Appendix A 

 

All 20 of the participants consented to the anonymous survey. 

 

Appendix B 

 

The age distribution of the participants. 

 

Appendix C 
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The gender identities of the participants. 

 

Appendix D 

 

The ethnicities of the participants. 

 

Appendix E 
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The modality distribution of the participants. 

 

Appendix F 

 

The participants rated rhetorical awareness confidence. 
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