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The reason the teaching of writing is permeated by
dissatisfaction (every CCCC presentation seems, at some
level, a complaint) is that we—bad enough—don't
really know what teaching is, but also—far worse, fatal,
in fact—we haven't really evolved an idea of writing that
fully reflects the splendor of the medium. ... We have
evolved a very limited notion of academic writing (or
any genre, really). Our texts are conventional in every
sense of the word; they write themselves. They are almost
wholly determined by the texts that have gone before; a
radical break with the conventions of a form or genre. ..
would perplex—how is that history writing?

—GEQFFREY SIRC

In the introductory chapter of her 2004 edited collection, Carolyn Handa
provides readers with two scenes of writing. Here, the writing classrooms
of the not-so-distant past are contrasted with the “fully networked” class-
rooms Handa contends students are “more likely” to encounter today ().
Of the older classrooms, Handa writes, “Not all that long ago our writ-
ing classrooms looked like any others in the university. They contained

desks arranged in rows, a podium facing the class, and blackboards cov-

ering one or two walls. Technology may have existed only as an overhead
projector displaying transparencies with additional class material. Occa-
sionally, instructors would show films related to course topics. Some as-
signments might have asked students to analyze advertisements to study
their rhetoric or to compare two products. Visuals were incidental props,
tricks to spark students’ interests, more than viable communicative
modes in themselves” (1). By contrast, today’s wired classrooms provide
students easy access to “a flood of visual images, icons, streaming video,
and various hybrid forms of images and text” (1). Careful to acknowledge
that not every writing classroom is wired, Handa argues that most col-

18

e It [

mmq:_zx_zm COMPOSITION / RETHINKING PROCESS = 19

lege students are. That many students enjoy access to computers, the
Internet, video games, cell phones, PDAs, sophisticated word-processing
software, as well as photo and movie editing programs supports Handa’s
claim that “students’ twenty-first-century lives are nothing if not visual”
(1). I am left wondering at the accuracy of Handa’s portrayal of today’s
students. For instance, while the majority of students I have worked with
do, in fact, use e-mail, cell phones, and maintain MySpace and Facebook
pages, far fewer have experience using Flash, Photoshop, PageMaker,
Dreamweaver, or Premiere Pro, and far fewer still have known how to
“write in JavaScript and HTML” (1). I am also struck by her representa-
tion of the older writing classroom and the implication that they, and
students’ lives, were somehow less visual than they are today.

Her depiction of the classrooms of the not-so-distant past brought to
mind a course I took as an undergraduate in 1995. As I recall, and true
to Handa’s depiction, the professor showed a film or two, and on occa-
sion used an overhead projector and transparencies. I recall also that he
had brought to class a children’s book that related to one of the readings.
Whether this was intended as a prop or a trick to hold our attention, I
cannot be sure. I know that the children’s book helped me to think about
the assigned reading in a different way. While I enjoyed immensely the
texts we read and wrote about that semester, what I remember most
clearly are the class sessions. The class met midday, which meant that
people often brought their lunches to class. Sometimes the sounds and
smells were distracting, sometimes appealing, other times they hardly
registered. I remember many of the outfits the professor wore and that
he often needed to remove his glasses when he was reading, and that he
would put them back on when he looked at us. I remember the way he
gestured, the tone of his voice when he spoke, and these things, com-
bined with his facial expressions and body language, suggested to me
that he was passionate about and invested in what he was teaching.
Sometimes the class sat in rows facing the professor, and sometimes we
arranged our desks in a large circle so that we could see and hear one
another better during discussions. I also remember that the professor’s
handwriting was incredibly legible, which meant that when he wrote on
the board or provided feedback on papers, little time was spent trying to
crack that code.
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I do not offer this as a tribute to an engaging professor or a memora-
ble class experience. I could make a similar point about classroom tech-
nologies and the role of the visual (or gesture, sound, scent, movement,
and the like) based on any number of the teachers from whom I have
taken classes—those whose handwritten code I labored to crack, those
who taught in large stadium-seating lecture halls, those who taught in
rooms with windows that offered the most amazing (and oftentimes dis-
tracting) view of a lake, those who spoke in a monotone, who gestured
rarely, or whose clothing was not nearly as memorable. Rather, what I
am cautioning against here is, first, an overly narrow definition of tech-
nology. It is not entirely clear if Handa counts the blackboards, podium,
or desks arranged in rows as technologies. It appears not. But the de-
scription clearly overlooks many of the technologies typically present in
the classroom: books, light switches, lightbulbs, floor and ceiling tiles,
clocks, watches, water bottles, aluminum pop-top cans, eyeglasses, cloth-
ing, chalk, pens, paper, handwriting, and so on.

My second point has to do with the role of the visual, or more broadly
speaking, with the multimodal aspects of that or any other classroom
experience. Returning to the example offered above, the members of
that 1995 course never received Wmmwmﬁgmam that asked us to analyze
the multimodal dimensions of clagsroom interactions or to reflect on
the specific role that talk, text, scents, visuals, gestures, and movements
played in the texts we read. Yet I would argue that these were all viable
communicative modes. That is, the sights, sounds, scents, and move-
ments associated with the classroom provided us with various kinds of
information that we needed to negotiate, whether we were conscious of
doing so or not, and that played a role in shaping my and my classmates’
experiences in the course.

I am not suggesting that newer technologies have made little differ-
ence in classroom practice or in students’ lives. It becomes difficult to
ignore those differences when a cell phone goes off in class or when, on
those occasions I forget my watch, I ask a student if I can borrow his or
hers, receive a puzzled look, and am handed a cell phone. While I remain
both cognizant of and optimistic about the ways newer technologies
promise to impact our research, scholarship, and pedagogical practice,
a composition made whole requires us to be more mindful about our
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use of a term like technology. We need to consider what is at stake—who
and what it is that we empower or discount—when we use the term to
mean primarily, or worse yet, only the newest computer technologies and
not light switches, typewriters, eyeglasses, handwriting, or floor tiles as
well. As we embrace (or even reject) newer technologies, as we anticipate
the way communicative landscapes might continue to change, it is also
important to keep in mind the rich, material, multimodal dimensions
of classroom practice, of learning, and, in fact, of living. A composition
made whole recognizes that whether or not a particular classroom or
group of students are wired, students may still be afforded opportuni-
ties to consider how they are continually positioned in ways that require
them to read, respond to, align with—in short, to negotiate—a stream-
ing interplay of words, images, sounds, scents, and movements. Class-
room experiences certainly demand this of them, but so does driving,
crossing a street, or running to the grocery store.

If we acknowledge that literacy and learning have always been multi-
modal and that communication “has always been a hybrid blending of
visual, written and aural forms” (Hill 2004, 109), the challenge becomes
one of finding ways to attend more fully—in our scholarship, research,
as well as our teaching—to the material, multimodal aspects of all com-
municative practice. In this chapter, I explore two areas that hold such
potential. The first involves expanding our disciplinary commitment to
the theorizing, researching, and improvement of written discourse to
include other forms of representation. The second involves rethinking
the potential and value of composing process research.

Rethinking “Composition”

Sean Williams (2001) calls composition a “largely conservative” dis-
cipline because it “cling[s] to the idea of writing about representation
systems in verbal text because that’s what we do in composition” (23).
According to Williams, while ideas about appropriate subject matter for
writing courses have broadened over time, form has remained fixed as
students are often expected to compose linear, print-based texts. Follow-
ing Geoffrey Sirc (2002), what we lack is “an idea of writing that fully
reflects the splendor of the medium” (g). For Williams and others, the
goal has been to underscore that “meanings are made, distributed, re-
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ceived, interpreted and remade . . . through many representational and
communicative modes—not just through language” (Jewitt and Kress
2003, 1). Since Willidms’s article was published there has been an in-
crease in scholarship providing readers with ways of challenging what
Wendy Bishop has called the “backbone of program work: essay writ-
ing as usual” (2002, 206; see also George 2002; Hocks 2003; Selfe
2007, 2009; Sorapure 2006; Wysocki et al. 2004; Yancey 2004b; and
Zoetewey and Staggers 2003).

Certainly both before and since Williams charged the discipline

with failing to respond to changing times, scholars—also pointing to the
prevalence, growth, and impact of computer technologies—have urged
us to rethink what we mean by terms like authoring (Slatin 2008), com-
posing (Odell and Prell 1999), composition (Johnson-Eilola 1997), literacy
(Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola 1999), and writing (Yancey 2004b). In her
2004 CCCC chair’s address, Kathleen Yancey invites us to consider what
our references to writing really mean. “Do they mean print only?” In re-
sponse, Yancey posits that “writing IS ‘words on paper,” composed on the
page with a pen or pencil by students who write words on paper, yes—
but who also compose words and images and create audio files on Web
logs (blogs), in word processors, with video editors and Web editors and
in e-mail and on presentation software and in instant messaging and on
listservs and on bulletin boards—and no doubt in whatever genre will
emerge in the next ten minutes” (298).

Lee Odell and Christina Lynn Prell (1999) also charge the discipline

with failing to respond to the challenges posed by a rapidly changing
communicative landscape. Arguing that “outside the ‘composition’ class-
room people’s understanding of composing has changed dramatically”
(296), Odell and Prell point to the need for developing a more compre-
hensive view or “tradition” of composing, one that attends, not just to
words/writing, but to the “interanimation of words, visual images, and
page (or screen) design” (295). Whereas Yancey’s 2004 address argues
for an expanded view of composition by asking us to consider the vari-
ous kinds of activity that qualify as writing, Odell and Prell take a differ-
ent approach, suggesting that to call composition what we have worked
to theorize, research, and teach is something of a misnomer. Noting the
discipline’s tendency to use the terms composing and writing interchange-
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ably, they argue that, “although an essay might be referred to as a com-
position, that terminology confused no one. Musicians composed; what
we were doing was writing” (296).

Given current concerns about keeping composition courses relevant,
addressing challenges posed by a rapidly changing communicative land-
scape, and forging closer connections between the communicative prac-
tices students explore in curricular and extracurricular spaces, current
arguments for curricular change have much in common with many of
those offered in the late 1940s when CCCC formed and teachers of col-
lege composition and communication courses came together to address
“the problem of freshman English” (Heyda 1999, 679). The rise and
subsequent demise of “communication skills programs” has been well
documented elsewhere (Crowley 1998, 183; see also Berlin 1987; George
and Trimbur 1999; Heyda 1999; and Russell 1991), so instead of rehears-
ing that history here, I want to look at some of the suggestions made and
changes proposed by those interested in developing courses and poten-
tially a discipline (Hackett 1955) committed to theorizing, researching,
and teaching a more integrated approach to composing, something akin
to what scholars like Handa, Williams, Yancey, Odell and Prell, myself,
and others are advocating today.

On the Problem of Freshman English

At the 1947 meeting of the National Council of Teachers of English
(NCTE), Harold Briggs delivered a paper entitled “College Programs
in Communication as Viewed by an English Teacher.” In the published
version of this paper Briggs offers a “four-way comparison of the com-
munication programs at three universities (Minnesota, lowa, and South-
ern California) and the “typical traditional freshman English program”
(1948, 327). Admitting that there is “no such thing as a completely typical
freshman English program,” Briggs suggests that the traditional fresh-
man English program, by contrast, is much easier to identify. Traditional
freshman English programs are “pretty much satisfied with things as
they are or as they used to be” (327). Warning that “the traditional mind
is always a closed mind,” Briggs argues that, by contrast, the teacher of
communication “must have an open and receptive mind,” a quality he
marks as one of the more salient differences between those teaching in
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communication programs and those teaching traditional freshman En-
glish courses (327). Other key differences concern the communication
program’s interest in studying the various media of communication (for
example, newspaper, radio, moving picture, magazines, and books), and
its commitment to analyzing various forms of communication to better
understand “what they communicate to us today and how they achieve
this communication” (330). Another difference has to do with the unity
of course content:

The traditional English course is, by complaint of all, too frequently

a hash of strange ingredients. One day one studies punctuation, the
next day paragraphing, the next day an essay on jargon, or frying fish
cakes. . .. We at the University of Southern California believe that

the solution probably lies in recognizing that our business is with
language, spoken and written. Some of the questions that immediately
arise are these: Of what use is language to society? How has the
personality of each one of us been influenced by language? How do
the newspapers, the radio, the moving pictures, the magazines, and
books influence us through the use of language? (331)

In an argument that predates by sixty %mmHm the recent one made by
Downs and Wardle (2007%) on the matter of unified course content (or
the lack of it), Briggs maintains that if “in history, one writes on history;
in economics, one writes on economics, [then] in English courses . . . one
ought to write on some problem concerning the use of language. This,”
Briggs argues, “is an idea that gives unified content to the course” (331).
In the approximately fourteen years that the “‘communication’
battle” (Bowman 1962, 55) waged among the members of CCCC, pro-
ponents of communication approaches to the first-year English course
would continue to cite the traditional freshman English course’s lack of
unified course content as one of its fundamental weaknesses. They pro-
posed instead that communication should be treated as “a subject matter
and as an act or process” (Dunn 1946, 31). In this way, courses would
investigate “the elements of which [communication] is composed, the
instruments which it used, the processes by which it comes about [and]
the obstacles to its achievement” (Malstrom 1956, 23). Underscoring the
course’s interdisciplinary dimensions, content might be drawn from any
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number of disciplines: the psychology of language and learning, philoso-
phy (particularly as it applies to the thought process of the human mind),
anthropology, neurology, and the field of electronics (Dunn 1946). Im-
portantly, as communicative technologies and practices are continually
undergoing change, the study of communication would require the “con-
tinuous acquisition of new data” (32). This, proponents of communica-
tion approaches maintained, would not only help to ensure that a course -
remained current and relevant but also that it held a promise of fostering
a clear research agenda and the “development of a highly scientific atti-
tude toward the whole area of communications” (Dow 1948, 333). Indeed,
as Briggs (1048) notes, a key difference between teachers of communica-
tion courses and traditional freshman English courses is that the former
tends to exhibit an “experimental attitude” (327), meeting routinely to
exchange information and solicit feedback on the way their courses were
designed. As Clyde Dow notes in the published version of a paper deliv-
ered at NCTE in 1947, “there is a tendency [in many of the newer com-
munication courses] to disregard tradition and to substitute an attitude
of ‘I don’t know, let’s see” When the staff encounters a new idea, it does
not say, ‘Has it been tried?’ or “What do the authorities say about such a
plan?’ Instead the staff says, ‘Let’s try it, and test it'” (1948, 333).
Proponents of communication approaches would also blame the tra-
ditional freshman English course for perpetuating the notion among
students that “writing is an impractical, useless, academic barrier to be
surmounted with the least possible effort” (Dow 334; see also Dunn 1946
and Stabley 1950). As Howard Dean (1959) argues, “the educational expe-
rience of many students has led them to believe that schoolbook English
is a special variety of language found only in the English classroom and
used only by English teachers . . . and so they've developed a contemptu-
ous attitude toward the unrealities of schoolroom English that carries
over to any study labeled English” (84). A communications approach to
freshman English, by contrast, grounded in social scientific theories
of discourse, would underscore for students the connection between
the social and personal dimensions of communicative practice. Such
courses would consider the various “language worlds” (Dunn 1946, 283)
in which students currently participate as well as those in which they
will participate in the future. This would mean providing students with
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the tools to “cope intelligently” with their language environment (Dunn
19406, 286), whether this involved negotiating the languages of the din-
ing room, dance floor,"and the church, or the language worlds associ-
ated with reading great works of literature, “serious” books and articles
on social and political subjects, sports pages, comic sheets, ads, editori-
als, news articles, or while listening to the “sounds emanating from the
radio” (Dunn 1946, 283). A communications approach to the first-year
course would examine how writing relates to the other modes and media
of communication. This, proponents claimed, would not only provide
students with a stronger incentive for writing (or speaking, listening,
reading, or thinking), but by treating “the communicative process as a
dynamic whole,” students would also learn to “appreciate language as a
living, ever changing medium used by all kinds of people in all kinds of
situation and in all kinds of ways” (Dean 1959, 81-83). A primary objec-
tive of such a course would be to make students increasingly aware of
how “one is conditioned to language symbols by muscle sets, gestures,
tone and the words themselves” (Dunn 1946, 286). This, in turn, would
provide students with a greater awareness “of what language is and the
linds of effect it produces so as to enable [them] to judge communica-
tion” (287). By asking students to examine the communicative process as
a dynamic, embodied, multimodal whole—one that both shapes and is
shaped by the environment—students might come to see writing, read-

ing, speaking, and ways of thinking and evaluating as “a function of

place, time, sex, age and many other elements of life” (Malstrom 1956,
24). Having gained a greater appreciation of the contextual or situational
aspects of communicative practice (that is, students would recognize that
habits or norms that might be considered appropriate in one place or at
one time may not be appropriate in or at another), students would prove
themselves to be more flexible and reflexive communicants than stu-
dents enrolled in traditional freshman courses.

Because communication approaches often treated seriously the kinds
of writing students would likely encounter after college—filling out ap-
plications, writing business letters and reports, directions, invitations,
news stories, briefs of legal cases (Dunn 1946)—those who believed
the freshman course should focus expressly on academic or imagina-
tive writing frequently challenged, and at times satirized (see Macrorie
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1952, 1960), what they viewed as communication’s interest in matters
of “practical instruction” (Malstrom 1956, 21). In attending to the inter-
relationship of media and privileging the integration of students’ com-
municative skill sets—reading, writing, speaking, listening, as well as
thinking and evaluating—proponents of the communications approach
to first-year composition left themselves open to charges that their plans
were overly ambitious. The argument often offered was that there was
not time enough to teach students what they needed to know about writ-
ing in order to improve that skill set. As Diana George and John Trimbur
(1999) argue, the rationale for maintaining the composition course’s fo-
cus on written discourse rested then as it has since “on students’ woeful
preparation in writing and the implied warrant of a generalized literacy
crisis” (68y). Perhaps most disappointingly, the metacommunicative
or reflective aspects of the communications approach were missed, if
not roundly dismissed, with the argument that “writing comes first,
consciousness-raising second” (687).

That the alliance between teachers of composition and communica-
tion proved to be “fragile,” if not downright hostile at times (George and
Trimbur 1999, 683; see also Heyda 1999), can be evidenced from articles
that appeared in College English and College Composition and Communica-
tion, but it was made particularly clear when, in 1962, Francis Bowman,
CCCC’s outgoing chair, announced that the “‘communications’ battle”
was over (55). Bowman refers here to the “furry of discussion” (55) that
followed the Gerber Committee’s 1959 Report on Future Directions of
CCCC. Maintaining that CCCC would be “more effective” if its efforts
focused upon a “a discipline rather than upon a course or a particular
group of teachers” (Gerber et al. 1960, 3), the committee suggested that
the statement of purpose in CCCC’s original constitution, approved in
1952, be changed to reflect the commitment to improving “college stu-
dents’ understanding and use of the English language, especially in writ-
ten discourse” (3; emphasis added). At this time, 2 Committee on Possible
Name Change was formed, and it began soliciting from members sug-
gestions for new names. Tellingly, but perhaps not surprisingly, one of
the top two contenders was “Council on College Writing” (Johnson 1960,
62). As others note, the proposed changes to the constitution were not
approved then (Goggin 2000; George and Trimbur 1999), and the or-
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ganization to this day has retained its original name. As George and
Trimbur (1999) argue, there was really no need to approve the proposed
changes or even to continue the debates since “the Committee on Future
Directions had already charted CCCC's future by naming composition a
discipline rather than a course. What triumphed, then, was not a formal
vote but an emerging structure of feeling that composition, as a disci-
pline devoted to the study and teaching of written discourse, was at the
core of CCCC'’s identity and its primary reason for existence” (692-93).

It remains tempting, however, to imagine what composition schol-
ars might have accomplished had they worked to forge a tighter alliance
with communications scholars—had they not, in other words, made the
study and teaching of written discourse the field’s raison d’étre. For in-
stance, following John Heyda (1999), it stands to reason that this “joint
venture” might have resulted in “the grounding of first-year writing in
a network of literate practices (writing, as well as speaking, listening,
and reading), thereby opening up a wealth of new teaching and research
opportunities” (680). It may also have been the case that had composi-
tion and communications professionals shared responsibility for devel-
oping and directing first-year programs, such a parinership might have
resulted in “a new set of institutional arrangements, freer of direct [En-
glish] department control” (680). It is also tempting to think about the
difference it might have made had we worked together to create courses,
a course content, and a discipline dedicated to examining the communi-
cative process as @ dynamic whole. What if our courses and our research
efforts had focused on the complex relationship between writing and
other modes of representation? What if our courses and research efforts
attended to how social and personal motives, the body, historical circum-
stances, and the resources one has on hand impact both how and what
one can do, mean, or understand? Perhaps questions about what makes
a piece of writing good (or purposeful, successful, appropriate) might not
seem so mysterious for students. Rather, after considering various “so-
cial goals and the best ways of achieving [those] goals” (Hackett 1955, 13),
students might be better equipped to determine this for themselves and
to come away from the course with a richer understanding of the various
purposes, uses, and potentials of writing.

Like George and Trimbur (1999), I consider CCCC’s reluctance to
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drop the fourth C to be a good thing. The fourth C directs our attention
to “the worldly, the actual, the material,” reminding us that “writing, like
other types of composition (musical, graphic, handicraft, engineering
design) [is] an act of labor that quite literally fashions the world” (697). It
also marks an absence that invites us to ask, as George and Trimbur'did,
“whatever happened to the 4th C?” This, in turn, directs our attention
10 a point in the not-so-distant past when the changes proposed by those
advocating a communications approach to first-year English seemed very
much in keeping with the changes that scholars like Handa, Williams,
Yancey, Odell and Prell, and others are advocating today. This seems es-
pecially true, as [ stated earlier, with regard to keeping courses relevant,
finding ways of addressing the challenges and potentials associated with
an ever-changing communicative landscape, and attending to the inter-
relationship between the different forms or modes of representation.
Yet as we continue rethinking, redefining, or even expanding terms like
writing, authoring, or composing, it is crucial that we not limit our atten-
tion to a consideration of new media texts or to what the newest computer
technologies make possible—or even make problematic—but attend to
the highly distributed, complexly mediated, multimodal dimensions of
all communicative practice. _

Kevin Eric DePew (2007} points to the tendency of many digital
writing studies to “eliminate or de-emphasize the human feature of
digital writing” (67). Reacting against studies that are based primarily
on the researcher’s interpretation of digital texts such as e-mails, Web-
sites, or transcripts of online discussions, DePew underscores the impor-
tance of “examining more features of the communicative situation rather
than merely an artifact it produces” (52). Specifically, DePew suggests
researchers attend to the artifact as well as to the composer’s intentions,
the audiences’ responses to the artifact, and to the local contexts shaping
the artifact’s production and reception. While it has become increasingly
difficult to refer to online texts as static given that they often feature
video, sound, and moving text, I would suggest, along with DePew,
that when one examines e-mails, online transcripts, screen captures of
a Website, or even when one views a video online, it becomes easy to
overlook the various resources and complex cycles of activity informing
the production, distribution, exchange, consumption, and valuation of
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that focal text or collection of texts. Returning again to Deborah Brandt’s
wonderful party analogy, searching for meaning in static texts is like
“coming upon the scene of a party after it is over and everybody has gone
home, being left to imagine from the remnants what the party must have
been like” (1990, 76). Tracing the processes by which texts are produced,
circulated, received, responded to, used, misused, and transformed, we
are able to examine the complex interplay of the digital and analog, of the
human and nonhuman, and of technologies, both new and not so new.
Here, I would underscore again the importance of not using a term
like technology when what we really mean to index are specific computer
technologies. I offered an example of that elision in Handa’s descrip-
tion of the classrooms of the not-so-distant past, and we find it again in
Richard Selfe and Cynthia Selfe (2c02). Here, the authors underscore
the importance of providing students with opportunities to refléct criti-
cally on literacy practices within a range of environments, underscoring
the importance of students attending to practices associated with both
“technological and nontechnological environments” (377). Stuart Selber
(2004) makes a similar move as he accounts for why many in the profes-
sion are skeptical about getting involved in computer literacy initiatives:

One explanation for this skepticism is that those who work with
technology can quite easily find themselves in a number of precarious
situations. Some are fortunate to have access to impressive computer
facilities but find themselves operating in a culture that vastly
underestimates what must be learned to take advantage of technology
and to understand its social and pedagogical implications. . . . Still
others—the great majority of teachers, I would argue—are encour-
aged, even mandated, to integrate technology into the curriculum, yet
no incentives are given for such an ambitious assignment, one that
places an extra workload burden on teachers, adding considerably to
their overall job activities. (2)

I am not suggesting that Handa, Selfe and Selfe, and Selber would deny
that lighting fixtures, light switches, heating controls, whiteboards,
chalkboards, pens, handwriting, desks, podiums, wall clocks, and the
like are all technologies with which teachers and students work (and of-
ten struggle) on a routine basis. When Selfe and Selfe refer to “nontech-
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nological environments,” or when Handa says that the only technology
that “may have existed” in older classrooms was the overhead projector,
I understand that in this particular context technology is meant to signal
new (or the newest) technologies, in this case, computer technologies.
But I do think we run a risk when we term and narrow things in this
way. While the work of Selfe (1999) and Selber (2004) has contributed
much in terms of drawing attention to how “a narrow definition of lit-
eracy . . . fails to encourage a situated view of technology” (Selber 2004,
12), I am equally concerned with how a narrow definition of technology fails
to encourage richly nuanced, situated views of literacy. One way of guard-
ing against such narrowing tendencies while learning still more about
the various kinds of literate and technological practices people engage
in involves the examination of composing processes, a once vital area of
scholarship and research in composition studies. Put otherwise, whether
our courses or research interests focus on what we term writing, digi-
tal or new media writing, multimodality, communication, or composition,
we need, following those who advocated a communications approach to
first-year English, to treat those interests as content and as a dynamic act
OF Process.

Pracess Revisited

It is not an overstatement to say that composition was transformed in
the late 19605 and early 19705 when theorists, researchers, and teachers
of writing, doubting the purpose and efficacy of product-driven writing
instruction, began asking, “what really happens when people write?” Be-
tween 1971, the year Janet Emig published the seminal text The Compos-
ing Processes of Twelfth Graders, and the early 1980s, scholarship began
to appear that examined what individual writers, both young and adult,
expert and novice, did—and often what they thought and said—while
composing texts (for example, Berkenkotter 1994; Flower and Hayes
1994; Graves 1994; Perl 1994a; and N. Sommers 1994). By the mid-
198os there were far fewer studies of individual writers at work, and
by the 1990s there were still fewer, “as the designs and assumptions of
the early work were called into question” (Perl 1994b, xi). Specifically,
by the mid-198cs, scholars were concerned that the tasks subjects were
asked to perform and the laboratory-like settings in which subjects were



32 o RETHINKING COMPOSITION / RETHINKING PROCESS

typically studied were artificial and therefore obscured what these writ-
ers might do with other tasks or while working in their typical writ-
ing environments (Matsuhashi 1987; Reither 1994). Also called into
question were the range and type of writers studied—primarily novice
and expert academic writers—something that was expanded upon with
Lee Odell and Dixie Goswami's 1985 edited collection, Writing in Non-
Academic Seitings and Ann Matsuhashi's 1987 Writing in Real Time:
Modeling Production Processes, a work that attempted to “break open ge-
neric categories” by studying “special populations of writers” not studied
before, including the profoundly deaf, a child emerging toward literacy,
second-language learners, and accomplished writers adjusting to new
writing technologies (ix).

The charge most frequently leveled against the first generation of
studies was that they provided only a partial view or “micro-theory”
(Reither 1994, 144) of process. This had to do, in part, with how
laboratory-like settings and talk- and think-aloud protocols obscured the
actual settings in which, and conditions under which, writers typically
worked. Of equal concern were what critics called the individualizing
and expressivist tendencies of the first wave of process studies. Contend-
ing that early process research overlooked the interpersonal and social
dimensions of writing processes, scholars like Patricia Bizzell (1982),
Marilyn Cooper (1986), Shirley Brice Heath (1983), Karen Burke LeFevre
(1987), and James Reither (1994) challenged frameworks that depicted
the writer seemingly cut off from the world as “a primary site and agent
of writing” (Bawarshi 2003, 51). Proponents of the social view of process
claimed the early studies overlooked the texts, participants, activities,
and kinds of knowing that come into play “before the impulse to write
is even possible” (Reither 1994, 144). Linda Brodkey (1996) underscores
the power of such limited representations of writing: “Having seen so
many postcards of the Grand Canyon, we can hardly look at it, much less
remember it, as anything other than glossy three-by-fives. It is likewise
difficult to see or remember writing as other than it is portrayed in the
scene of writing if that picture frames our experience and governs our
memories. . . . It is not enough to say that it is only a picture, for such
pictures provide us with a vocabulary for thinking about and explaining
writing to ourselves and one another” (62). While arguing that the image
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of the “writer-writing-alone” renders invisible “tensions between read-
ers, writers, and texts” (6o) and does little to explore the various reasons
“why people write and under what circumstances” (80), Brodkey is not
denying that there are occasions when writers find themselves writing
alone. Brodkey is not suggesting that we simply substitute one scene of
writing with a more densely populated, noisier, or technologically rich
one. Rather, she urges readers to “tell new stories about the old picture,
and to add pictures that tell altogether different stories about writers and
writing” (58).

Concerns were also raised about the way process theory had been ap-
plied “en masse” (Couture 1999, 30) in classrooms, with some alleging
that the process movement had failed to fulfill the goal of empowering
students (Faigley 1992). Instead of underscoring for students multiple
ways of knowing and writing, it “inculcate[d] a particular method of com-
posing”—the idea being that the process taught depended largely on the
product teachers expected to receive from students (Harris 1997, 67).
Also of concern were that “introspective heuristics” such as free writing
and brainstorming led to a “privatized economy of invention,” suggest-
ing to students that writing began in the writer and not with his or her
relationship with the world {Bawarshi 2003, 62; see also Royer 1995).

Scholars also began to question whether research findings gathered
in one setting and based on processes employed by specific individuals
could be generalized across students in different settings (Russell 1999).
Also of concern was whether expertise in writing could ever be studied,
defined, or taught outside of a specific community of writers who shared
common goals and discourse conventions (Faigley 1994). That is, if one
believed that all writing, or all communication, is “radically contingent,
radically situational,” then efforts to locate and teach some version of the
writing process would appear “misguided, unproductive [and] mislead-
ing” (Olson 1999, 9).

The second generation of process researchers were concerned that
early process studies artificially separated writing and what writers do
“from the social-rhetorical situations in which writing gets done, from
the conditions that enable writers to do what they do, and from the mo-
tives writers have for doing what they do” (Reither 1994, 142), so they
tried to attend more closely to the situated, social, and interpersonal
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dimensions of individuals’ and groups’ production practices. Yet even
naturalistic studies often overlooked the messy, multimodal, and highly
distributed dimensions of writers’ processes. As Paul Prior and I argued
in 2003, when research was conducted in more naturalistic settings the
contexts were primarily schools and workplaces, and most studies re-
mained firmly fixed on the official side of writing, tracing the intersec
tion of some text or series of texts through interviewing or discourse
analysis in which texts were planned or responded to. In so doing, they
overlooked the other times at which, places in which, and resources with
which writers composed texts. Naturalistic studies also rarely traced how
a subject’s participation in other practices and tasks (whether in the pres-
ent or removed in time) also informed the processes researchers were
observing (Prior and Shipka 2003). Put still otherwise, studies that over-
looked their subjects’ “multiple external connections,” were only able to
offer a “partial picture of where discursive learning occurs” (Drew 2c01,
63). Importantly, in tending primarily to printed and spoken linguistic
utterances, the accounts overlooked the production and use of the vari-
ous texts and technologies we encounter on a daily basis—*“labels on ce-
real boxes, traffic signs, telephone book yellow pages . . . all of which rely
on nonlinguistic sign systems” (Witte 1992, 240). Still more recently,
concerns have been raised by ecocompositionists about whether the dis-
cipline’s emphasis on “the human activity of language” has encouraged a
bracketing off of relationships with the natural world, allowing research-
ers to overlook the various ways the natural world provides shape for,
and takes shape from, our communicative practices (Dobrin 2001, 20).
In a sense, the critiques offered here urge us toward a still more
expansive account of composing practices. Whereas the first generation
of studies were critiqued for not having attended enough to the social,
interpersonal, situated aspects of writing processes, there is a sense that
things became a bit too fixed, perhaps a bit too situated with the second
wave of studies (Brandt and Clinton 2002). As Margaret Syverson (1999)
argues, “While we have, for some time now, worked to enlarge the unit of
analysis in composition beyond the individual—through studies of col-
laborative writing and through ethnographic projects, for example—we
have continued to focus on readers, writers, and texts as independent
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‘objects. It is extremely difficult to observe, interpret, and represent rela-

tionships and dynamic processes in composing situations” (186).  *
Given the degree to which computer technologies have impacted and
will likely continue to impact how, when, why, and with whom we com-
municate, it may well be the case that composing situations will continue
to become “far more diverse than we have been led to believe by the
preponderance of studies in our field” (Syverson 1999, 187). Just as new
communication technologies have enlivened and provided a sense of ur-
gency to discussions about where the discipline is headed and what our
use of terms like authoring, writing, and composing include or describe,
recent changes to the communicative landscape have contributed to an
interest in tracing the material dimensions of literacy. Maintaining that
the invisibility of “mature technologies” helps to explain the discipline’s
neglect of the material dimensions of writing, John Slatin (2008) sees a

" potential for the “highly visible” new computer technologies to direct at-

tention to “the physical processes by which texts are brought into being”
(168). Sarah Sloane (1999) also points to the value of new communica-
tive technologies to “throw into sharp relief” and “make newly visible
the materials, habits, and contexts of paper-based composing processes”
(64). Claiming that research methods have not often enough considered
the myriad influences that shape writers’ choices from “revision strategy
to writing implement, from how much they like to talk about drafts-in-
progress to when and how the computer enters their composing process”
(64), Sloane argues that research designs must take into account “how
encounters with today’s writing technologies, especially computers, are
themselves haunted by earlier versions of textuality, speaking, author-
ing, and reading” (51). Arguing that the process movement’s emphasis
on the writer as the maker of meaning, “whether that figure entails self-
expression, mental activity, or participation in communal discourses,”
obscures the work he or she does while making the special signs we
call writing, John Trimbur (2004) suggests that a “thoroughgoing re-
conceptualization of the writer at work” will “locate the composer in the
labor process, in relation to the available means of production.” In this
view, writers are not just meaning-makers but “makers of the means
of producing meaning out of the available resources of representation”
(261-62).
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Thus, it appears that the main challenge facing process research-
ers today has to do with finding ways to trace the dynamic, emergent,
distributed, historical, and technologically mediated dimensions of com-
posing practices. In addition to frameworks that allow us to attend to
the various materials and supports (both human and nonhuman) people
employ while composing texts, our frameworks must allow us to trace
the multiple, and oftentimes overlapping, sites and spaces where com-
posing occurs (Prior and Shipka 2003). As Nedra Reynolds (2004) states,
theories of writing, communication, and literacy need to reflect a deeper
understanding of place; they need to attend more closely to the “where
of writing—not just to the places where writing occurs, but the sense
of place and space that readers and writers bring with them to the in-
tellectual work of writing, to navigating, arranging, remembering, and
composing” (176). Following Julie Drew (2001), our frameworks need to

?u

simultaneously recognize and examine participants’ “multiple external
connections” (63). While Drew focuses on college students’ literate prac-
tices, her recommendation to account for the various times at which and
places in which learning and literacy occur applies to studies of other
kinds of composers, as does her recommendation to see research sub-
jects as “travelers” (60). According to Drew, “Naming the writers in our
classrooms ‘students’ is one way of confining them, reducing them to
knowable objects, by intimating that one aspect of their discursive and
intellectual lives is accurately representative of the whole” (62). To see
students as “travelers,” by contrast, is to recognize that the classroom
is just one of many spaces through which they move, learn, act, com-
municate, and compose. The challenge then is to consider how all these
aspects of one’s identity and how the spaces through which one moves
impact learning and composing practices.

Our frameworks must also attend to embodied activity and co-
practice. As Paul Prior and Julie Hengst (2010) remind us, writers “are
never just talking, just reading, just writing” (19). For example, in the
case of someone working on a conference paper, the individual spends
time “writing,” to be sure, but throughout the process of completing that
text, she will consult and construct other kinds of texts (the conference
call, previous publications, outlines, sketches, to-do lists), and she may
draw on prior experiences with producing a similar kind of text using
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these as an aid in accomplishing this particular task. She may discuss
her talk and how she feels about it with family members, friends, or
current students. She might reread on her own or share with others her
paper as it develops, gesturing toward or otherwise marking passages
she believes are working particularly well or that could still use a lot of
revisiting. She may experiment with different ways of structuring her
talk, moving bits of text from one place to another, tweaking line spac-
ing, margins, changing fonts, ensuring that it is easy to see and read.
Provided she has not begun working on her paper hours before it is de-
livered, she will also need to decide when, where, and for how long she
will devote herself to this task, determining when she will set the task
aside in order to manage her life’s other interests and obligations: eating,
sleeping, working, working out, cleaning, visiting with friends, doing
hobbies, and so on.

Finally, if we are committed to expanding the technologies and rep-
resentational systems that composition and rhetoric, as a discipline, work
with, theorize, and explore, our frameworks must support us in making
the shift from studying writing to studying composing practices more
generally. As Odell and Prell (1999) remind us, “When we began to look
beyond completed written texts—at the composing process, for example,
or the social contexts in which texts were composed or read—we were
still primarily interested in writing: how can we help students engage
more fully, more thoughtfully in the composing process so that they can
increase their chances of creating effective written texts? How do social
or interpersonal factors influence the choices writers make?” (296). Fol-
lowing Odell and Prell and Witte and with Trimbur’s words in mind,
a thoroughgoing reconceptualization of composers at work requires that
we attend to the integration of visual and verbal information and to the
interanimation of linguistic and nonlinguistic sign systems.

Chapter 2 looks to mediated activity theory as the basis of a frame-
work that provides us with ways of tracing the embodied, multimodal,
technologically mediated and distributed processes out of which texts
emerge. Chapters 3 through 5 provide rich depictions of how research
efforts and pedagogical practices might be supported and enriched
by this theory. However, as I conclude this chapter, it is important to
underscore that in advocating that we attend more closely to composing
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processes, I am neither imagining nor intending that such an endeavor
will result in the discovery of the whole truth about the composing pro-
cess or even about a single, isolated instance of composing. As Reynolds
(2004) reminds us, “Crossing a street or skimming a newspaper are acts
contingent upon a multitude of variables that can never be neatly iso-
lated; they result from a combination of habit, opportunity, strategy, vi-
sual evidence, past experience [and] early learning” (45). Indeed, there is
no way to get the whole truth or account of a process, but there are ways,
as scholars like Brandt, DePew, Prior, Reynolds, and Syverson suggest,
“to get to more than a text alone can tell us” (Prior 2004, 172). In this
way, the point of examining composing processes is not to teach novices
to compose like experts, nor is it to try to “determine a cause and effect
relationship between the [composition’s] quality or success and the site
of its production” (Reynolds 2004, 167). Rather, the point is to make
the complex and highly distributed processes involved with the produc-
tion, reception, circulation, and valuation of texts more visible. Following
Brodkey, it is about devising ways to tell new stories about old pictures,
to add still other images to the mix—images that highlight some of the
ways twenty-first-century composers work, play, and go about the busi-
ness of making and negotiating meaning in their lives.
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PARTNERS IN ACTION:
On Mind, Materiality, and Mediation

We no longer have to separate our material technologies
so radically as we once did from our cognitive strategies.
People with bodies participate in activities and practices,
such as jointly autharing multimedia Web documents,

in which we and our appliances are partners in action; in
which who we are and how we act is as much a function
of what is at hand as of what is in head.

—JAY LEMKE

In the previous chapter I argued that the theories informing our schol-
arship, research, and teaching must support the examination of com-
municative practice as a dynamic whole and highlight the emergent,
distributed, historical, and technologically mediated dimensions of
twenty-first-century composing practices. They must help us resist text-
dependent, textually overdetermined, or “strong-text” conceptions of lit-
eracy (Brandt 1990, 104) by having us examine final products in relation
to the highly distributed and complexly mediated processes involved in
the creation, reception, and use of those products. They must, in other
words, illumine the fundamentally multimodal aspects of all commu-
nicative practice. In addition to treating the various materials and sup-
ports people employ while producing texts, our theoretical frameworks
must help us trace the multiple spaces in which and times at which com-
posing occurs, and attend as well to embodied activity, and co-practice.
Finally, with a mind to Selfe’s (1999) and Selber’s (2004) concern that
“a narrow definition of literacy . . . fails to encourage a situated view of
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episode when Muffie began creating project notes and constructing a
chart that indicated which dancers would get solos. To be sure, Muffie
likely would have composed other print-based texts while working on the
performance—texts that she failed to keep, to remember, or that she did
not feel were worth mentioning during our interview. For instance, she
might have produced to-do lists, reminders, jotted down the phone num:-
bers of dancers, made notes during the practice sessions, and so on. In
both instances when writing was mentioned, it served an instrumental
function. The writing, or more specifically, Muffie’s written products were
not ends in and of themselves; that is, they were not the final product
she turned in to me, or even necessarily part of it. Rather, writing was
employed here as a way of helping Muffie to fulfill some of her broader
goals and objectives. For instance, in asking her classmates to write
down how they felt during various moments of the class session (and by
doing this herself), she was attempting to theorize or better understand
the relationship between bodies and affect. In creating the project notes
and solo chart, Muffie was using writing—not only as a way to help her
think, organize, and remember but also as a way to coordinate activ-
ity and an array of semiotic resources (written text, music, movement,
and the like). Our discipline needs to examine both kinds of writing. In
addition to examining writing as “the thing,” meaning final products
that may be entirely or even partially comprised of alphabetic text, we
need to investigate the various kinds of writing that occur around—and
surround—writing-as-the-thing.
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MAKING THINGS FIT IN (ANY NUMBER OF) NEW WAYS

Wisdom does not lie in becoming mesmerized by that
glimpse of reality our culture proclaims to be ultimate,
but in the discovery that we can create various realities
by alternating between different goal structures. ... If
we could not conceive of acting by a set of rules that are
different from those to which we have learned to adapt,
we could not play.

—MIHALYI CSIKSZENTMIHALYI

There is little or nothing [in new media scholarship] . ..
that asks composers and readers to see and then ques-
tion the values implicit in visual design choices, for such
design is often presented as having no value other than
functicnally helping readers get directly to the point.

—ANNE WYSOCKI

Advocates of curricula that privilege rhetorical and material awareness
have underscored the limitations of courses that focus on the acquisi-
tion of discrete skill sets, skill sets that are often and erroneously treated
as static and therefore universally applicable across time and diverse
communicative contexts (see, for example, Bawarshi 2003; Devitt 2004;
Downs and Wardle 2007; Petraglia 1995; and Russell 1995). Instead of
perpetuating the myth that writing is a mmﬁmHmﬁNmEm skill that, once
successfully acquired, will serve students equally well irrespective of
what they are attempting to accomplish, many scholars have stressed the
importance of flexibility, adaptation, variation, and metacommunicative
awareness. If we acknowledge that composing is “a way of being and
acting in the world at a particular time, in a particular situation, for the
achievement of particular desires,” we gain more, Anis Bawarshi (2003)
persuasively argues, by teaching students how to adapt “socially and
thetorically, from one genred site of action to the next” (156). Although
they are writing years and fields apart, [ begin this chapter with Mihalyi
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Csikszentmihalyi’s (1981) attempt to underscore play’s rigorous potential
and Anne Wysocki’s (2004) critique of new media scholarship because
of the emphasis each places on the importance of purposeful choosing,
adaptation, and material flexibility. These activities are crucial in that
they afford players and composers alike opportunities to consider how

material, social, geographical, technological, economic, institutional, -

and historical “realities” (or differences) impact what one is able to ac-
complish as well as the potentials one is able to imagine. Like Csikszent-
mihalyi’s, Wysocki’s work is invested in creating “more room for play”
(15), and exploring the “possibilities of other choices” (13). Her work
makes a compelling case for the importance of examining the material
aspects of texts, insisting that students ought to be composing texts “us-
ing a wide and alertly chosen range of materials” and attending to how
those texts are produced and consumed (20).

If we are committed to creating courses that provide students with
opportunities to forge new connections, to work in highly flexible ways,
and to become increasingly cognizant of the ways texts provide shape
for and take shape from the contexts in which they are produced, circu-
lated, valued, and responded to, it is crucial, as I argue throughout this
book, that we not limit the range of materials or technologies students
might take up and alter in compelling ways. As Lil Brannon and C. H.
Knoblauch (1982) caution readers, it may be that our “Ideal Texts” (our
ideal technologies?) are “simply irrelevant” in terms of what a student is
attempting to do: “When we pay more attention to our Ideal Texts than
to the writer’s purposes and choices, we compromise both our ability to
help students say effectively what they truly want to say and our ability
to recognize legitimately diverse ways of saying it” (159). Further, com-
position and rhetoric scholars must resist equating multimodality with
digitally based or screen-mediated texts and create instead opportunities
for students to examine the highly distributed and fundamentally multi-
modal aspects of all communicative practice. We must, as this chapter
title suggests, not only provide them with opportunities to “make things
fit in new ways” (Zoetewey and Staggers 2003, 135), but to make things
fit in any number of new ways. Following Wysocki (2004), I suggest that
what matters is not simply that students learn to produce specific kinds
of texts—whether linear, print-based, digital, object- or performance-
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based texts, or some combination thereof. Rather, what is crucial is that
students leave their courses exhibiting a more nuanced awareness of the
various choices they make, or even fail to make, throughout the pro-
cess of producing a text and to carefully consider the effect those choices
might have on others. In maintaining that courses support purposeful
choosing while fostering communicative flexibility and critical reflec-
tion, I argue for the importance of curricula that treat all modes, materi-
als, methods, and technologies (both old and new) “as equally significant
for meaning and communication, potentially so at least” (Jewitt and
Kress 2003, 4).

In this chapter, I describe and illustrate a framework for composing
informed by the sociocultural framework described in chapter 2—one
that rejects the highly decontextualized skills and drills, linear, single-
mode approach to writing instruction and offers participants instead a
richer and more intricately textured understanding of how communi-
cative practices are socially, historically, and technologically mediated.
Here, theories of communicative practice and mediated activity not only
inform the design of the framework but also represent much of the con-
tent that students read, discuss, use, and transform in their coursework.

In keeping with those who, in the late 1940s and early 1950s, advo-
cated a communications approach to the first-year composition course,
the course treats composition as its subject matter and as an act or pro-
cess. Throughout the semester, for example, students are asked to explore
the complex relationship between speech, writing, and the other rich
communicative resources they routinely employ while making and ne-
gotiating meaning in the world. They are asked to consider, for instance,
how images, movements, gestures, objects, colors, sounds, scents, and
so on impact their interactions with (and their understanding of the po-
tentials of) talk and text. Informed by James Wertsch's (1991) toolbox ap-
proach and discussions of privileging, students are asked to rigorously
reflect on “the array of mediational means to which people have access
and the patterns of choice they manifest in selecting a particular means
for a particular occasion,” especially when others are imaginable (94). Fol-
lowing Wysocki’s (2004) definition of new media texts, the complex
work students produce need not be digital but might be comprised of
a range of different technologies and media. Instead of “taking talk and
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writing as [its] starting point” (Jewitt and Kress 2003, 4), as composi-
tion courses have historically tended to do, the framework I offer resists
attempts to bracket off individual senses and the deployment of select
semiotic resources, treating communicative practice as a dynamic, multi-
modal whole. Finally, in asking students to carefully consider the array
of mediational means to which they have access, and to account for the
choices they make while combining/recombining these means in pur-
poseful (and sometimes in highly imaginative) ways, the framework sup-
ports the reflective, rigorous-productive play that Csikszentmihalyi and
Wysocki both advocate.

Facilitating Metacommunicative Awareness

Before describing what a mediated activity-based multimodal frame-
work requires of students, I want to underscore that the framework
is not alone in stressing the importance of providing students with a
greater awareness of communicative options and alternatives. In 1965
Robert Gorrell argued that a “teaching rhetoric” should not be limited

to providing students with a collection of hard-and-fast “rules or warn- '

ings” about writerly practice, but should, instead, “attempt to describe
the choices available to the writer, to explain the results of effects of dif-
ferent choices, and thereby give the writer a basis for choosing” (142).

In 1972 Gorrell again insisted on the value of courses that emphasized .

selection, assisted students in making choices, and equipped them to
better predict the consequences of what they had written. In 1976, Wil-
son Currin Snipes, following Gorrell’s lead, stressed the importance of

facilitating students’ abilities to recognize alternatives and to make the

most fitting choices given the context at hand, suggesting that the “busi-
ness” of a rhetoric course should be concerned with providing students
a “broad framework of choices, or options a writer may take or not take
in the process of composing” (149; see also Halloran 1978). In 2002,
the Council of Writing Program Administrators’ “Outcomes Statement”
also underscored the importance of rhetorical flexibility and meta-
communicative awareness. It recommended that students attend to the
ways writing is taken up differently depending on what one intends to
do, why, how, and with or for whom. More specifically, the statement rec-
ommends that students learn to respond appropriately to different kinds
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of rhetorical situations and use conventions of genre, format, and struc-
ture appropriate to those situations (520—22). Although their attention
focuses primarily on the written texts circulating within and between
what Anis Bawarshi (2003) calls “genred sites of action” (156), Amy De-
vitt’s (2004) and Bawarshi’s work also underscores the importance of
helping students to “understand the intricate connections between con-
texts and forms, to perceive potential ideological effects of genres, and to
discern both constraints and choices that genres make possible” (Devitt,
198). Similarly, the framework is not alone in recognizing the value of
destabilizing final products and compositional processes by inviting stu-
dents to produce complex multimodal texts instead of, or in addition to,
the linear, thesis-driven, argumentative, print-based texts that composi-
tion and writing instructors are most familiar assigning and responding
to (see, for example, Bishop 2002; Bridwell-Bowles 1992, 1995; Davis
and Shadle 2000, 2007; George 2002; Selfe 2007; Sirc 2002; Wysocki
etal. 2004; and Yancey 2004b).

What makes this framework for compesing unique is the responsi-
bility it places on students to determine the purposes of their work and
how best to achieve them. While Devitt’s work emphasizes the impor-
tance of asking students to consider alternative ways of serving similar
thetorical purposes, the instructor ultimately assumes sole responsibil-
ity for determining the genres students will employ in their work. “To
keep genres from being part of the hidden curriculum,” Devitt (2004)
writes, “we need to choose deliberately the genres we have students write
and need to help students succeed at performing within those genres”
(203). As for the WPA's outcome statement, it is a bit fuzzy when it speci-
fies who will be responsible for determining the purposes, genres, and
audiences students will engage with throughout the semester. A me-
diated activity-based multimodal framework for composing provides
an alternative to pedagogical approaches that facilitates flexibility and
metacommunicative awareness without predetermining for students the
specific genres, media, and audiences with which they will work. In con-
trast to frameworks that focus primarily on the production of screen-
mediated or visual-verbal texts or, conversely, on the production of linear
print-based texts, an activity-based multimodal framework requires stu-
dents to spend the semester attending to how language, combined with
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still other representational systems, mediates communicative practice (see
appendix B for a list of questions students are asked to consider when
producing and analyzing texts).

Instead of providing students with opportunities to explore the com-
municative potentials of new (or older) media in a context where the
instructor decides what the final product will be—what it will look like,
which modalities or technologies it will foreground, who it will be di-
rected toward, how it will be delivered, circulated, responded to, and so
on—the framework requires students to assume responsibility for de-
termining the purposes, potentials, and contexts of their work. Based
in part on Walter Doyle’s definition of academic tasks, the framework
requires that students determine: )

« the product(s) they will formulate in response to a given task and
the purposes it is intended to serve. A final product might take the
form of a printed text, Web text, live performance; a handmade or
repurposed object, or should students choose to engineer a multi-
part thetorical event, any combination thereof. In terms of deter-
mining the purpose(s) of their work, students are asked to consider
if their goal is, among other possibilities, to persuade, entertain,
frighten, convince, or humor their readers. In keeping with the
properties of mediated action outlined earlier, students’ work is

often motivated by the desire to achieve multiple purposes or goals -

(for example, to fulfill the task requirements, to earn a passing
grade, to learn to make a Web page, to hone their skills in creating
a certain kind of text, to humeor and inform readers, and so on).

- the operations, processes, or methodologies that will be (or could be)
employed in generating that product. Depending on what students
aim to achieve, this might involve collecting data from texts, sew-
ing, searching online, wood-working, filming, recording, shopping,
staging rehearsals, conducting surveys, interviews, or experiments,
and the like.

- the resources, materials, and technologies that will be (or could be)
employed in the generation of that product. Again, depending on
what they aim to achieve, this could involve, paper, wood, libraries,
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computers, needle and thread, stores, food, music, glue, tape, and
S0 on. s

« the specific conditions in, under, or with which the final product
will be experienced. Students are asked to determine and to work
toward structuring the delivery, reception, and circulation of their
work. In the case of the dance performance discussed in chapter
3, it was crucial that the work not be experienced on video and on
screen but live and in class. (Adapted from Doyle 1983, 161)

Importantly, asking students to take responsibility for the purposes,
potentials, and contexts of their work is not something this approach re-
quires (or allows) them to do once or twice during the semester. Unlike,
for instance, Wendy Bishop’s (2002) “radical revision” assignment, or
Davis and Shadle’s (z000, 2007) multigenre research writing projects,
this approach to composing is not intended as an alternative to, or a break
from “essay writing as usual” (Bishop 2002, 206). Rather, throughout
the whole of the semester, the tasks students are given require that they
play a role in determining the most fitting way of conveying, communi-
cating, or re-presenting the work they mean to do in response to those
tasks. In some cases, students may decide that a series of e-mails or Web
postings will help them accomplish their goals. In other cases, a board
game; a live performance; a linear, thesis-driven, print-based essay; or a
series of business or medical reports may make more sense given what
they are attempting to accomplish.

In recommending that courses privilege innovative, purposeful
choosing and require that students reflect on the meaning potentials
of a wide variety of genres, methodologies, and technologies (both old
and new), I am arguing for the importance of curricula that facilitate
what communication professors Roderick Hart and Don Burks, in 1972,
termed rhetorical sensitivity. According to Hart and Burks, the rhetori-
cally sensitive individual (1) accepts role-playing as part of the human
condition; (2) attempts to avoid stylized (rigid, routinized) behavior; (3)
recognizes that “situational changes” require modifications in commu-
nicative strategies, and thus, is willing to “undergo the strain of adapta-
tion”; (4) learns to distinguish between all information and information
that is most acceptable in, or fitting for, a given situation; and, finally,
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(5) understands that ideas or information can be represented in “mul-
tiform ways” (76). Because they were most concerned with face-to-face
verbal interactions, Hart and Burks do little to address the way people
work with (or, as is often the case, work against) the agency of nonhu-
mans, of things. Rather, the environment, the “stuff” of the material
world, is, quite literally, backgrounded as they focus instead on the ways
individuals employ spoken language while interacting with, resisting, or
persuading “the [human] Other” (83). Yet given the emphasis it places
on flexibility, variation, and adaptation, Hart and Burks’s “rhetoric-in-
action” is still useful for thinking about what other representational sys-
tems require of users—writing in relation to writers, as one example.
Hart and Burks'’s rhetoric-in-action proves to be even more useful when
issues of materiality are factored in.

Using Wertsch’s (1998) terms, the framework is far more useful
when one considers how sign systems, such as spoken or written lan-
guage, as well as technical tools mediate interactions. To understand that
“an idea can be rendered in multi-form ways” (76) is not only to recognize
(to use an example by Hart and Burks) the constraints and affordances
associated with saying one thing versus saying another versus opting to
remain silent. With materiality added to the mix, students might also
be asked to consider what difference it might make to “render” an idea

through the production of a Web page, a live in-class performance, a se- _

ries of memos, a speech, a travel guide, and so on.

I am not suggesting that assignments that ask students to make
a personal Web page or to compose a six- to eight-page research-based
argumentative essay cannot be set up in ways that facilitate rhetorical
sensitivity. Students creating Web pages might be encouraged to se-
lect the aspect(s) of their identity on which they want to focus for the
assignment, and to consider how foregrounding still other aspects of
their identity might extend or even complicate the version of self each
student plans to represent. In terms of coming up with alternatives for
designing their pages, they might be encouraged to study the way other
personal Web pages have been designed and persuaded to try out some
of those design strategies. Students creating research essays will likely
choose what they will research, and they might be asked to look at other
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essays, attending closely to the way the authors structure their argu-
ments and then experiment with different ways of structuring their own
work.

By contrast, consider how a task like “Lost-and Found” (LF) facili-
tates rhetorical and material sensitivity (see appendix C for the full task
description). Inspired by course readings that examine the production,
reception, distribution, and valuation of found or authorless texts, LF
requires students to collect and analyze an assortment of found texts
and create a context in which, and audience for which, the texts assume
meaning when viewed in relation to one another. Like the personal Web
page and research assignments, LF provides students with a “decision-
making situation” (Onore 1989, 232) that requires they consider vari-
ous ways of accomplishing the task and anticipate how the choices they
make might impact, positively or otherwise, the look, sound, and overall
meaning-potential of their final products. Students must decide, for in-
stance, when, where, and how they will begin amassing their collection
of found or authorless texts. Will they spend a day collecting texts? A
week? Will they collect only certain types of texts to start, say those they
encounter at home, on campus, or in the workplace, or will they begin
by collecting whatever texts they happen to come across in the course of
a day or a week? Will they decide instead to solicit authorless texts from
friends or family members? Students must also determine the kind and
quality of work they want their texts to do before, during, or after collect-
ing their texts. Importantly, as the work students might want to do with
their texts will be impacted by the texts they have on hand, students
must attend to the kinds of work these mediational means will actually
allow them to do. A student might want to create a final product that dem-
onstrates poor eating habits on campus, but if she has not found texts
that allow her to make that argument, she must find new texts or come
up with ways of transforming or altering the texts she has already col-
lected so that they can help her do the work she wants to do.

Because the task does not determine for students, as the personal
Web page or research essay assignments do, the type of final product
they are expected to produce, students must also determine how and by
what means they will re-present, for an audience of their choosing, their
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work. A student interested in creating a Website as her final product
might begin by collecting texts that she could photograph, scan, video-
tape, and feature on a mock eBay Website. The decisions she makes
while pricing each item, coupled with the way she describes and analyzes
her texts, might be geared toward critiquing a propensity for attributing
value to meaningless things, things that others have decided to throw
away or give away. To put a more positive spin on things, the choices she

malkes while collecting, selecting, pricing, describing, and analyzing her _

texts might suggest, instead, that artifacts that seem to have little value
in and of themselves can assume a great deal of value, depending on
where they were found, who came in contact with them, and so on. An-
other student, interested in forging connections between the task and a
sociology course he is taking, might create a context that presupposes his
texts were found at the scene of a crime. His final product might consist
of a collection of evidence bags (each containing a different text from his
collection), a police report, and a newspaper article. In producing this
multipart text, the student is able to explore how members of two differ-
ent professions, working with different genre systems, might describe,
analyze, foreground, and attribute different meaning to the same collec-
tion of texts. .

To ensure that students are thinking about communicative contexts -

in highly flexible ways, they are required to come up with at least two
ways of addressing or solving the problem associated with the task. Al-
though they are only expected to develop and follow through with one of
their plans, asking them to come up with more than one way of approach-
ing the task ensures that students will consider how the adoption-of alter-
nate goal structures and mediational means might impact the work they
are hoping to accomplish. Coming up with alternative ways of approach-
ing the task initiates discussions of privileging as students are asked to
consider how the particular combination of mediational means (or suite
of tools) they are considering using helps them to achieve goals that other
combinations might not. They are also asked to consider what makes a
particular plan of action seem more or less appropriate for the contexts
they are trying to achieve with their work. The act of coming up with
alternative plans of action highlights a point made by Hart and Burks,
namely that being rhetorically sensitive is not a matter of “saying or not
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saying, of telling it like it is or not telling at all,” but requires that one at-
tend to the various ways a communicative objective might be met (89).

A Mediated Activity-Based Multimodal Framework

To provide a better sense of how the mediated activity-based multimodal
framework has been enacted in the classroom, I will examine the way
two students enrolled in my spring 2004 section of Rhetoric 105, a first-
year composition course, negotiated a task referred to as the OED (see ap-
pendix D for a full task description). Assigned during the fourth week of
the semester, it requires students to use the online version of the Oxford
English Dictionary, a source that many students find boring and frustrat-
ing, to research the etymology of any word they choose. Designed, in
part, to prepare students for the extensive research project assigned later
in the semester, this task requires that the data students find in the OED
comprise at least three-fourths of their response. Geared also toward in-
creasing students’ rhetorical and material flexibility, the task requires
that students generate at least three tentative (paragraph-long) plans for
re-presenting the data they have collected prior to attending the in-class
workshop held a week and a half after the task is assigned. For example,
a student who researched the word “find” came to the workshop with one
plan for creating a scavenger hunt, another for an online game, and yet
another for an article in a magazine aimed at people devoted to the OED.
During the workshop sessions, students addressed what they considered
to be the specific affordances associated with each of their plans while
soliciting feedback from their peers. .

The student work featured here both is, and is not, representative
of the work students typically produce. In focusing specifically on Kar-
en’s and Mike’s work, I do not mean to imply that students routinely
gravitate toward choices that involve creating complex tests or producing
videos. What is representative about these pieces has to do with the flex-
ibility and metacommunicative awareness their producers demonstrated
throughout the process of accomplishing them, the sophisticated ways
they were able to attend to the twinned questions of what they sought to
do and why, and how, in the process of negotiating a mediated activity-
based multimodal approach to composing, they began forging important
connections between the classroom and other lived spaces.
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The Mirror 1Q Test

Before the semester began, Karen assumed, as did many of her peers,
that the course was going to be “the typical English class” where stu-
dents would be expected to read assigned texts and produce responses to
those texts “presented in the typical five-paragraph essay format.” While
her experience in this class was in keeping with her idea of typical since
students were expected to read and respond to a series of assigned texts,
Karen had not been expecting that the course would “force [her] to build
upon [her] past skills and former approaches to writing.” Admitting that
she was extremely frustrated for the first part of the semester, Karen, an
architecture major, saw her OED project, the “Mirror IQ Test,” as her
opportunity to articulate that frustration through a piece that was inten-
tionally designed to make the test-taker “feel the same way I did in find-
ing an idea to fulfill the assignments I was given.” Here, Karen provides

a strikingly rich set of goals for how her complex treatment of the word
“mirror” should affect its recipient: _

The point behind the creation of the mirror IQ test is that [ wanted to
inform the participant of the definitions and uses of the word mirror
along with demonstrating my frustration during the research for

[the task] itself. It tock me almost two and a half weeks before I could
even figure out what to do for the assignment and I was becoming
extremely frustrated in the process. I wanted the participant to feel the
pressure of completing the test in a given amount of time much like

how I felt pressure trying to complete the assignment in the amount
of time I had. _

The “Mirror IQ Test” came inside a 9 x 12" manila envelope. Kar-
en’s university address appeared in the top left corner. A plastic bag con-
taining nine mirrors was stapled to the front of the envelope. Inside the
envelope was a typed sheet of paper entitled “Setting Description and
Instructions,” a stapled four-page, single-spaced copy of the test printed
entirely in reverse (a technique often referred to as “mirror-writing”), a
duplicate copy of the test that was printed normally, and an answer key
for the test.

Although the instructions and setting description did little in terms
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of showcasing her OED data, Karen said that both were crucial in help-
ing her to situate the piece by simulating a high-stakes, timed testing
atmosphere similar to what she had experienced while taking tests like
the SAT and ACT. Karen hoped the setting description, in particular,
would exacerbate whatever anxiety the recipient might experience at the
prospect of having to complete the test in the thirty minutes allotted:

Imagine you are sitting in a empty classroom with just one desk in
the center and a ticking clock in the background. The room is drafty
and cold with very dim light. It is eight o'clock [and] the score from
this test will determine your future by deciding which school you will
be accepted to. You tried to study for the test but your friends, your
parents, and your annoying siblings continually distracted you. You
ended up only studying for an hour before you fell asleep, and now you
are only half awake to take the exam. When you dig out your pencil
the tip is broken. You search for a pencil sharpener but there isn’t one
in the room so you have to ask the proctor for another one. They hand
you a stubby pencil with no eraser and tell you to sit down because the
exam is starting.

The setting description also provided Karen with the opportunity to
write herself into the piece by cataloging some of the “distractions and
annoyances” she encountered while working on this task. Here Karen
alludes to the distractions of dorm life, fatigue, and feelings of being ill-
prepared and alone, feelings that may have stemmed from the in-class
workshop, which left Karen concerned that many of her classmates had
devised more solid plans for the OED than she had been able to. Yet in-
stead of explicitly stating that the problems were ones she experienced
while composing this test, her use of the second person allowed her to
distance herself from those experiences. Frustration, stress, anxiety, and
ill-preparedness were no longer associated with the position Karen was
able to assume here as the creator and administrator of this test. Rather,
in the context she creates with the setting description, they belonged to
whoever was unfortunate enough to have to take the test.

The test itself was comprised of OED data that Karen had arranged
in four sections: multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, matching, and a sec-
tion that involved identifying correct spellings of “mirror.” Cognizant
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that any other attempts to explicitly foreground the anxiety, frustration,
or intellectual impotence that she experienced while composing the
piece might compromise the authority of the test as well as her authority
as student-turned-expert-test-creator, every choice Karen made while en-
gineering the test needed to leave the recipient with little doubt that she
had not only been able to successfully take on the specific challenges as-
sociated with the task, but that she had been able to take them over as well.

After creating a master copy of the test in Word, Karen began ad-
justing that copy, alternating the types and sizes of fonts that appeared
throughout the test. Following this, she began the process of reversing
the entire document in Photoshop (see fig. 14). In addition to “increasing
the difficulty and confusion” one would experience while taking the test,
Karen said the manipulation of the Word document provided her with
a very specific way of “reflecting” the difficulty she experienced deci-
phering some of the older (less-familiar) portions of the OED entry with
which she had been working. For someone invested in doing everything
possible to ensure that the test-taker would fail to complete the test in
the time she had been allotted, Karen's decision to provide the test-taker
with a packet of mirrors was not indicative of a slip-up on her part or
her willingness to level the Em.ﬁum field by providing the test-taker with

resources for navigating a difficult task. Karen said that the majority of

the mirrors included in the kit had been specifically chosen for having

features that would make it almost impossible for anyone to see or read '

much of anything with them. Some were concave, some convex, and al-
most all of them were made of a substance that precluded them from re-
flecting anything at all. One mirror in particular, while it had been large
enough and of a decent-enough quality to have provided an adequate
reflection of the test, was covered in black tape so that only a small por-
tion of the middle of the mirror was left to reflect anything at all. Karen
underscored that she chose to tape the mirror to “briefly hit a point” that
she wanted to make with the piece, namely, “that when we look into mir-
rors we only look at a small part of the whole. We tend to focus on our
nose or our lips instead of stepping back and looking at all of it together.”

By creating an environment that required the test-taker to employ
mediational means (the mirrors) not typically associated with test-
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Fig. 24. A portion of the “Mirror IQ Test”

taking, Karen seems to be suggesting that just because one is given per-
mission to take up a variety of mediational means does not necessarily
make a task any easier. In fact, in addition to altering one’s perspective
on what composing practices might potentially require and afford (much
as Karen'’s collection of mirrors works to suggest), the increase in media-
tional means often makes the business of composing (or in Karen’s case,
of test-making and taking) that much more challenging since there is
often, quite literally, infinitely more stuff for students to handle.

Interpretations of Power

Mike, a business major, also admitted that the tasks had been a source
of frustration for him, stressing that it often took a good deal of time,
effort, and thought to come up with ideas for responding to each new
task. Upon receiving the OED task description, however, Mike felt he had
“lucked out” since he knew exactly what he hoped to do:

I chose the word “power” because it has a great deal of meaning to me.
I love war movies that talk about military and political power and I
love to weight lift which is about muscular power . . . it is also an older
word and I was confident that I could find a lot of research on it in the
OED. .. .Iwanted to do a fun movie. I felt that a lot of the work that

I had done in the class was time consuming and I felt that a movie
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would be an easy and fun change of pace. I thought that I could make
power seem fun and interesting.

While deciding on a word, purpose, and method of re-presentation before
looking through several sets of OED data is fairly unusual—more often
than not, students will have to switch words a few times before settling
on one they can use—accomplishing the task would not prove especially
easy for Mike. As he recalled, “After thinking more about how I might
actually accomplish my goal and after spending countless hours star-
ing at the OED, I realized that there was nothing amusing or fun about
it. T couldn’t think of a single way to portray the information as funny.”
Mike’s treatment of the word power ultimately took the form of a “pub-
lic access type” show that attempted to parody a program Mike recalled
seeing years before. As Mike explained, “The [gardening] show was very
boring and it upset me that the host could be so passionate about such a
boring subject. I decided to use this genre to bore my watcher.” In choos-
ing to burn “Interpretations of the OED” on CD, Mike was also able to
structure viewers’ reception of his work in ways that aligned with the
specific forms of physical and intellectual “punishment” he felt he had
had to endure while sitting in front of the computer looking for usable
OED data online.

“Interpretations” was shot in black and white, Mike’s way of ensur-
ing that the episode would “bore the socks off” the viewer. At the start
of the episode, we meet “Russ,” the host of the show and someone not
enrolled in the course. Russ has shoulder-length hair; he is dressed in
a tweed sports coat and seated in a chair positioned against a very plain
background. On Russ’s lap was a copy of Mike’s class reading course
packet that Mike had repurposed in the hopes of making it appear that
Russ was actually reading from a volume of the OED. Inside the spiral-
bound packet was a script containing various spellings and uses of the
word power. The script required that Russ speak in a British accent, and
after welcoming viewers to the show and promising them an “intimate
evening” spent “delving into the word power and all it has to offer,” Russ
makes a reference to Mister Rogers, removes his shoes, and settles into
his chair. Following this, Russ begins holding up what Mike’s script calls
“signs.” These were pieces of paper that contained different spellings
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of the word power. Russ displays and spells aloud twelve “signs” in all,
including: poer, poeir, pouwer, wosémﬂmh pouoir, pouer, pouere, poweer,
pouar, powar, pover, and finally, the one Russ refers to as “our good old
trusty stand-by companion, p-o-w-e-r.” For Mike, the decision to have
Russ read each spelling aloud and with ever-increasing enthusiasm was
intended as a way of “really getting his message across” by making the
episode “drag on and on with unnecessary long [and boring] parts.” In-
terestingly enough, this two minutes plus portion of the piece seems
to have had a reverse effect on audiences since the four-hundred-plus
viewers who have watched it have suggested that the spelling segment
is quite funny.

If Russ’s portions of the video allowed Mike to both purposefully
and playfully re-present the data he collected from the OED and to il-
lustrate the powerfully numbing experience of sitting alone in his dorm
room searching the OED database, the three commercials interspersed
throughout the video are suggestive of the other forms of power Mike
had to negotiate while composing his piece—the power of friendship,
video games, good movies, and food. Put otherwise, the power of extra-
curricular diversions. Mike explained that the colorful, loud, and clut-
tered space that served as backdrop for the commercials was offered as
a contrast to the “horribly furnished room with little visual stimulation”
in which Russ and the OED were positioned. As a way of providing a
tighter link between Russ’s portion of the piece and the commercials,
Mike made the problem of trying to find the time and desire to com-
plete his OED the central focus of the commercials. Two of the “visu-
ally stimulating” commercials began with roughly the same shot, one
that featured Mike sitting alone in his dorm room in front of the com-
puter with his copy of the course reading packet in his lap. Within min-
utes, friends began entering the room offering him “fun and interesting
distractions.” As Russ’s appearances as the obedient and passionate
student-scholar of the OED in the black-and-white segments of the video
were meant to suggest, the student Mike portrays in the commercials
ultimately gives in to the power of these other distractions and places his
OED project to the side. Despite making promises to the contrary at the
end of each commercial, Mike continues to procrastinate, and so fails to
complete the task himself.



100 = MAKING THINGS FIT

Or does he? It may be important to note here that “Interpretations”
gave Mike the opportunity to revisit an issue he had addressed in work
produced earlier in the semester, namely that of trying to reconcile the
distractions posed by extracurricular interests and practices with those
posed by curricular ones. On the one hand, “Interpretations” suggests
that Mike, as the colorful commercial persona, found a way to reconcile
this problem by having Russ tend to his curricular distractions, thereby
freeing commercial Mike to tend to the extracurricular ones. At the
same time, the processes that Mike, as a Rhetoric 105 student, employed
while producing the video suggest that he did, after all, find ways to both
productively and simultaneously manage both forms of distraction. Ex-
plaining that he had “some really great people at his dorm” who had pre-
viously volunteered to assist him with work he had been producing for
the course, Mike said he approached the OED task with the thought of
taking people up on their offers. By “subcontracting” various parts of the
project to other people (while Mike would conduct the research, compose
the script, and take on most of the directing, he put his friends in charge
of filming and editing the video, designing the two sets, and deciding
who would play the various supporting roles in the piece), Mike said he
was able to approach the task feeling less like its sole author or creator
and more like a project manager whose primary concern was with orga-
nizing and overseeing the various resources and talents each member of
the tearn brought to the project. In this way, Mike felt that his way of ap-

proaching the task resonated with his long-term career goals—to workin

business/management—in ways that working alone on the piece would
not have afforded. /
A mediated activity-based multimodal framework not only requires
that students work hard but also differently, and it does so by foreground-
ing the complex processes associated with goal formation and attain-
ment. Because inquiry-based approaches to composing were increasingly
offered as a way of bridging the gap between personal and academic
discourse aims, practitioners were also cautioned about the ways that
overly prescriptive assignments might actually militate against intellec-
tual “mystery” (Davis and Shadle 2000, 441) and perpetuate instead a
mechanical, fill-in-the-blanks, or “cookbook” (Bridwell-Bowles 1995, 56)
approach to composing. In other words, by providing students with what
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the cognitive anthropologist Edwin Hutchins (1995) would call solution
procedure “strips”—relatively stable and seemingly linear sequences
of steps that are offered as a means of leading people through the suc-
cessful accomplishment of a given task (294), overly prescriptive assign-
ments afforded students potentials for bypassing the inquiry phase as
they searched for the “implicit clues that reveal what really counts and
what can be ignored in completing a particular assignment” (Nelson
1995, 413). By refusing to hand students a list of nonnegotiable steps that
must be accomplished in order to satisfy a specific course objective, the
framework described here asks students to consider how communicative
objectives might be accomplished in any number of ways, depending
on how they decide to contextualize, frame, or situate their response to
those objectives.

Again, while there is nothing to say that students who are asked to
make personal Web pages, or to compose print-based, linear, research-
based essays, cannot be encouraged to consider the various other ways
they might have approached those tasks, I suggest that students who are
provided with tasks that do not specify what their final products must be
and that ask them to imagine alternative contexts for their work come
away from the course with a more expansive, richer repertoire of meaning-
making and problem-solving strategies. Further, questions associated
with materiality and the delivery, reception, and circulation of texts, ob-
jects, and events are less likely to be viewed as separate from or inciden-
tal to the means and methods of production, but more likely as integral
parts of the invention and production process. For Mike, the desire to
bore the viewer informed many of the choices he made, from filming
Russ’s segments of the piece in black and white, to having him dress and
speak in certain ways and locating him in an empty, nondescript set-
ting. The loud, fast-paced, colorful commercials were offered as a point
of contrast, Mike's way of reminding viewers of what they were missing
while watching Russ read entries from the dictionary. In Karen’s case,
the desire to articulate for test-takers something of the frustration and
anxiety she experienced while attempting to complete the OED task in
the time the class was allotted informed many of the choices she made,
from creating the setting description, to reverse-imaging the test, to pro-
viding test-takers with mirrors that did not make the task any easier to
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complete. In sum, the majority of the choices that Karen and Mike made
while engineering their responses to the task were predicated upon the
understanding, if riot the hope, that their work would be experienced by
specific, not to mention multiple audiences—the instructor, peers, future
readers, and so on—in very specific ways.

A mediated activity-based multimodal framework requires that stu-
dents produce a substantial amount of writing throughout the semester,
but the fact that they are drawing on multiple genres and representa-
tional systems as they compose work for the course suggests that stu-
dents are doing something that is, at once, more and other than writing
(that is, placing and arranging words on a page or screen). Students who
are called upon to choose between, and later to order, align, and trans-
form the various resources they chose to employ tend to work in ways
that more closely resemble how choreographers or engineers work. In
fact, following Gunther Kress (2000), I would maintain that “in the con-
text of multimodal, multimedia modes of textual production . . . the task
of text-makers is that of complex orchestration” (160). In Mike's case, for
instance, “Interpretations” not only involved the production of a script
based on his OED data, but also the complex orchestration of those
people—and their energy, time, talent, and access to and experience with
technology—who had earlier volunteered to assist Mike in the produc-
tion of work for the course.

- Cognizant that the work featured here might not resemble the stu-
dent work many have grown accustomed to assigning and responding
to, T want to briefly underscore some of the ways I see this framework
working to achieve more familiar goals. First, the framework still re
quires students to write, conduct research, and respond to complex social
texts, including ones they have created, ones created by their peers, as
well as the wide variety of texts they encounter in curricular and extra-
curricular domains. Second, in keeping with the WPA “Outcomes State-
ment” (2002), the tasks and activities associated with the framework
ensure that students are extensively and deeply involved in the following:

- Focusing on a purpose
. Responding to the needs of different audiences

. Responding appropriately to different kinds of rhetorical situations
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Y
. Using conventions of format and structure appropriate to the
rhetorical situation

. Adopting appropriate voice, tone, and level of formality
. Understanding how genres shape reading and writing
- Writing in several genres

- Integrating their own ideas with those of others

. Understanding the relationships among language, knowledge, and
power ’

. Understanding the collaborative and social aspects of writing
processes

. Using a variety of technologies to address a range of audiences
. Learning common formats for different kinds of texts

« Controlling such surface features as syntax, grammar, punctua-
tion, and spelling (520-22)

Finally, students are still engaging in process and learning about revi-
sion. However, what students come to understand about potentials for
processes, processing, and revision is far richer and more complex when
practiced within this framework. When students understand process
and revision as concepts that both shape, and take shape from, the spe-
cific goals, objectives, and tools with which, as well as the specific envi-
ronments in which they interact while composing, they stand a far better
chance of appreciating how processes, processing, and revision also play
integral roles in the continual (re)development of genres, practices, belief
systems, institutions, subjectivities, and histories. And, of course, in the
ongoing (re)development of lives.

Thus far I have argued that when called upon to set their own goals
and to structure the production, delivery, and reception of the work they
accomplish in the course, students can: (r) demonstrate an enhanced
awareness of the affordances provided by the variety of mediational
means they employ in service of those goals; (2) successfully engineer
ways of contextualizing, structuring, and realizing the production, re-
presentation, distribution, delivery, and reception of their work; and
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(3) become better equipped to negotiate the range of communicative con-
texts they find themselves encountering both in and outside of school. 1
would be remiss, however, if I were to conclude this chapter without ad-
dressing some of the challenges and misconceptions associated with the
adoption of such a framework.

First, students who have grown accustomed to instructors telling
them exactly what they need to do and how they need to do it may find
this way of working to be time-consuming and frustrating, especially at
the start. This is especially true for students who enter the course expect-
ing general writing skills instruction (GWSI) and therefore are hoping,
if not expecting, that the course will provide them with the magic for-
mula for writing “right” for all time and every occasion. Students who
are accustomed to taking courses where writing is treated as separate
from other representational systems—where, for instance, the visual de-
sign of the page, font choice, and spacing are not discussed or where
little attention is paid to how systems of delivery and reception impact
matters of production—may also find the framework unfamiliar, sug-
gesting that it feels somewhat counterintuitive. Indeed, making the shift
from highly prescriptive assignments to those that require students to
assume responsibility for the purposes and contexts of their work can

prove challenging for students unaccustomed to thinking about and ac- -

counting for the work they are trying to accomplish in curricular and

extracurricular spaces. Even those eager to assume more responsibility

for their work and to explore various materials, methodologies, and tech-
nologies in their work often find the tasks more challenging than they
first anticipated—something that the inclusion of the mirrors in Karen’s
testing packet underscores. Still, I would argue that making the shift to
these more open-ended, complexly mediated tasks is both worthwhile
and necessary, especially at a time when many have underscored the
importance of establishing an atmosphere where students are able to
prove that, beyond being critically minded consumers of existing knowl-
edge, they are also extremely capable, critically minded producers of new
knowledge (see, for example, Chiseri-Strater 1991; Geisler 1995; George
2002: Hocks 2003; Sirc 2002; and Welch 1999).

Another source of misunderstanding and potential for resistance
has to do to with the appearance of student work—that is to say, with
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the look, sound, or feél of their final products. Given that some of the
texts students will produce in response to a task may little resemble the
kinds of texts that they and/or their peers have produced in their other
courses—I think now of the ballet shoes featured in the introduction
or the “Conformity” shirt featured in chapter 3—there is the potential
that these less familiar looking texts will be misinterpreted, ridiculed,
or simply written off as being “creative,” “childlike,” or “artistic,” and so
considered to be less rigorous or less scholarly than other, more familiar
looking texts. One of the women I interviewed for the second process
study recalled her discomfort during the first few weeks of class, ex-
plaining that the only times (in high school) she had been permitted
to use colors, visuals, textures, and handwritten text were for year-end
“creative” group projects—when students were given tasks that involved
making murals or posters for the hallway. Her understanding was that
these creative projects—offered to students as a break from or reward for
working so hard the rest of the year—had little connection to the “real
work” of schooling. As such, she began the semester doubting whether
the production of what she termed “creative projects” could allow her
to accomplish the kind of serious academic work that her high school
experience suggested that only written, research-based essays afforded.

Indeed, as Patricia Dunn (2001) and others argue, multimodal strat-
egies and products are often “easily ridiculed” (151), viewed as fun, play-
ful, kooky, gimmicky, expressivist, childlike, simplistic, and arhetorical,
while print-linear alphabetic texts continue to be associated “with high
art, seriousness, intellectual understanding and rigorous exploration”
(Selfe 2010, 608-9). As long as there remains a tendency to associ-
ate nonlettered forms of representation with the expression of personal
feelings, desires, and emotions, rather than with motivated, purpose-
ful, and other-directed attempts at communication (Fortune 198¢; Kress
1997; Selfe 2009; Simons and Murphy 1986), one runs the risk that
students and colleagues alike may underestimate or, worse yet, miss en-
tirely the rigorous and, I would add, highly sociorhetorical aspects of the
framework.

For instance, students who have not had much experience choos-
ing the representational systems best suited to the work they mean to
accomplish may assume that just because they are not being told exactly
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what to do and how to do it, that the tasks indicate a kind of free-for-all,
“anything goes” approach to instruction. One way of guarding against
this either/or way of thinking, while simultaneously highlighting for stu-
dents the rigorous and sociorhetorical aspects of the framework, is to
familiarize them with what Gunther Kress (1997) calls “the two aspects
of a message” (15). As Kress explains, the “representational” aspect of the
message focuses largely on the maker—on what he or she wants to “say,
show or mean’—while the “communicational” aspect of the message
takes into account audience expectations, resources available, as well as
matters associated with delivery and reception (14). Far from being a
matter of pleasing the teacher by doing exactly what he or she wants, or
pleasing the self by doing whatever one feels like doing, students learn
to view tasks as problems, the solutions to which must be carefully ne-
gotiated. Students learn to consider the various ways one might go about
satisfying the requirements of a task—whether that task has been given
or assigned to them by a teacher, parent, employer, or friend or whether
it is self-generated—while remaining mindful of the potential outcomes
or consequences associated with following a particular course of action
over another (or others) they also may have considered pursuing.

As I indicated earlier, and as the discussion of the ballet shoes’ re-

ception in the introduction illustrates, it is not only students who may be |

tempted to dismiss multimodal frameworks as being merely fun, kooky,

new age, expressivist, or creative, thereby underestimating or missing

entirely the frameworks’ rigorous-rhetorical potentials. Where skeptical
or resistant colleagues are concerned, Dunn (2001) underscores the im-
portance of asking questions, urging others to articulate the value, use,

and purpose of their pedagogical choices. Dunn writes, “Before critics'

or colleagues find fault with our use of multiple-channel approaches, we
should ask them why they're still supporting conventional term papers.
... Let others explain their choices” (156). For my part, where skeptical,
resistant, or even enthusiastic colleagues are concerned, it has proven
especially helpful to shift the focus away from students’ products and to-
ward the processes students engage in while producing texts for a class.
I am not suggesting that one attend only to process and ignore the final
product; rather, I am underscoring the importance of examining final
products in relation to the complex and varied processes involved with
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the production of those/texts. I think now of colleagues who, after ad-
mitting that the courses I teach seem “fun” insofar as they provide stu-
dents opportunities to be “creative” and to “express their true selves,”
wonder what, if anything, students are learning or how that knowledge
informs work they do in their other courses. Again, in these instances
I have found it helpful to highlight for colleagues the complex decision-
making processes students report engaging in while producing work
for the course, reminding them that while the students’ final products
may not resemble more familiar or traditional-looking academic texts,
the framework still requires that students conduct research, compose
various kinds of written texts, and respond both purposefully and ap-
propriately to different kinds of rhetorical situations. Further, many of
the students with whom I've worked have conducted research, produced
written texts, and responded to a variety of texts and contexts while ex-
ploring the meaning-making potentials of a much wider range of semi-
otic resources than they would likely have encountered in other writing/
composition classrooms.

Like others who advocate multimodal frameworks or “multiple-
channel approaches” (Dunn 2001, 156) to instruction, I firmly believe
that students who are encouraged to make informed, rhetorically based
uses of sounds, video, still images, animation, textures, scents, and so on
are well positioned to better understand and respond to the ways written
language works with and against the affordances associated with other
representational systems (Takayoshi and Selfe 2007). I also believe that
frameworks that provide students with opportunities to move between—
while reflecting upon—the affordances and constraints associated with
different representational systems and ways of knowing may better pre-
pare students for the variety of intellectual and interpersonal tasks and
activities they will likely encounter in other classes, in extracurricular
spaces, as well as in their future professions.

The final challenge or misconception I will address in this chapter
has to do with the idea that multimodal frameworks necessarily require
new pedagogical approaches. Mike Markel (1999) challenges the notion
that shifting from face-to-face, lecture-based courses to online, hybrid, or
distance instruction requires radically new pedagogical approaches. He
provides readers with a list of six shared teaching objectives, maintain-



108 = MAKING THINGS FIT

ing that whether one teaches a course that meets face-to-face, online, or
offers students a blend of online and face-to-face instruction, the goals
shared by many é.iaﬁm instructors have to do with helping students
learn: (1) how to learn; (2) how to think rhetorically; (3) how to work co-
operatively with others; (4) how to find and evaluate information; (5) how
to think creatively and analytically; and (6) how to present information
clearly and persuasively to various audiences (216-17). Markel's point
is that just because the method of instruction may change, it does not
mean that everything one has become accustomed to doing necessarily
needs to change. In keeping with a point made by Takayoshi and Selfe
(2007), we must remain mindful that “whether instructors teach written
composition solely or multimodal composition, their job remains essen-
tially the same: to teach students effective, rhetorically based strategies
for taking advantage of all available means of communicating effectively
and productively, to multiple audiences, for different purposes, and us-
ing a range of genres” (9).

This is not, of course, to say that teaching courses online (in Markel’s
case) or providing students with opportunities to produce multimodal
texts makes no difference, or has little impact on pedagogical practices.
Even while recognizing that “when it comes to rhetoric the expertise
of teachers is undeniably crucial” (20), Selber (2004) acknowledges
that instructors may well lag behind students when it comes to specific
technical skills. Selber stresses the importance of teachers being will-
ing to embrace (or at the very least not shy away from) opportunities
to learn with as well as from students. Here Selber refers specifically to
technical (that is, computer) skills, but the same argument can be made
with a mind toward the production of other kinds of texts, objects, and
performances.

Returning again to the example of the ballet shoes, I had little expe-
rience with calligraphy or transcribing text onto shoes to offer the stu-
dent. While I could offer the student my opinion or best guess on the
following matters, I could not say absolutely that a such-and-such brand
and style of marker would work best given the texture and weight of the
cloth she was attempting to work with. Nor could I say with any measure
of certainty where the best place was for her to begin transcribing her
text on the shoes, thereby ensuring that the text would remain legible
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and easy for readers to navigate. I had no idea of how big each hand-
written character should be in order to ensure that the entire draft of her
word-processed text translated successfully to the shoes. Further, given
the complex and multiple surfaces she had to work with (four laces or
ribbons plus the soles, sides, and tops of both shoes), I could not say that
it necessarily made more sense to start with the toe of the right shoe and
continue up one lace and down the other, and so on. I could, however,
provide her with a repertoire of strategies and questions, guiding her
through a set of basic rhetorical processes that helped to underscore the
importance of thinking both carefully and critically about the contexts,
goals, and purposes of one’s work and to consider the various ways one
might go about achieving those goals. I could, in other words, impress
upon her the importance of learning to manage her “communicative ef-
forts in ways that are rhetorically effective, critically aware, morally re-
sponsible, and personally satisfying” (Selfe 2009, 644). And it helped,
of course, that I was both eager and willing to learn from and with her.
Having had a number of students who were willing to share with me the
processes they employed while creating similar kinds of texts (such as
those that involved transcribing drafts of word-processed alphabetic texts
onto shirts, shoes, and other cloth surfaces), I am far better positioned
now to share with students advice on which tools, strategies, and tech-
niques to pursue, or conversely, to avoid.

Thus far, I have done little to address what some may consider to
be the greatest challenge associated with the adoption of a multimodal
framework like the one detailed in this chapter, namely, how one might
go about assessing and responding to texts that little resemble the kinds
of texts one has grown most accustomed to assigning, receiving, and re-
sponding to. In the next chapter I describe and illustrate a way of evalu-
ating multimodal designs that, in keeping with the framework offered
in this chapter, does not focus exclusively on the production and evalua-
tion of digital texts but attends to a much broader range of texts—those
informing the production and reception of print-based, linear essays,
objects-as-texts, live performances, as well as digital texts.



