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Abstract 

In our chapter we will argue that we must invite students into a conversation about how to best 

enter a writing situation. Overly constrained invitations (text-only, academic-only) limit where 

the conversation can take place, and where it can go.  Opening up the composition classroom to 

multi-modal uptakes invites self-discovery in part because composing across modalities is a 

transformative practice, when integrated with other writing practices: cast as translation, new 

modes and mediums reference more traditional, text-based practices, yet allow the writer space 

to discover abilities and potentialities in those modes and mediums. Multi-modal writing also 

encourages student writers to become more intentional authors of the culture.  
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In the House of English Studies: Multimodality, Creativity, and Writing   

Part One: Fundamental Boundaries 
 

A compositionist walks, and not for the first time, into the entryway of the house of 

English Studies. She considers her possible destinations. She could go directly to the main 

library, where the volumes of fiction, essays, poems are shelved by era and tradition, along with 

the relevant criticism. Or she could take two flights to the attic, where the still-living poets, 

essayists, and fiction writers like to drink coffee and give readings. From previous visits, she 

knows of a room in the basement, a library, with burgeoning shelves of the scholarship and lore 

of rhetoric and composition. If she were to descend, she knows she would be able to find her way 

to the other rooms of the house, by means of back stairs and passageways. For instance, from 

that dark and insular room, she could locate A Rhetoric of Motives and press it, which would turn 

a wall around and reveal a staircase leading from rhetoric and composition up to literary studies. 

The last time she did this, she found the stairway dusty from disuse, and not particularly well lit. 

From the basement room, there’s also a dumbwaiter that she could wedge herself into, and hoist 

herself to the attic, if she wanted to do some heavy lifting.  

Off in the distance, she hears a voice. It sounds like a radio announcer. She thinks that it 

must be emmanating from the House of Communications Studies.  She sighs. There’s a candle 

burning in an alcove. Its label says “ANOMIE” in fancy script.  

 
 

• 

 We’ve noticed that we’re not the only ones wondering whose interests the composition 

class serves: 
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Cynthia Selfe (2010): “Let’s start with the first question, ‘What is the proper subject 

matter for composition classes?’” (p. 606) 

Doug Hesse (2010): “Whose interests should the composition class serve? 

Historically, we’ve shuttled between three of them: those of the academy, those of 

the workplace, and those of the polis, with an occasional fourth and fifth: those of 

the individual, including in social relationships, and those of discourse, especially in 

aesthetic production.” (pp. 603-604) 

John Trimbur (2011): “The only question I could imagine to ask at the time was how 

do the lives of the students I was teaching and writing go together in the racialized 

and gendered realities of late capitalism?” (p. 11) 

Geoffrey Sirc (2004): “Elbow put the dilemma best, I think: life is long, college 

short; do we teach to life or college?” (p. 115) 

How we answer the question in all its iterations has consequence for what and how we teach 

writing to our students: the answers bear upon what we have students read and write, the 

genres we privilege and those we downplay, the modes we focalize and those we cast to the 

periphery. If writing is primarily for school, then we will focus on the logics, the genres, the 

modes of documentation, the mediums, and the forms of research that school values—that 

indeed constitute school. If writing is for a public sphere, we choose different logics, genres, 

documentation, mediums, kinds of research. And if writing is for life, for the individual’s 

needs and desires, we would choose differently yet again.  

Of course, we are not the only ones weighing in on the question. Our colleagues in 

other disciplines believe that we’re teaching students how to write for all purposes; our 

governing boards and legislatures believe the same thing; employers believe that a student 
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who has graduated from college with a baccalaureate degree will be able to write 

competently in the workplace. Whose interests does the college composition course serve? 

Everyone owns and authors a piece of the answer to this question. 

One marker of the ways English Studies has responded to this situation is disciplinary 

partition, with a consequent parceling out of genres, modalities (and, to a certain extent, 

mediums) in which students write, with most of the transactional genres consigned to 

composition. Tim Mayers (2005), in (Re)Writing Craft, rehearses the by-now fairly familiar 

story of the first-year composition course’s roots as, effectively, a remedial course at Harvard, 

and now symbolizes nearly every university’s avowal that students will be able to write at the 

college level . Mayers (2005) notes, too, that English studies has historically focused on a 

“general method—interpretation—applied to the field’s objects of study… [which] allowed 

many of the institutional structures in individual departments, like curricula and hiring practices 

to remain relatively stable…[a] stability, in turn, [which] allowed the different strands of English 

studies to develop and exist largely in isolation from each other” (pp. 23-4). This partitioning 

within the House of English Studies may serve the maintenance of disciplinary boundaries, but 

does not particularly serve student writers, because it prevents them from studying, inventing, 

and writing across the divides. Disciplinary divisions, so locked up, cannot provide an adequate 

response to the question of who the composition class serves, nor to the needs of students.  

When we lock up the sub-disciplines, whether out of respect for tradition or fear of 

disciplinary erosion, we constrain the wide repertoire of strategies, including a repertoire of 

genres, mediums, and modalities, that student writers can take up, try on, play with, remix, mash-

up, or shape. If we are going to meet student writers where they are, as well as invite them to 

respond to writing situations or opportunities with attention to rhetorical and structural 
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precedent, we must unlock the doors that keep these partitions in place, cross their thresholds, 

and, perhaps, even knock down a few walls.   

All this is to say that when we chose to reorganize and reorient our second semester 

composition course as a remix—drawing from genre studies and public writing theory, from 

some vestiges of process and cultural studies pedagogy, but also from our own backgrounds 

in (creative) writing and literary studies—we were mindful that we were in contested 

territory. Our reasoning was that we wanted our students to have a rich, writerly experience, 

the kind we felt they more routinely experienced when we were teaching courses other than 

the composition course.  

The call to think about how our disciplinary orientations, and their curricular 

manifestations, actually affect student learners is particularly pressing. We both 

remembered an occasion when our chair, Stephen Ruffus, posed a question: “why are we more 

likely to participate in writing activities with our creative writing students than we are with our 

composition students?” The short and sad answer to this question is that we often do not view 

composition students in the same way that we view creative writing students—that is, as writers. 

Perhaps as a result, many composition students do not view themselves as writers, especially in 

the genres that we require them to write. Students take the composition course as a 

requirement—they write by and to that requirement. Furthermore, many composition students 

enter the classroom with dread and repeated declarations that they are “not good writers…hate 

writing…better with math, science, art…taking this course to fulfill the last Gen Ed 

requirement.” Thus we can fail to see them as writers, creators, and participants in the 

conversations taking place around them, around us, and around composition. We took up Prof. 

Ruffus’s question, and the result is the redesign of our sophomore composition course.  
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We have revitalized and redefined the way that we teach, inviting our students to take up 

composition by weaving multimodal options, some drawn from creative writing and literary 

studies, into our curriculum.  From a distance, our course looks much like a genre-based course. 

We teach six genres common to many genre textbooks: memoir, profile, proposal, position 

argument, report, and evaluation. Students choose three of these genres to write over the course 

of the semester while researching a public issue of particular interest to them. The issues range 

widely: one young musician is concerned with city codes that regulate busking; an Iraq War 

veteran grapples with violence against women in the military, in part because of her own 

experience; an adult Boy Scout leader engages with the organization’s stance on gays. We steep 

the invention for these major writing pieces in a mix of notebook writing and activities drawn 

from a packet of prompts that we have created. We draw these prompts from creative writing and 

literary studies, as well as from rhetoric and composition theory and practice. Most of the 

prompts invite students to take up multimedia options for their invention.  

The culminating project for the course is a collaborative online magazine-style portfolio. 

Students work together to workshop, revise, translate, and reflect on multiple pieces from the 

course. Then they design and publish the magazine using a free Web 2.0 platform (such as 

Weebly, WordPress, or Google Sites). An important note: our college has a General Education 

ePortfolio program. We ask our students to use their individual course pages on their ePortfolios 

as a work space or atelier for their notebook and process work. We want students to practice 

using Web 2.0 platforms to stage and present multimodal work in their ePortfolios, experiences 

which they then apply to the design and function of their group magazine.  

Multi-modal composing, drawn from all the sub-disciplines of English Studies, has great 

potential for undoing the dilemma that so persistently dogs the first-year composition class—that 
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of aiming for human agency while relentlessly limiting the ways we can imagine students 

writing. In Teletheory, Gregory Ulmer (2004) quotes Eric Leed:  

Past communications revolutions have often presaged ‘classical’ periods of cultural 

development, periods of intense creativity. These periods were predicated upon the 

existence of new means for the consolidation and organization of the ‘old.’ New media 

always created conditions in which men could address their culture as conscious, rational 

individuals engaged in the recombination, the reintegration of its elements. (p. 27)  

Composing in visual, gestural, spatial, and aural modes offers different means and affords the 

composer different, expanded communicative gestures. Student writers are already authoring the 

culture: in our courses, we want them recognize  their position as rhetors, compositionists, 

creators, and participants in public discourses. In “Box Logic,” Geoffrey Sirc (2004) suggests 

that “The open-ended forms and available materials” of multi-modal compositions “permit an 

intimacy and intensity that more mediated genres make difficult; students see writing 

elementally, as a material encounter rather than commodified production” (p. 115).  Multi-modal 

composition can broaden the palette from which any writer draws; none of us have yet fully 

imagined the multiplicity of forms, genres, and kinds of communication that can emerge from 

that palette, nor their material consequences.  

Pardon the noise: the House of English Studies is under renovation. 

Part Two. This is not a creative writing class.   

Douglas Hesse, in his 2010 CCC  article “The Place of Creative Writing in Composition 

Studies,” offers a brief history of the ever more strongly expressed tendency of creative writing 

and composition to go their own ways, especially as evidenced by the history of the Conference 

on College Composition and Communication, and its journal CCC. He cites, among the points of 
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separation, that creative writing as a subdiscipline lacks “theoretical/pedagogical writing about 

creative writing, especially by writers themselves” (p. 36). Hesse (2010a) also cites James Berlin 

(2003) and his broad critique of the poetic as a category in English Studies. Berlin focuses on the 

division between literary studies and composition, arguing that “A literary studies based on the 

poetic-rhetoric bifurcation found in English studies serves the interests of a privileged 

managerial class while discriminating against those outside this class … [and] does so through 

cruelly clandestine devices, refusing the political in the service of an aesthetic experience that 

implicitly reinforces discriminatory social divisions” (p. 15).  Berlin’s (2003) critique has been 

especially far-reaching in the shape of composition studies. If once students read literary texts 

and wrote analyses of them in their composition courses, that day is long gone. And there seems 

to be little place for the so-called creative genres in composition courses as well, although Hesse 

points to creative non-fiction as an emergent genre that may prove to be a bridge between so-

called creative writing and composition.  

Hesse (2010b) summarizes the differences between the two, differences that, to many 

compositionists and creative writers, may seem too profound to justify any bridging:  

From a disciplinary perspective, then, it might seem best to have composition and 

creative writing continue to fork their separate paths. The former could maintain its 

serious practical focus on argument and idea, explanation and analysis, with the overt 

goals of shaping how people think and act. The latter could celebrate the aesthetic 

artifact, produced and read for pleasure—sometimes trifling, often serious—the artifact 

important for how it’s made and experienced, important as much or more for what it is as 

what it does, written because its act of writing satisfies a creative, expressive desire that 

finds time spent writing preferable to time spent otherwise. That both composition and 
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creative writing do their work mainly through words matters at the level of syntax and 

grammar, but not much further.  

Hesse (2010a) goes on to say that, in his view, the borders between the two disciplines should be 

kept more open, but the above summary suggests what is at stake.  

We argue that it’s in the interest of our students to practically pick at some of the binaries 

that keep creative writing separated from composition, if only to allow our students more tools, 

but also to opt for more pleasure in writing. We find a generativity comes from inviting students 

to take up their writing via multimodal means, which students code as creative. It feels more 

playful to them. Moreover, their reflections lead us to believe that such play has its own logic.  

Take, for instance, the assignment in which we ask students to tell the story of their 

research. Here’s the prompt:  

Imagine that you just met someone. Imagine also that this person is the most engaging 

conversationalist alive, and a great listener to boot. Your new acquaintance asks, "What 

are you researching?" 

You reply, "At the moment, I find myself absolutely fascinated by X." 

Your acquaintance responds, "However did you get interested in X? Tell me how that 

happened." 

And you respond with...the story of your research. 

Feel free to write it as a dialogue, if you like. You can also, if it sounds fun to you, use a 

comic strip approach (ComicLife, BitStrips, or StripGenerator are possibilities, or you 

can draw and scan, too), or make an Xtranormal video, depicting this conversation. Or 

you can just write a narrative--short--telling how you got interested in your topic, what 

you've found, and the order in which you found it. Tell the story of your research.  
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A surprising number of our students decide to take up the assignment using a visual modality—a 

comic strip or a video. In one example, Maria Sinoy considers the effect of corporate media 

consolidation on the ways stories get reported. She sets the scene at an Occupy Wall Street rally, 

where reporters are interviewing individual protestors. The initial caption says, “Another angry 

mob has formed on Wall Street. Reporters and camera crews flock to a crowd of protesters who, 

yet again, have no idea why they’re picketing…” The crew eventually comes to Sinoy’s avatar 

(described as “a minority,” by the vapid reporter), who launches into a passionate and trenchant 

analysis of the corrosive effect corporate money has on everything, from small businesses to 

elections to a consolidated media. 

 

Figure 1. Excerpt from Sinoy’s “Occupy Wall Street” Story of My Research Comic Strip 

The television crew gets a little nervous (Cameraman: “Are we going to get in trouble for this?” 

Reporter: “I don’t know.”), then the feed cuts to a test pattern, then a shot of a cat shooting a dog 

with a watergun, and a “We’re experiencing technical difficulties” message. 

Sinoy is able to advance the framing of her argument with this piece, partly by writing 

satirically—limning the Occupy Wall Street-ers as being insufficiently focused in their critique, 
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and the broadcast media as being superficial in their investigation and reporting. She also frames 

her research as a dialogue, although one character does most of the talking. Still, her avatar must 

succinctly explain what she’s finding in her research, which leads her to a fairly well-formed 

argument.  

Another student, Sophia Kosloski, takes up this same assignment in a different way.  She 

chooses the textual mode, and writes a richly detailed dialogue on the subject of her research, 

dyslexia and the different intellectual strengths that dyslexics may have: 

“I see you’re listening to something on your iPod.  Is it some music?” 

“No, believe it or not, at the moment, I find myself absolutely fascinated by a topic I’m 
researching for an English class.  There’s this book I’ve never heard of before, and it’s 
really got me thinking.” 

“Oh?  What are you researching?” 

“Well, I started looking at the advocacy aspect of dyslexia—you know, how some people 
right now are trying to lobby Congress to make some changes in the ADA laws so that 
kids who can’t read in K-12 don’t have to go through testing every three years just to 
prove that they’re still dyslexic.  Yeah, like who they are is going to change.  Then I got 
sidetracked by this book that talks about the advantages of dyslexia.  Who on earth would 
call not being able to read or spell an advantage?” 

“However did you get interested in this topic?  I’d love to hear how that happened!” 

“Well, uh . . . I’m dyslexic.  I used to think dyslexia was a curse and truly it isn’t any 
fun—tons of interventions and feeling so different and defective—not fitting in in a 
world that prizes print and books, paper and pens.” 

The dialogue goes on from there to report more details from her research. In this piece making 

use of the textual modality, Kosloski borrows the shape of the original prompt but moves from 

there to create a small scene (delineated through dialogue). She speaks directly about her 

research process and to the larger social scene in which education practices affecting dyslexia are 

discussed and regulated. Although this piece may not seem to represent a significant departure 

from the most common mode for academic writing, the dialogue and scene-making aspects allow 

for play and discovery—the writer seems to be developing a voice that’s part of the exploration 
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of the issue, a voice that, without much fuss, allows her to claim the authority of a person who 

has experienced dyslexia, and thus has a personal stake in what she finds out.  

Both the pieces, the comic and the textual dialogue, play with the scene and with voice—

with character, in fact. In the comic, Sinoy uses the visual modality afforded by BitStrips to 

create a setting, and voices for more than one character, including the figure representing herself 

and her point of view. In Kosloski’s dialogue, the voice of her character is inquiring, curious; her 

interlocutor is, perhaps, a plot device that allows her to say what’s on her mind. Rhetoric and 

composition scholarship makes reference to the idea of scene and the idea of voice, in the sense 

that writing is multivocal; yet the practices of scene-making and character-building strategies for 

various creative writing genres seem to be out of bounds. These examples suggest that 

imaginatively invoking characters and scenes may allow student writers to more actively 

construct the dialogues and conversations they want to participate in, both as precursors to their 

participation in real conversations in the actual world, and as forms of participation in fact.  

In both Sinoy’s and Kosloski’s pieces, we see evidence that the creation of a persona—

even a persona closely allied with the writer herself—allows for enough freedom, and even 

safety, to explore an issue that has some risks for the writer. Sinoy is able to use a satiric tone to 

characterize/caricature media voices. Kosloski notes, in her reflection, that “I had thought of my 

dyslexia topic fairly early on, but I had discarded it because it is a part of me that I am very 

reluctant to reveal.” She notes that she “only had the nerve to write about it since this is an online 

class and the chance of another student meeting me in “real life” is pretty small”—in a sense, the 

online class provided a mask, or a persona. We see evidence  that the opportunities for 

productive “masking” afforded by multimedia/modal options for composing also allow a space 

for a writer reluctant or anxious about taking on a difficult subject matter.    
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We can also see the imaginative space afforded by multimodal strategies as an aid to 

imagining point of view other than one’s own. In another assignment, we ask student writers to 

take a poem (that we supply), and replace all of the nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs with 

words in the same part of speech, words that are relevant to their own writing projects.  We ask 

them to explore the changes in the meaning of the poem, as well as the ways that embedding 

words/ideas related to their own projects into the poem helped them to see the issue or purpose 

of their own projects in new ways. What we find, consistently, is that the work they do is 

interesting and arresting in its own right; they offer commentary suggesting that the project is 

illuminating for them, as well. This assignment comes at a point in the semester when they will 

have lived with their chosen public issues for many weeks. So Jeffrey Moon, who had been 

working on questions related to immigration law reform all semester, had already spent 

significant time researching and thinking about his own experiences and point of view. He chose 

the Margaret Atwood (2003) poem “The Sad Child”: 

You're sad because you're sad. 

It's psychic. It's the age. It's chemical. 

Go see a shrink or take a pill, 

or hug your sadness like an eyeless doll 

you need to sleep. 

Jeffrey titled his version of the poem “A Scared Citizen,” and his version of this beginning 

stanza reads: 

You're scared because you're concerned. 

It's natural. It's the situation. It's America.  

Go see your representative or talk to a senator, 
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or cower in fear like an eyeless doll 

you need to wake-up.  

He notes, in the remarks he appended to the exercise, “Doing this activity enabled me to try and 

understand the apprehension some Americans have to immigration reform and try to ease that 

anxiety or fear.  I really had a good time coming up with the words to use as well. This was a 

really challenging assignment for me, but I feel good with the finished product. I feel that I was 

accurately able to change the meaning of the poem to fit my issue.” The significant virtue, then, 

of the assignment for Jeff was that slight shift in perspective. In the end of the course reflection, 

he talks about his personal experience, involving a relative who is an immigrant.  

From the beginning, he was interested in questions of empathy—he believed that the 

national discussions on immigration reform typically reflected an indifference to the plight of 

immigrants: “I just couldn’t see how a nation built from immigrants could be so cold to those 

that find themselves in similar circumstances. I realize that they came here illegally, but I also 

would have liked to see more Americans care about their situation than I encountered through 

the course of my research.” But the poem exercise provided an occasion to consider the other in 

his construction of the issue—the citizen who, for whatever reason, finds a threat in the 

immigration situation. At the end of the poem, he echoes Atwood’s (2003) words (“none of us 

is;/ or else we all are”): “none of our voices matter; or else we all do.” Through a slightly 

wrenched syntax, he reaffirms his argument, but with the difference that he has first tried to 

understand the pathos of a resistant audience. We all—all our voices—matter, or no voices 

matter (to flip and reemphasize the point). At the risk of overstating, we may see here what 

Heidegger (as cited in Mayers, 2005, p. 55) describes as the “ambiguity of poetic saying,” which 

is “not lax imprecision”—instead, he says, “The will to poetic knowledge is not the will of an 
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intact subject, but rather, is a violence toward the unity of that subject.” While the un-unified 

subject may be knitted together rather quickly again in this example, Moon finds the value of the 

writing activity in what he discovers when he isn’t pressing his own case so urgently—using 

poetic means to discover an affective “other side.” 

In another writing activity that students code as creative, we ask them to “translate” a 

piece they’ve previously written for the magazine project—to re-mediate it into another genre or 

mode or medium. During the semester, Abbie Long had worked on the Colorado River system, 

the (mis)management of its waters, and what she calls its “fight for survival.” She wrote a report 

that was half natural history, and half an analysis of the challenges the river faces, including 

invasive species of plants and aquatic life, dams, diversions, and explosive population growth. 

She worked this material into a presentation, using images and text. For the translation 

assignment, she made a slideshow of the path of the Colorado River, which no longer reaches the 

ocean. Aiming to make her argument by other means—that without awareness of, and action to 

rectify, these challenges, the Colorado River is threatened, as well as the ecosystems it 

supports—she chooses images and music that will display both the beauty of the river and the 

dire situation at its conclusion. 

                          

Figure 2. Screenshot of slide, “The Colorado River:      Figure 3. Screenshot of Slideshow, “The Colorado 
River From A Fight for Survival”                     Start to End” 



IN THE HOUSE OF ENGLISH STUDIES  17 

We see many advantages to the multimodal, “creative” paths that we offer our students, and in 

the enthusiasm with which they take up these opportunities. For one, after experimenting with a 

modality or medium in a notebook assignment, they often return to that mode or medium in 

another project, which often speaks to their previous work—a kind of revision. We also see the 

power of writing that occurs “to the side” of their major writing projects. While the prompts we 

give them relate to these major writing projects, they are not accounted for as a step in some kind 

of linear process. In a sense, we ask student writers to step outside that process, to take up the 

ideas and topics they’re working with, and to re-approach them with another lens.   

 
Part Three. The Writing Process: Beginning, Middle, and End, with Some Writing on the 
Side  
 
We have a lot of material to cover in our composition course: effective communication with an 

audience, the writing process, critical thinking, six genres, portfolio pedagogy, and reflection. 

How do we have time to cover all the “must haves” and include the teaching of multumedia 

compositions? Let’s take, for instance, one of the must haves, the writing process as it is 

typically taught in a composition course: prewriting, writing, revision, a writing-as-process 

structure that too often situates students questioning how their writing can proceed in a linear 

trajectory, from idea to draft to polished piece. What is problematic about staging craft as a linear 

process is that often creative composers do not follow a linear “stage model” for in their crafting 

process. In Remixing Composition: A History of Multimodal Writing Pedagogy, Jason Palmeri 

(2012) revisits questions about teaching stage models to “portray the creative process as a linear 

sequence” by hearkening back to Janet Emig’s 1971 Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders. 

Emig (1971) and Palmeri (2012) argue that “various elements or stages of the composing process 

occur recursively” and both propose a “revision of stage models of creativity (from linear to 



IN THE HOUSE OF ENGLISH STUDIES  18 

recursive) that could potentially apply well beyond the walls of the writing classroom or even of 

the English department” (p. 27).  

             As practitioners of the genres we teach in our composition, creative writing, and 

literature courses, we too experience the role recursive stages play in analysis and writing. For 

instance, we created a “flash memoir” activity that is assigned early in the semseter so that 

students can practice invention via a common composition genre. Here’s the “Flash Memoir” 

prompt:  

Write a flash memoir (no more than 500 words, no less than 400) about your 

experiences/connections with your possible semester issue. Give yourself a time limit—-

60-90 minutes. Try writing about one image from a memory or event that comes to mind 

when you look back on your experiences with/connection to the issue. If you can’t think 

of anything, look in your preliminary research or think about discussions you have had on 

the issue and write down the first line that you see as an epigraph. Then, try writing the 

memoir using the epigraph as a starting point for the image, the meaning of your piece, or 

as a way to structure the piece. 

Near the end of the semester, our students return to their flash memoirs to use as partial evidence 

of their development as effective communicators, as well as critical and creative thinkers. We 

ask them to revisit their flash memoirs as they prepare to showcase and publish revised pieces in 

their group online magazines. This informal activity contains multiple layers of writing process 

practice: it’s an invention activity that is peer reviewed, revised, and then expanded for the “On 

Communicating and Collaborating” reflection assignment. Student writers may also translate or 

adapt their flash memoirs as part of the “translation/adptation” requirement for the magazine in 

which they select two smaller assignments from the semester to translate/adapt into another 
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medium. This activity offers the forward motion of a somewhat linear writing process, then 

returns with a recursivity inherent in reflection and in translations/adaptations.  

We also invite students to play with and try on some side-writing strategies. We define 

side-writing as the moments when writers step out of their usual medium and/or genre—step out 

of their writing projects—in order to find a new strategy, or devise a different approach, or play 

with an anomalous bit of information or idea. This “stepping outside” allows for discovery, and 

since it doesn’t directly impinge upon a more “serious” writing project, it can feel less 

consequential, and thus freer. Composition courses often don’t work directly with this kind of 

inventive on-the-side-work, but many serious writers do it. Palmeri (2012) notes in his summary 

of Patrick Colm Hogan’s (2003) Cognitive Science, Literature, and the Arts, that when creative 

artists “defocus” their attention while working on a project they get past making the most 

obvious associations and explore more “…remote associations (to connect words, images, or 

sounds that they would normally seem disparate)” (p. 31). Thus, composers who compose with 

any modality “are better able to make remote associations if they draw upon and combine 

multiple creative traditions in composing their work” (p. 31). One example Palmeri uses to 

illustrate the point is employing the structure of poetic forms to shape the writing for a play. 

Student writers use our notebook prompt packet (comprised of thirty-three prompts and 

activities) to practice side writing so that they can more fully engage with writing processes, 

including their own idiosyncratic processes. Each prompt and activity encourages or even 

requires students to try out the prompt in a medium other than strictly text. Although we 

occasionally assign specific prompts for students to try, we usually ask students to choose 

prompts, throughout the semester, that “speak” to ideas swirling about in their heads and in their 

research. Thus, students can experiment with prompts and modalities to discover the ones that 
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might best communicate their ideas. Take this prompt:  

Write objectively about divisions on your issue from three different perspectives. (PRI 

stories, NPR report, etc.) Once you have done this, look back on what you have written 

and determine what story you should tell/are invited to tell on the issue. Try creating a 

visual, audio, etc. collage of these different perspectives to help you determine where 

there are invitations for stories.  

Students who select this prompt often create a comic strip or Xtranormal video. Maria Ortiz 

chose to create a comic strip to complete the prompt. What she noticed in responding to the 

prompt was that she found it difficult to write objectively about divisions on her issue, climate 

change, because the langauge surrounding the issue is often loaded. Completing the prompt via 

the comic strip medium allowed her to view the sterteotypical representations of her issue in a 

way that a strictly text-based submission may not have offered.  

 

Figure 4. Ortiz characterizes some of the stereotypes surrounding Climate Change. 

In an uptake of our “Bit of Field Research” prompt, Maria Sinoy shares an audio 

interview that she conducted with an oil worker.  Sinoy attempts to provide an insider’s view of 

what it is like to currently work for big oil and to be the victim of a reduction in force when a 

smaller company refocused its business model. She is surprised when her subject answers 
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postively to a question about working for a larger company in comparison to working for a 

smaller company: “Oh, wow, um, huh, I wasn’t expecting you to be in favor of the little fish 

getting eaten by the big fish.” We can hear Sinoy trying to probe further into her thinking by the 

follow-up questions that she asks. It becomes clear that she had made assumptions about the 

responses she would receive from her subject, and what her audience finds is an authentic 

confrentation between the interveiwer’s assumptions about the subject and the realities on the 

ground that she hadn’t considered.  

 

Figure 5.  Screenshot of Sinoy’s Audio Interview Hosted on Soundcloud 

Another uptake of the field research prompt positions Joe (last name withheld) in a fictional 

dialogue between himself and his absentee father using the Xtranormal video platform. 

Xtranormal videos, like comic strip generators, provide student writers with a means to safely 

present ideas through cartoon personas of themseleves or their sources. Joe’s video affords him 

the opportunity to both summarize what the research suggests about absentee fathers, and to 

confront his cartoon father about his absence during the writer’s childhood via the research. For 

Joe, this side-writing prompt became a space for him to convey the results of preliminary 

research and, in the subtext, tell the very personal and painful story of his connection to his issue: 

the important role fathers play the lives of children and our culture.  
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Figure 6. Screenshot of Joe’s Xtranormal Avatar discussing research with his cartoon father. 

 

We see some evidence that these prompts, along with the open possibilities for uptake, 

help student writers imagine not only playful, exploratory conversations, but think more 

concretely about the ways the voices of their sources create a conversation in their higher-stakes 

pieces. When asked why they chose to craft a comic or an Xtranormal video, student writers 

often state that these mediums help them visually characterize their sources, sometimes to 

examine the stereotypes surrounding the issue via that character creation, and in Joe’s case to 

confront the past in a safe way. Ortiz’s invention work helps her rethink how she might avoid 

loaded language in her position argument. Sinoy’s audio interview offers makes more complex 

her understanding of corporate models and how they affect employees. The interview also offers 

an authentic moment of surprise that might not be coneyed in a textual summary of the 

interview—it’s a research outtake. Joe’s cartoon dialogue blurs genre boundaries in that it is a 

memoir framed inside a short research report. Multimedia uptakes of the prompts reveal how 

student writers can compose texts and use technologies to fashion new realities of meaning, 

relation, knowledge, and genre.  
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Genre studies, another “must have” curricular layer of our course, are exemplified in 

many composition classrooms—and especially by preeminent composition textbooks—as a set 

of fixed and nearly reified categories. Such a “canonical” representation of genre often leads to 

predictable and predictive writing assignments, and the resultant instantiation of the composition 

student is also predictable and predictive: at worst, the composition course’s premises lead the 

student to all but repeat an assignment’s most predictable gestures; at best, composition courses 

invoke the idea of a citizen rhetor, encouraging students to think mainly in terms of issues and 

rhetorical approaches. This “best” can often enough be quite good, but too often even this 

approach leads students to produce writing that doesn’t lift from the genre templates our 

assignments imply. A more nuanced account of genre as always-transforming, with emergent 

and fading genres, as well as mash-up and remixed genres, often goes missing from composition 

classrooms.  

Again, we turn to the question of content and time: Where is there time in the mix of all 

of this genre studies content to teach students how to craft and design their multimodal 

compositions? The answer is fairly simple: we don’t, not really. Instead, we use multimedia 

genre samples to discuss and analyze genre elements, and to demonstrate the modalities that 

other compositionists use to take up and adapt genres, and to both express and share their ideas. 

What our sampling of different modalities invites in the course is threefold: 1) media literacy via 

analysis of sample multimodal compositions; 2) less constrained idea generation for students, 

because they can see, hear, experience genres in a variety of locations; 3) discovering that real 

writing often doesn’t fit neatly in genre-shaped boxes—a TED Talk speaker might, for example, 

employ elements of memoir, reporting, evaluating, and proposing in their position argument on 

conflicts in the Middle East.   
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Compositionists may not be experts in every field of communication. However, we are 

experts in rhetoric and the shapes that rhetoric can take, and as expert rhetors, we discuss 

rhetorical situtations and opportunities with our students through multimedia samples because 

they provide an excellent platform for dialoging with students about the potential locations for 

their inventions, writing, and revisions. For example, we might have students watch Ronny 

Edry’s (2012) “Israel Loves Iran” TED Talk. Edry’s talk is primarily a position argument for 

opening the lines of communication for citizens of both countries. Before viewing the talk, we 

ask students to think about the rhetorical appeals that Edry makes, where he makes them, why he 

makes them, and how these appeals play to his expertise as a graphic designer. After watching 

the TED Talk, we discuss its various locations on the Internet, the occasion of the telling for 

Ronny and the occasions for the retelling for his audience—his peacemaking efforts require acts 

of retelling, and even re-envisioning.  

What’s endlessly useful about such a discussion activity is how it can connect students, 

virtually, with the shapes of rhetoric on multiple levels: Edry communicates his message aurally, 

gesturally, spatially, textually, and visually. His talk is a mashup of genres and media: reporting, 

position and proposal argument, memoir, graphic design, public speaking, social media, and 

video. This activity may start as an analysis of a multimedia composition, but it turns into an 

invitation for students to take their work out of the vacuum of the classroom. From our students’ 

point of view, Edry is an “every day guy—he’s just like us.” Students see a graphic designer 

using his expertise to communicate and share his message to a global audience via a global 

platform, Facebook. His example is the invitation for students to think about their subject 

positions and their expertise as visual, spatial, gestural, aural, textual rhetors because Edry is real 

to them, what he is doing is real to them. If an average Israeli can start a peace campaign that is 
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opening the lines of communication between “enemies,” then why can’t our students use their 

expertise to meet the requirements for the composition classroom and share that work with 

broader audiences?  

There has always been a deep connection between writers’ subject positions, their work, 

and how and where they choose to share that work. Sophia Kosloski’s magazine work, in 

particular, her Xtranormal evaluation of Rick Riordan’s Percy Jackson series and her “On 

Communicating and Collaborating” reflection, explore the intersections between her private and 

public concerns regarding the representations of dyslexia in the classroom, the media, and 

popular fiction. Her compositions are situated in her subject position as someone with dyslexia 

seeking to shift traditional representations of the condition as a “lifelong challenge” and 

“decficit” to “the world needs all kinds of minds, especially those that think in reverse.” For 

example, her evaluation of the Greek mythology-centered fantasy series juxtaposes traditional 

representations with the re-presentation of dyslexia as a blessing and not a curse—a supernatural 

way to think and act. In her reflection, she explains the powerful connections she made between 

her past and her research, as well as how those connections informed her decision to craft an 

Xtranormal adaptation of her text-based evaluation:  

As I began to think about doing a third genre piece on my topic, I began to long for a way 

to approach my research more creatively. I wanted again to connect my issue with artists 

and their creativity…When I was little I had been absolutely obsessed with Greek and 

Roman mythology...I started to read the Percy Jackson books when I was older than the 

target age for the books but I read them anyway because of the mythology and also 

because they portrayed dyslexia as a powerful thing. Having dyslexia meant you were a 

demigod…I enjoyed turning my evaluation into an Xtranormal movie. It was easy to turn 
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my paper into a script in which the neuroscientists show Percy the MIND strengths of 

dyslexic processing that he exhibits in The Lightning Thief. 

In other sections of the reflection, Kosloski describes other decisions behind her magazine work 

and also links to that work so that readers can interact with work as she reflects on it:  

I have spent most of my life feeling alone on a deserted island, as if no one else could 

know what I was going through, but as I read [other] accounts I changed my view. I 

wanted not only to share my own experience but also to help people see what it’s like to 

live with a backwards thinking brain. Most importantly, I wanted to help others like 

myself not to feel so helpless or so broken.  

Kosloski’s reflection and magazine work signals the curriculum coming full circle and how 

student writers find nuances among the noise and relationships among creative expression, 

multimedia compositions, and content material.  

In devising the course, we thought about how the playful prompts would connect with the 

higher stakes pieces. The “play” that the notebook prompts invite and that we advocate 

throughout the course is one reason that we think weaving multimedia compositions drawn from 

creative writing and literary studies works. By providing students with media options within and 

outside of the writing process we may, as Palmeri (2012) asserts “…greatly proliferate the kinds 

of ideas they can express in their analytical work” (p. 37), as well as help them transform genres 

and resurrect fading genres.  

Furthermore, when students select prompts and creative and/or multimedia uptakes for 

higher stakes assignments, they make personal choices about how and where to locate their 

invention and re-invention of ideas and the writers who inform them. Each choice makes a 

difference in how students shape and structure their writing. In turn, the students help design the 
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course for themselves and shape their repsonses to the problems that both their public issues and 

the assignments pose. Palmeri (2012) reflects that Composition has “always already been 

multimodal.”  Throughout our history, we compositionists, including our students, have modified 

the very definition and activity of composing. Students have always already been authoring the 

culture. We are merely facilitating their ability to more intentionally author their worlds.    

 
Part Four. Interstitial Uptakes: The Limits of Expertise 
 
Composition studies is always in conversation with other modes and mediums of 

communication.  A good part of this conversation examines the slippery transtitions every writer 

must make between public and private concerns. Rendering writing students as imitators of 

reified genres means that we run the real risk of ignoring their role in authoring the culture and in 

governing the transformation of communication. One outcome of this approach is that students 

gain multiple access points through which they might describe a subject or issue from inside a 

complex interaction with writing occasions, purposes, shapes, structures, and modalities.  

We argue, as Palmeri (2012) does, that it is logical for us to “reimagine composition as a 

course that teaches students to discover—to choose—the modalities that best help them convey 

what they want to communicate” (p. 37). Creative writing and literary studies must inform parts 

of this reimagining—at least it must for our course. Charles Bazerman, in his Chair’s Address at 

the 2009 CCCC Conference, asserts that “writing exists at the intersections of individual and 

social, of intentions and uptake of others, of agency, of form and meaning, of pattern and 

novelty. Writing exists at the intersections of the spontaneous and the planned; of the conscious 

and the nonconscious; of our histories, presents, and futures” (p. 573). It’s not enough to ask 

students to imitate essentialized, reified genre samples. We need to show students how writers 
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draw from genre, adapt, mash-up, and hybridize, how writers wonder at and acknowledge the 

intersections that Bazerman describes, and invite them to do the same.  

Anne Freadman (2002) notes the following in her essay, “Uptake”:  

Speech acts presuppose a jurisdiction, which authorizes them and provides their felicity 

conditions…We know that it is the institutional parameters of our classroom practice that 

has this authorizing power for the work of our students; it regulates, it controls, and it is 

also the condition of the freedoms they invent. (p.44) 

We find consistently that students do more, and engage more, with their own work if we open up 

the possible uptakes to include and encourage multimedia and multimodal options, to cross the 

boundaries that guard the proper sub-disciplinary terrains of literary studies, creative writing, and 

composition, and to play across a spectrum of textual, modal, and media practices. Why 

wouldn’t we want student writers to take up more than one medium, more than one logic, more 

than one genre? In a writing course, why wouldn’t we want student writers to have a bigger 

picture of what writing is, where writing takes place, what writing can do? Most bluntly: why 

would we want our writing students to be confined to just one room in the house of English 

Studies, especially since most of them will not become English majors? Why wouldn’t we want 

them to have recourse to the broadest possible definition of what writing is, and what it does?  

Cynthia Selfe (2009) says emphatically, “Young people need to know that their role as 

rhetorical agents is open, not artificially foreclosed by the limits of their teachers’ imaginations. 

They need a full quiver of semiotic modes from which to select, role models who can teach them 

to think critically about a range of communication tools, and multiple ways of reaching their 

audience. They do not need teachers who insist on one tool or one way” (p. 645). 
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If we’re cautious that multimodal composition exceeds the realm of our own disciplinary 

authorization, it may be of some comfort that many compositionists ask, in one way or another, 

this question about expertise and its limits. The NCTE Position Statement on Multimodal 

Literacies (2010) points directly to it: “In digital forms, students, even very young students, are 

often more literate in the technical aspects of digital production than many of their teachers.” 

John Trimbur (2011), in “The Crisis of Expertise,” notes:  

the world as we know it—the world that we live in, the world where writing circulates 

and takes on force and value—has become less and less legible to professionals and 

academic specialists, less and less receptive to interventions with predictable results, and 

more and more resistant to credible knowledge claims.”  

(p. 191)  

But the answer is not, and cannot be, to defend the limits of expertise and knowledge-world 

boundaries ever more vigorously. We will all be better off if we recognize the porousness of 

these boundaries, and treat that as a new condition to investigate, inquire about, and act upon.   

Kathleen Blake Yancey (2004), in her seminal “Made Not Only In Words: Composition 

in a New Key,” makes the point: “These spaces—the intertextual, overlapping curricular 

spaces—between school and the public, including print and screen, are still ours to study, to 

examine, to work in, and to claim” (p. 84). We would add that those interstices could be 

identified as between the disciplines and subdisciplines of English Studies and beyond, and that 

studying, examining, working within, and claiming them for the benefit of our writing students 

as well as our own professional lives student seems to us our most challenging, and most 

exciting, work yet. 
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