
ISU Writing Program: Effective 
Communications  
As an ISU program instructor, you may be asked to communicate in various ways with a range of audiences.  
Students will certainly be your most frequent audience, but you’ll also be asked to communicate in various 
ways with members of the writing program, and sometimes with outside agencies who have an interest in 
student success.  The first part of this section offers some brief notes on these different kinds of 
communications.  The second half of the section deals specifically with strategies for communicating with 
students in difficult situations. 

	  
Communicating with the Writing Program 

In general, communications with members of the writing program are informal, but that doesn’t mean that 
we don’t take our work, your well-being, and student learning seriously.  If you are having a problem with 
your class, or with specific students (or a student) you should feel free to contact any member of the writing 
program. We’re glad to have all kinds of informal conversations about how your class is going, what you 
might do to deal with problem students, or to share your excitement about an activity that went particularly 
well.  However, when more serious student behavior issues or complaints are involved, you’ll almost certainly 
be talking with the Writing Program Director or Assistant Director (Joyce Walker or Nancy McKinney).  Here 
are some of the basic kinds of communications you might want (or need) to have during the semester, and 
the WP person who might be best suited to help you: 

• Problems with technology, or ideas about using technology, or questions about resources for teaching 
with technology:  The Technology Coordinator  (Kate Browne). 

• Problems with or ideas about ENG 101: Jeff Reints is the ENG 101 Coordinator for 2013/14.  
However, any of the writing program team members can help you with issues or questions you 
might have.  In particular, if you feel you have a potentially serious behavioral problem with a student, 
it’s always a good idea to let the Director, Joyce Walker know about it, even if you just send an 
email. 

• Problems with or ideas about ENG 101.10: Evan Nave is the ENG 101.10 Coordinator for 2013/14. 
However, any of the writing program team members can help you with issues or questions you 
might have.  Again, if you feel you have a potentially serious behavioral problem, it’s always a good 
idea to let the Director, Joyce Walker know about it, even if you just send an email. 

• Problems with or ideas about ENG 145 courses. Deb Riggert-Keiffer is the 145 Coordinator for 
2013/2014.  However, several other WP team members have experience teaching ENG 145, 
including Emily Johnston and Jeff Reints. Again, serious behavioral issues should be communicated 
to Joyce Walker. 
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• Ideas or questions about the Grassroots Writing Research Journal.  If you’d like ideas about how to 
use the journal, or ways to develop projects that might be appropriate for the journal, then Julie 
Bates, the Grassroots Associate Editor, is the primary contact.  However,  Emily Johnston and 
Summer Qabazard are also available and experienced with using the GWRJ in the classroom.  They 
can arrange to visit your class to talk about the journal, or organize reviews of drafts, etc. 

• Questions or ideas about professional development events can be communicated to Michelle Wright 
Dottore, who will be the Professional Development Coordinator for 2013/2014.  However, Emily 
Johnston and Summer Qabazard also work on WP events, in particular our speaker series. 

• Questions about plagiarism can be communicated to Nancy McKinney, the Assistant Program 
Director.  Joyce Walker is also available to help with these issues. 

	  
Student Complaints 

Occasionally, students will register a complaint about an instructor (usually about grading, but it can be 
about other issues as well). Although our policy (see program policies section) is that students must first 
make every effort to contact the instructor to resolve issues that occur, we also are required to consider 
carefully all student complaints.  So if one of your students contacts the Writing Program to complain, you’ll 
probably be asked to come in (first) for a brief meeting with Joyce or Nancy, and we’ll discuss the student(s) 
in question and their complaints.  Most of the time these meetings are simply a way for us to learn more 
about the situation from your perspective. If no immediate answer to the problems occurs to any/all of us, 
then we might decide to have a mediated meeting, where Joyce/Nancy, the student(s) and instructor all 
attend.  In general, we’ve been really successful at resolving student/instructor issues.  However, it’s critical 
that instructors remember that the role of the Writing Program is to resolve these issues fairly.  We always 
want to support our instructors – and we do.  But we are also charged with making sure that students have 
a supportive learning environment. Which means that even if you (and perhaps we) think the student 
complaint is inaccurate or faulty, we still need to make sure the student feels like the complaint is being 
addressed in fair way.  So it’s important for instructors to work with the program to figure out where the 
problem lies and what (if anything) can be done to resolve it.  If the instructor maintains a professional 
attitude, and remembers to see the Writing Program members as partners, it can make the process a great 
deal easier.  These situations can be stressful for everyone involved, but always know that you can let us 
know if you are feeling unsupported or intimidated by the process.  We’ll do our best to handle things in a 
way that works for everyone. 

	  
Communicating with Parents 

It’s not at all common for parents to contact instructors directly.  However, should this happen to you, you 
must (in the politest terms possible) let the parent know that we are not allowed to communicate with anyone 
(parents or others) about student performance in our courses unless students have given us written 
permission.  If a parent (or student) wants to initiate this process of granting access to a third party, you 
should communicate immediately with Joyce Walker or Nancy McKinney, and we’ll help you with the 
necessary procedures. 
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Communicating with Student Disabilities, the Dean of Students, or 

the Student Athletic Program 

Again, it’s not common for these agencies to contact Writing Program instructors directly. Usually students 
will discuss issues with you and you’ll (in the appropriate situation) initiate contact or help the student to do 
so.  However, if you are contacted by someone from the University about a particular student in your class 
you should let Nancy McKinney (the Assistant Director) know about the situation.  In many cases, its 
appropriate for you to deal directly with individuals who might contact you, but we also want to make sure 
you are supported if you have questions or need help in these situations. 

	  
Communicating with Students in Difficult Situations 

The following examples illustrate only a few of the “bad news” communications familiar to many writing 
instructors. Our students are a sensitive population – sometimes unsure of the expectations of a university 
level writing course (or a university course of any kind), and often inexperienced in communicating one-on-
one with instructors about course content, or about problems that may arise. Consequently, instructors have 
to be very clear in their communications, but also remain sensitive to the rhetorical situation (in other words, 
communications to students is a specific genre, one that often requires a great deal of planning and 
forethought). Students can become anxious and/or defensive quickly, and it is important to avoid, whenever 
possible, making the student feel as if he/she either can’t trust your judgment,  or that the only way to get a 
fair hearing is to“go over your head.” 

The following list summarizes some of the particular categories into which we can organize difficult 
communications that may be necessary in writing program courses: 

1. “You might as well drop” (situations where the student is statistically failing the course before the 
end of the semester). 

2.  Potential plagiarism situation (there is a range of levels of this kind of problem). 

3.  Failure to attend (student who has had no – or spotty – attendance from the beginning of the 
semester). 

4. “You were just hanging on, but…” (students who have been performing at an acceptable level, but 
begin to have serious attendance or work issues at the very end of the semester) 

5.  Computer crashes and other ambiguous problems (disasters, real or invented, that occur and 
disrupt a student’s performance). 

6.  Serious behavioral issues usually require a conversation with Joyce and/or Nancy before 
responding. 
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Student is Failing the Course (you might as well drop) 

The majority of students in ENG 101 are 1st year students (you will, however, often have a few advanced 
undergraduates and/or non-traditional students, who are older when they begin university study in each of 
your sections). The inexperience of some of our students is, however, only one of the reasons students do 
poorly in the course. Certainly, writing inexperience and writing anxiety issues can play a large part in poor 
student performance, but students can also have health issues, family problems, academic problems in 
other courses, and a wide range of other legitimate concerns that affect their ability to participate and 
succeed in the course. Because both ENG 101 and ENG 145 have a strict attendance policy, and most 
instructors also have a late-paper policy (which either refuses to accept or penalizes late papers), students 
can (relatively quickly) find themselves in no-win situations during the course of the semester. They may have 
attendance penalties or late papers that make it unlikely for them to pass the course, sometimes even before 
the mid-term, but often well before the final week of class. The following letters discuss such a situation – 
advising students that they will not be able to pass the course. 

The first letter has a very personal tone – note how it establishes the instructor as someone “rooting” for the 
student’s success and as perhaps even more unhappy than the student regarding the unsuccessful 
outcome. The second letter is slightly less personal, but also establishes a very specific tone, one which 
makes it clear that the rules and guidelines of the course are the central reason the student is failing (or may 
fail) and not any emotional response on the part of the instructor. 

Failing Student Sample #1 

Dear Kevin: 

My heart is heavy to have to send you this email, but in reviewing the situation, I need to inform you 
that the chance to succeed in my class has now expired. With you on the edge, as we discussed at 
our conferences, I felt we had a clear understanding that you could not afford to miss even one more 
day of class. Now you have missed two, and also a couple more point-bearing assignments. Just 
doing the math on what your absences have done to erode your already-suffering grade makes the 
outcome clear that passing this course is not in the cards for you this semester. 

Kevin, I know you have had success in other areas of your first semester here at ISU, including that 
trumpet solo with the marching band. For this, I applaud you. I wish things were turning out differently 
for you in terms of your ENG 101 results. However, I need to say that, as sad as it makes me, there's 
really no point in you coming to class any more. Maybe you could use the time in other productive 
ways. If you want to come to class, of course, that is your right, but I will expect you to arrive with the 
day's work in hand, ready to be a productive member of the group if you do choose to come. 
Otherwise, please expect to be asked to leave. 

I know ENG 101 is a required course, and when you're ready to engage with the academic 
requirement it represents, you will do well. Your failing grade from this class will then be superceded 
by whatever grade you get next time you take the class -- so that's a saving grace. 

Kevin, I wish things were turning out differently. However, I have full confidence that you'll go on and 
achieve good things in spite of this result. Please don't be discouraged. And, of course, if you'd like to 
talk to me about this email (or anything else), I hope you know you're welcome to contact me. 

Either way, I'd be grateful for a reply, so I know you received this. Thanks, and all best to you. 

Be in touch, 
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Sarah Blackthorn 

  

Failing Student Sample #2 

Elishia: 

I'm very sorry -- I know summer can be a difficult time to be trying to take a class -- things get away 
from you quickly and the days goe by so fast. 

I've looked through your work for the course so far, and (because we're more than 1/2 the way 
through, and because you haven't completed 2 of the 4 projects) I just think that you'll  not be able to 
finish up the work this semester and get a passing grade -- even if I were to remove the penalty for 
late papers, I just don't think you'd have time to finish everything. Additionally, even if you could finish 
the work, the absence penalties and your grades on the first project make it unlikely that you could 
earn the points you’d need to pass ( 61% needed for a D). 

I can't give incompletes for this class, because the entire site will shut down (along with your access to 
materials) when the semester ends -that's because it's an online class. 

You could try to do a late withdrawal, but I don't think the registrar would refund tuition money back at 
this point. 

I think your best option will be to register again for the course in the fall.  If you pass the course, your 
GPA will only reflect the passing grade, and not the failing grade for this course. 

This is really the only solution I can think of that might work for you – since an incomplete is not an 
option -- however, you could contact the registrar (Here is the phone number: (xxx) xxx-xxxx) to see if 
you could get a late withdrawal. Let me know what they say. 

Best, 

Jeremy 

  

Potential Plagiarism 

Academic honesty is an enormously important issues  for the Writing Program, as it is for all of the courses at 
the university. The stickiness of this issue is not simply based on the difficulty of identifying plagiarism, or 
even the difficulty of determining whether students have plagiarized knowingly or not. The central issue is 
really for the instructor to understand the various levels of citation problems, and how to determine an 
appropriate response – one which considers the complicated nature of citation practices. 

While our Policies Section provides policy information about dealing with plagiarism (and you should review 
this policy before communicating with students), the letter below illustrates one instructor’s technique for 
handling some types of issues that aren’t deemed serious enough to report directly to the Office for Student 
Conduct.  The email below is written to several students whose papers exhibited citation problems. Citation 
problems can differ widely: 

• A student might be obviously using quoted material (and trying to use them appropriately) but failing to 
cite because of a lack of knowledge about citation formats. 
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• A student might be paraphrasing material, but in a way that (because of failure to cite properly) looks 
as if it could be plagiarism. 

• A student might be dropping blocks of text into his/her paper without citing them. This can be a 
deliberate effort to plagiarize, but it can also be a lack of understanding about citation rules. 

• A student might have lifted entire portions of some other text (or an entire text), with a clear effort to 
hide that this material has not been individually produced. 

Notice how the letter below does not, before talking to the student, indicate which kind of citation issue 
might be involved. It also makes it clear what will happen in the meeting, and what the student’s obligation 
will be. Making this policy clear before a project cycle begins, and then using this as a way to deal with 
citation problems, allows for this range of error, while also leaving room for more serious treatment of actual 
plagiarism cases. 

  

 Plagiarism Sample 

Dear _____, 

This is a message going out to all the students whose papers require a meeting with me, so it does 
not contain specifics about your individual case. Contact me as soon as possible to arrange a 
meeting, and for more information. 

Because of problems with the text and/or sources of your Documented Research Project, you are 
receiving a provisional 0 (zero) for the assignment. You'll need to let me know when you can meet with 
me outside of class to go over the specifics of these problems and what you will need to do to correct 
them. If you have used sources that I don't have access to (things that aren't online, or things that 
aren't listed in your Works Cited page), you will need to bring me these sources so that I can look 
them over. If you haven't looked closely at the turnitin.com report generated for your paper, you will 
want to look at it now, to see any possible problems. 

I will be very explicit about how to go about correcting the problems I've found in your paper, and it 
will be your job to be certain you understand what I am telling you to do - and why this is necessary, 
and it will be your job to do these things. You'll have one full week from the time of our meeting to turn 
in a corrected draft - and you will not be revising anything in the paper except the problems we have 
discussed. 

Then, if the problems have been corrected, I will grade your paper. One letter grade will be deducted 
from the final calculated grade. I understand that this hurts, but it should hurt less than receiving a 
zero. 

If the problems have not been corrected or if I don't receive the correction within the week allowed, 
then if plagiarism or a similar issue of ethics is one of those problems, appropriate reports will be made 
to the Office of Student Conduct, and the provisional zero will become a permanent zero. 

Some of the problems I found were relatively minor - though no less serious - and easy to fix; others 
were more involved. 

Through trial and error, this is the method I have determined allows students to learn from their 
mistakes while giving the appropriate weight to mistakes which are potentially quite damaging and 
damning. If it is alarming to receive this message, frankly, it should be at least a little bit alarming. 
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If you use that energy to make sure the problem gets corrected and doesn't recur, then all will be well. 
That's what I want and hope for, and that is what's now up to you. 

Sincerely, 

Kathleen Walter 

  

Failure to Attend 

In almost every section of ENG 101 and 145, there will be a student or two who does not attend the course 
– these students will sometimes drop within a few weeks, will sometimes never attend the course, and will 
sometimes (and this is the most difficult to handle) appear in week four (or week eight!) and, with profuse 
apologies, ask you to allow them to continue to do the work in the course. In these situations, the student 
has usually completed none of the writing assignments. I mention week four specifically, because this is 
generally the last possible moment at which an instructor might choose to try to help the student join the 
course. Beyond this week, a simple “it’s not possible” communication is usually the best choice. To avoid 
problems, it is usually best to send non-attending students a message is the second week – making sure 
they understand that their non-attendance in not acceptable. A follow-up email in week 4-6 can be sent to 
indicate when the student’s non-attendance passes the statistical threshold for failure in the class. Notice 
that the samples provided here are more formal than the earlier samples, written for a student the instructor 
knows (the “you should drop” letters). 

 

Sample #1: Student has not attended by week two 

Dear James: 

In looking at my records, I see that you are still officially enrolled in the ENG 101 course I am teaching. 
However, you’ve not yet attended class. Since this is the end of week two of the semester, I felt I 
should email to let you know that your non-attendance is currently affecting your grade in the course. 
Students in ENG 101 are allowed three absences without penalty, but beyond that, every absence 
results in the subtraction of 1/2 of a letter grade from your final grade in the course. So it’s really 
important that you begin to attend class if you are planning to remain enrolled. If you attend, please 
make sure to leave a few minutes at the end of class to speak with me – so I can help you catch up 
with the work we’ve done so far. If you’re planning to drop the course, you should remember that the 
amount of your tuition refund is based on the date you withdraw – so the sooner you withdraw, the 
larger percentage you’ll be able to recoup. 

If you have questions or concerns about the course, please don’t hesitate to contact me via email 
(jeremy@gmail.com) . 

I hope to see you at our next class meeting. 

Best, 

Ferndando 

  

Sample #2: Student has statistically failed the course 
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[this type of email should be sent before the final drop date, or whenever the student’s non-attendance results in a 
statistical failure. If the student has been attending the course, and is known to the instructor, then Sarah’s letter (in the 
“you might as well drop” section) would be a better example to use] 

Dear James: 

I wanted to send this email to you, because we are reaching the final date (Oct. 24th ) that you’d be 
able to withdraw from the course and still get a partial (25%) refund. At this point in the semester, 
you’ve missed 10 classes, which means you won’t be able to pass the course, because the penalties 
for absences have reduced the highest possible grade you can achieve in the course to 77%. In 
addition, you’ve missed two full writing projects, worth 30% of your total grade, which reduces your 
possible grade to 47%. 

I’m sorry that you weren’t able to make time for the course this semester, but hopefully you’ll still be 
able to get a refund for part of your tuition, and then re-take the course at another time. 

If you have questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me via email (jeremy@gmail.com). 

Regards, 

Fernando 

  

Sample #3: Student sends an email asking to be reinstated in the class 

[Note: This situation usually happens at some point when it is slightly ambiguous whether the student would be able to 
make up the work or not, and has more than 3 absences, but not enough to fail him/her. As the instructor, you are free 
to make allowances for students if you wish – letting them complete past assignments, or allowing them to have extra 
time to finish a current project. However, if you decide to do this, you’ll want to create a message that makes your 
concessions clear – and gives them a clear understanding that this is the final concession you will be able to make. As 
you’ll see, I often frame this kind of email with an explanation that I don’t want to penalize the students in the course who 
have been attending all along and doing the work by allowing another student to pass the course who has not 
maintained this kind of professional attitude]. 

Dear James: 

I received your email asking me to allow you to join the course, even though you’ve now missed 8 
classes and the first writing project, which was worth 15% of your final grade. I am really sympathetic 
to the problems you’ve been having [perhaps add more detail related to specific issues the student 
has raised here], but I am also constrained by the rules and guidelines of the course. I would like to be 
able to help you, but I must also think of the students who have been attending the course and 
completing all of the assignments – I don’t want to, in effect, penalize them by allowing other students 
to bypass these guidelines. 

However, I think it’s possible that you might still be able to catch up to the rest of the course and 
succeed in the class. I will not reduce the absence penalties, but I will allow you to complete the first 
project, which you missed, and will allow you to receive full credit. 

I do need you to understand that this opportunity to make up for lost time is the last one that I can 
offer you this semester – you must begin to attend class, and have no further absences, and you must 
both complete the first project and keep up with the rest of the class as they finish the 2nd project. 

Should this plan not work out, please remember that ISU will allow you to retake the course, and 
replace your failing grade with whatever grade you earn in that new semester. So, hopefully, whether 
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in this semester, or in a future one, you’ll be able to complete the course successfully. 

If you have questions about what I’ve offered here, or would like to discuss this matter further, please 
don’t hesitate to email me (jeremy@gmail.com) . We can also arrange for a face-to-face meeting as 
well, if you feel that would be better. 

Regards, 

Fernando 

NOTE: Other options might be to allow the student to complete the “missed paper” with a penalty, to allow the student 
to complete the paper, but give it a “provisional zero” until the student has reestablished a consistent attendance record, 
or allow a student to “make up” missed class work through extra credit, but only at the end of the semester, provided 
he/she has maintained consistent attendance and passing work. 

  

You Were Just Hanging On, But…. 

It’s pretty common in writing program courses to have students who have been attending and working at a 
satisfactory level, but who, late in the semester, have some serious problems completing work or attending 
class. If the student has had really stellar attendance and work, or has a health issue that is well-
documented, it can be fairly easy for an instructor to decide how to help this student complete the course 
successfully. However, in situations where attendance has been spotty, or the student has had serious 
problems completing work in a timely and appropriate manner, these sudden crises (whether facilitated by 
the student’s behavior or created by a real emergency) can mean failure for the student. 

It is exactly these kinds of situations that most often result in the student feeling that the instructor has been 
“unfair” in his/her willingness to make allowances. 

 Therefore, a method of decision-making and communication that outlines boundaries clearly, and makes 
sure to situate the instructor as an ally (rather than “the enemy”) can be really crucial. The examples below 
show the effort to do three of the following things: 

• Make the rules and guidelines for the course the central factor in whatever decision you make. 

• Don’t allow your own negative emotions to establish the rhetorical position of the communication. 

• If at all possible, find an answer which allows the student to have the best possible chance to succeed – Quite 
often in this situation the student will be unable meet the criteria you’ve established for success. If you allow the 
student to make these attempts and choices, you will be much less likely to create a confrontational situation 
(and when/if you ultimately have to communicate the student’s failure, you’ll be less likely to meet with 
resistance or aggression). 

The chain of emails below is an example of a situation where a student had this kind of a “breakdown” in 
ability to complete the work at the end of the semester. A computer failure was the originally-stated problem, 
but the following events included the student turning in a paper that was on a completely different topic and 
in a different format from the final project she had been working on (i.e., she had been working on a draft of a 
research project, but then made a switch – apparently overnight – and turned in a completely different 
project). This was unacceptable, and the instructor was forced to send an email communicating the 
student’s failure. 
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This series of emails between the program director, the instructor, and the student (and the conversations 
and decisions it represents) is a positive example – the instructor has attempted to give the student 
opportunities to “make good” – at least to pass this final project. She spent time communicating her rules to 
the students. When it became clear that the student had not met the criteria for success, her final email was 
brief and clear, but nevertheless avoided expressing the understandable frustration she felt at the failure of 
her efforts to help the student succeed. While each situation an instructor may encounter will be different, the 
process is similar: (1) trying to find a way to help, (2) making sure the student understands what is possible, 
and (3) making sure that your own frustration does not become the center of the communication. 

Email From the Instructor to the Program Director, Outlining the Problem: 

Hi Joyce, ! 

I have a student who turned her final portfolio into me incomplete. Her revised research paper was 
missing because of "computer problems."  She came rushing to me 15 minutes late, and perhaps she 
really did have some kind of computer problem.  I told her it was okay to email me the paper that day 
asap.  It turns out that she wasn't able to retrieve the paper and she needed to redo it.  I gave her a 
30-hour extension, and she never got the paper into me.  I emailed her yesterday, giving her one more 
chance.  She emailed me a totally different paper, on a totally different topic last night around 
midnight.  I'm attaching the paper to you.  I have very good reason to believe that she did not write 
this paper, but I'm not sure how to go about it.  What a pain.  Can you give me some direction? ! 

Thanks, !------ 

  

Email From the Program Director, to the Instructor, Suggesting Options: 

You are right.  What a pain. !If you don't believe that the sources could have been located and used in 
30 hours, you can decide whether you want to bring the student in and discuss the possibility of 
plagiarism with her, or if you perhaps just want to refuse the paper on the grounds that the project 
was to complete a research project and to show the process, which a topic-change at the last minute 
does not allow. You could also add that the lack of process in this substituted paper means you have 
no way of knowing if this paper is the  student's own work (letting the student know that you "could" 
make  an accusation of plagiarism, but you are choosing to simply disallow the paper instead).  That 
way, if the student did plagiarize, she will most likely not oppose your decision. I confess that if it were 
me I might simply disallow the paper, letting the student know that one of the reasons for this is that 
I can't know it's her work and I don't feel at all certain that it's even possible that it could be her work 
(esp. if sources look like they would have taken longer than one day to collect and read).  But that, 
rather than getting into disciplinary action, I was going to simply disallow the paper. ! 

If you'd like to talk further, just phone me!  

Joyce 

  

Email to Student Explaining Instructor’s Decision: 

Dear Jane: 

I am unable to accept this paper because I never saw a draft of it, and it is a different research paper 
than the one you addressed in your final portfolio analysis.  It might have been possible to switch 
topics, but not without discussing it with me or working with me on your new topic at your final 
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portfolio conference (which you didn’t attend).  Unfortunately, the failure of this project means you 
weren’t able to pass the class. 

Your film review and literary analysis, the two essays you included in your final portfolio, need a bit 
more work. 

Below is the breakdown of your final grade: 

Final Portfolio xxxxx 

Midterm xxxx 

Reading Quizzes xxxx 

Participation xxxx 

Absences= xxxx 

If you add all the numbers up, your final grade is a xxx which is a D. However, I have to subtract 6% 
due to your absences, which puts your grade at a xxxx which equals xx%, a failing grade. 

  

Student Responds: 

Professor-- 

I had emailed you that day, and said that Id absolutely nothing on my laptop dealing with that research 
paper, all I could do was redo a research paper that had an easier topic so I could get it to you that 
Friday before 5pm. It would have taken my days to find the resources that I used for my old research 
paper. Is there anyway possible that you could accept it or please just take my evaluated paper and 
take that as my final draft. Do you have any office hours tomorrow or is there anywhere I could meet 
with you? I would really like to discuss if there is anyway to get credit for the work that I did do. Could 
you please email me back or call me anytime today or tomorrow, I am supposed to leave around 2pm 
tomorrow but I will stay around until I hear back from you. Thanks. 

Instructor’s Final Response: 

Dear Jane: 

Below is the email you sent with your computer problem.  I have no record of you asking to switch 
topics.  You didn't ask me in person or by email. 

I gave you a 30-hour extension to finish your research paper and you never turned anything in.  The 
supreme court paper arrived only after I offered you a second extension (four days later).   When I 
emailed you and offered a second extension you emailed me a paper that I had never before seen or 
heard of.  I’m really sorry, but under the circumstances, I cannot make anymore allowances.  Your 
grade stands as I calculated.  If you retake the course, however, your F will can be replaced with your 
new grade. 

  

Computer Crashes and Other ambiguous problems 

Students can have a range of emergencies (which can range from actual emergencies to situations created 
by a lack of organization or the inability to adjust to the responsibilities of college work). For the instructor, 
one very good way to keep these problems from becoming a chronic issue throughout the semester is to 
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have a clear policy on late work, computer issues, etc. (for example, explaining that students should save 
work in multiple places and email it to themselves to avoid computer-related late work). However, even when 
using a clear set of rules, most instructors will occasionally encounter situations in which they must decide 
on-the-spot whether to make allowances for a student. The email above shows the instructor making several 
allowances, and then becoming firm when student fails to meet criteria. The three sample emails below 
illustrate different appropriate responses to a “computer-crash” situation. Keep in mind that any of these 
responses could be correct, but that the tone of the email can affect whether the student willingly accepts 
your decision. Also remember that if you make exceptions in one situation for a student, you would want to 
make a similar exception for other students if a similar situation were to occur. 

Computer-Crash Allowance Email (no penalty) 

Dear Rashid: 

What a horrible thing to have happen just before finishing your draft – although of course there is never 
a good time for a computer crash! I’m so pleased that you at had at least saved a pretty current draft 
on your flash drive, although you’ll have to work on the works cited page again. I’m happy to allow you 
an extra 12 hours to finish the work, without penalty. Just make sure you get it to me within the 
extended time allowed! 

Best, 

Joyce 

  

Computer-Crash Late Paper with Penalty 

Dear Rashid: 

Although I don’t generally accept late papers, I’m willing to give you an extra day to complete the 
paper – I certainly have sympathy for your computer problems. However, I’ll have to apply a late-paper 
penalty of 5% -- the syllabus is clear about the need to save copies of your paper in multiple locations 
(even using email can be great), and although I know I’ve been guilty of not saving properly myself 
(which is the reason, actually that I’m allowing you to turn the paper in for credit), I feel it would be 
unfair to those people who took the necessary time and care to save properly if I were to allow you to 
submit the paper late without penalty. 

I hope this is an acceptable compromise for you, but if you have problems or questions, feel free to 
email me (reenste@gmail.com). 

  

Best, 

Joyce 

 

Computer-Crash “Can’t help you” Email 

Kyra: 

I’m certainly sympathetic to your computer issue. However, the syllabus explains clearly that 
computer-related problems are not an acceptable reason for a late paper. We also covered this issue 
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in class, early in the semester, several times, and I gave the class multiple opportunities to save drafts 
digitally (via email), even allowing you to send your rough draft digitally (so I’d have a copy). Since you 
chose not to email me a copy of your draft, I was unable to help by re-sending your draft to you when 
your computer crashed. 

I feel badly that you weren’t able to complete this project. It’s really a shame. But part of the work of 
this class was specifically learning how to save and organize digital versions of your work to make sure 
you are never left with a blank slate when the inevitably ill-timed computer crash occurs. 

I’m very sorry, but I cannot allow you an extension for the project. You’ll receive zero points for the 
project, although your quiz and class participation projects for this portion of the class won’t be 
affected. 

Regards, 

Joyce 

	  
	  
 

Serious Behavioral Issues 

Serious behavioral issues are (fortunately) extremely rare in our Writing Program.  However, the ones that 
have occurred have taught us some lessons, which we’ll share with you here: 

1.  If students are “acting out” in class in ways you find irritating, it’s generally best to think first about 
whether the behavior is just irritating or if it’s actually disrupting the class or your ability to do your 
work.  Behavior that is not overtly disruptive can usually be handled in less formal ways than 
behavior that is seriously disruptive. 

2. It’s important to remember that students whose behavior is “challenging” to your authority in ways you 
find disturbing may (but also may not) be (completely) deliberate.  It’s always best not to confront 
these issues in the class unless you feel very confident that you have an answer to the problem that 
will work. Instead (see #3). 

3.  It IS often best to make an appointment to talk with a disruptive student in person, and to craft that 
conversation as an opportunity to collaborate in creating a classroom where learning can happen – 
rather than as an ultimatum to the student to behave.  This can be a difficult conversation, but our 
experience has taught us that letting disruptive situations evolve without intervention can help them 
to escalate.  It’s usually best to talk with the student in a non-threatening way as soon as possible. 

4.  It can be difficult to deal with serious behavioral issues over email – we don’t recommend it as a first 
step.  However, once conversations have happened, an email “summing up” the situation can be 
the best way to document the steps you’ve come up with to solve the problem.  You can remind the 
student of what has been agreed upon (or what you are resolved upon), and you can also copy the 
writing program, so that if the situation should escalate,  we’re aware and can support you. 

5.  Number 4 (above) is critical.  If a student’s behavior is seriously disruptive it is absolutely critical that 
you inform the Writing Program.  If you are confident that you can deal with the situation, that’s 
great.  We won’t interfere or step on your toes. But we should still know about it, so that we can 
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support you if needed. 

6.  Sometimes, if a student’s behavior moves beyond disruptive and into dangerous, frightening, or 
threatening (the student need not be making overt threats to your or others – behavior can be 
frightening because it’s seriously erratic or seems to indicate that the student might be considering 
harming him/herself) the Writing Program can get involved by contacting the Dean of students office 
and discussing the student with one of the Deans there.  ISU has a very good system in place for 
identifying and assisting students who might be about to harm themselves or others.  We’ve had 
good success in working within this system in the few instances we’ve encountered. Working with 
the Dean of students can help us to get the information we need and to keep everyone safe.  You 
shouldn’t have to deal with these kinds of situations alone –  don’t.  Get in touch (either Joyce 
Walker or Nancy McKinney is the contact for these serious situations, but any member of the Writing 
Program would gladly talk with you to help you decide how serious the situation is and what you 
might do about it). 


