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> Lisa Bickmore and Ron Christiansen

This essay illustrates why compositionists should conceive of multimodal writing assignments 
as having wide-ranging and forward-thinking parameters, in order to invite the greatest  

possible range of student responses; it also suggests the directions we should take  
when evaluating such work.

“Who Will Be the Inventors? Why Not Us?” 
Multimodal Compositions in the  

Two-Year College Classroom

“A ‘New’ Way of Composing”; or, Why Write Multimodally?

Diana George’s essay “From Analysis to Design” notes that “there remains much 
confusion over what is meant by visual communication, visual rhetoric, or, more simply, 
the visual and where or whether it belongs in a composition course” (13). She goes 
on to note that, as practitioners in our field, we haven’t really done the work of de-
fining this confusion, or setting it as a disciplinary problem. Rather, we have treated 
it as “an anomaly, a ‘new’ way of composing, or, somewhat cynically, as a strategy 
for adding relevance or interest to a required course” (13). Considering that we are 
now more than a century into the image revolution, this seems willfully neglectful.

This neglect may stem in part from the very nature of disciplinarity. Gregory 
Ulmer says that “disciplines are organized around paradigmatic problems and 
their solutions; . . . the solutions to these problems are important to the society 
to which the disciplines contribute as a mode of collective intelligence.” Because 
the “emerging predominance of the image as technology and culture is a problem 
of the society,” it becomes, he says, “a proper task for English departments . . . to 
develop rhetorical and composition practices for citizens to move from consumers 
to producers of image discourse” (5–6). Ulmer’s optimistic habit of mind helps us 
to think forward, considering what we might now do; despite the neglect George 
sensibly identifies, and despite the amnesia Ulmer sees our discipline—“like most 
others”—as having succumbed to regarding the “inventive side of its history,” he 
believes that we have a particular role to play in inventing new practices: “who will 
be the inventors? Why not us?” he asks (5). 

Our students may not be able to afford to wait for us to do this inventing: 
Daniel Anderson, in defining the student writing in the multiple modes enabled 
by new media, comes up with a new term, the “prosumer,” one who engages in 
productive consumption of new media. This term might help us think about why, 
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as Kathleen Yancey says in “Made Not Only in Words,” that “literacy today is in the 
midst of a tectonic change. Even inside of school, never before have writing and 
composition generated such diversity in definition” (298). Moreover, the demands 
of such diverse definitions of literacy are significant—as Kip Strasma says (citing 
Stuart Selber), “knowledge of computers, networks, and course-management sys-
tems,” which in turn requires from us as instructors a “complex, diverse assignment 
design that builds in complexity as students construct and repurpose texts” (254). 
Strasma concludes, “This is where our students are and where I want (think) my 
assignments (ought) to be” (254). 

Gunther Kress pointedly notes:

Curriculum is a design for the future. The contents and processes put forward in 
curriculum, and in its associated pedagogy, are the design for future human dispo-
sitions. They provide one set of important means, one important set of resources, 
for the individual’s transformative, shaping action in making him or herself as 
social humans. (79)

To move in this direction—the direction of invention and transformation rather 
than conservation, of designing a curriculum for a new kind of social human—runs 
counter to a powerful tendency of disciplinary activity, which is to maintain its 
jurisdictional powers, as Anne Freadman notes in her essay “Uptake”: 

Speech acts presuppose a jurisdiction, which authorizes them and provides their 
felicity conditions, and jurisdictions presuppose constitutions, which regulate 
their boundaries and their relations, the limits on their powers, and so on. 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. (44) 

Whatever the work is we put before our students largely creates the conditions 
for what they might invent from it. Their uptakes of our assignments are regulated 
by our own vision of the constraints within which they must operate. This places 
an ethical burden before us: how inventive can we be in conceiving of the widest 
possible, and the most forward-thinking, parameters for our classroom practice, in 
order to create the widest possible range of responses? 

A note on our curriculum: At our community college, most students take 
two composition courses. The first of these courses has traditionally focused on 
academic genres (the essay, involving summary, synthesis, formal argument) and 
by the end of the course introduces concepts of visual rhetoric, other genres, and 
nonschool audiences. The second course focuses on public genres and the bridge 
between academic forms of inquiry, academic genres, and writing for public settings.

Coherences and Inventions: What Do Multimodal Texts Look Like?

Coming face to face with nonlinear texts—even awkward or strange looking ones—
can both rejuvenate our teaching and force us to reshape our notions of assessment. 
But it’s difficult work because we often assess these new compositions using, as 
Yancey points out in “Looking for Sources of Coherence in a Fragmented World,” 
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the familiar “frameworks and processes” of linear text mediums. A narrow view of 
coherence—one claim/several interconnected supporting points/resolution—can’t 
be strictly applied to multimodal texts. Instead, we must see new ways of achiev-
ing coherence such as pattern making, weaving, associational logic, reiteration, and 
layering, all techniques Yancey identifies. 

In The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau talks about “uses and 
tactics” that allow people to operate in a variety of social spaces—tactics that “use, 
manipulate, and divert th[o]se spaces” (30), which may create opportunities for new 
coherences. Among the tactics of everyday life are 

a realization of the linguistic system through a speech act that actualizes some of 
its potential (language is real only in the act of speaking); (2) an appropriation of 
language by the speaker who uses it; (3) the postulation of an interlocutor (real or 
fictive) and thus the constitution of a relational contract or allocution (one speaks 
to someone). (33)

De Certeau’s schema of tactics makes clearer that in “situating the act [of language 
use] in relation to its circumstances, ‘contexts of use’ draw attention to the traits that 
specify the act of speaking . . . and are its effects” (33). Thus, the writing assignments 
we design should prompt students to take account of the contexts of use in which 
their language might “specify” and create its effects—to make use of circumstance, 
to act upon the contingent. 

Yancey alludes to and de Certeau explicitly states that these kinds of moves 
are not merely transformations of coherence but rather an opening of the space 
in which students can potentially “[divert THE/our system] without leaving it,” 
tactically using the parameters and rules of the system in ways unrecognizable to 
the system itself (de Certeau 32). Genre often delineates these parameters and 
rules, and, as Freadman notes, writers are constantly renegotiating the boundaries 
of genre, for instance, suggesting that every “‘translation,’ of whatever kind, is the 
mediation of a boundary, not its obliteration. . . . I want to say that ‘uptake’ is the 
local event of crossing a boundary” (43). In fact, students “repurpose” (a word that 
both Daniel Anderson and Kip Strasma use) all sorts of things: genres, media, typical 
rhetorical occasions. Such repurposing and boundary-crossing is one characteristic 
of multimodal writing that we as instructors must learn to recognize (see Anderson; 
Strasma, 45). Anderson says, “Let’s just go out on a limb and say that repurposing 
both between and within media constitutes an essential act of new media composi-
tion.” The student examples that follow illustrate such acts.

Example 1: The Genre Translation, “Life Guide”

The final project in our first course includes a researched argument and a genre 
translation. The genre translation is literally a translation of the argument being 
made in the researched argument into a “public genre” (an op-ed, a brochure, a 
film, a website, etc.). While these individual texts are not necessarily multimodal, the 
overall final project is multimodal and opens up new spaces as well as potentially 
new contexts of use.
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The genre translation assignment produces student texts that we might 
initially view as insubstantial on the one hand, or that on the other hand might 
have very high production value while being rhetorically simplistic. Both kinds of 
texts present challenges to our evaluative frameworks: we may not be able to see 
students’ efforts to structure an apparently lightweight text (an appropriation of a 
mundane object, such as a pill bottle or a Chinese take-out container, with minimal 
textual additions) through design and visual rhetoric, or we may be overwhelmed 
by a student writer’s professional and technical knowledge (a thirty-dollar profes-
sionally produced poster or a slick computer-generated ten-minute film), which 
may shift our attention away from rhetorical knowledge. 

D’Ann’s genre translation, a “Life Guide,” adeptly illustrates nontraditional 
coherences and new contexts of use. In her researched argument she makes com-
monplace claims, such as “Television is here to stay, but I recommend that you limit 
your TV time. Create your own rules for how often it’s okay to watch”; in her genre 
translation she recreates the TV Guide in a visual parody called the “Life Guide.” 
Of this piece, D’Ann states: “I like my ‘Life Guide’ better than I like my researched 
argument. It’s making the argument I really wanted to make” (email interview). 
She carefully crafts this document to have the same appearance as the TV Guide: 
reddish colors, boxes with bolded categories, times and dates, and a search box for 
“activities” rather than shows. It combines overt, conventional argument (using the 
blank grey spot in the regular TV Guide for the phrase “What you could be doing 
instead of watching television”) with more subtle, juxtapositional, and associative 
arguments. For example, each grey box represents a carefully chosen channel name. 
Several times she redeploys the same name with a shift in meaning—“Home and 
Garden,” “Life,” and “Sports” now represent activities rather than programming. She 
manipulates channel names to make her point: “Discover USA” as a combination 
of the actual channels “Discovery” and “USA,” and “Outdoors” as a play on the 
now defunct “OLN” (Outdoor Life Network). 

D’Ann’s work in her “Life Guide” also influenced how she revised her re-
searched argument; as she says, “The researched argument focuses more on why you 
shouldn’t watch hours of television. . . . With each revision, I tried to move more 
toward the positive. Rather than saying, ‘don’t do,’ I wanted to say, ‘Here is what 
you should do.’” Multimodal possibilities not only offer up alternative coherences 
but can also open up spaces for different tactics. D’Ann’s multimodal text reshaped 
her invention and forestalled a premature closure of her ideas and claims. 

Multimodality became important in D’Ann’s writing process by shifting her 
construction of herself as a writer. She explained to the class that she had become 
engrossed in her parody for hours, evidence that she was beginning to see herself 
as a unique agent in the invention process. While students often feel they are only 
repeating what others have said (“I’m not an expert, what can I say?”), multimodal 
projects allow students to produce unique work with their own personal stamp. 
This can lead to a more engaged relationship with the potential circulation of their 
texts. As D’Ann relates in her self-assessment paper, 
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I used station names that would fit areas of life and suggested activities that fit 
that area. I thought a billboard on your way home would be a good place for 
this (southbound I-15 out of Salt Lake or northbound I-15 going into Davis 
County). As people are driving home it gives them something to think about as 
they decide what to do with their evening.

While her “Life Guide” as a billboard might create challenges (would one 
be able to read and understand the “Life Guide” at such a distance?), it would be a 
mistake to dismiss her rhetorical plans as merely naive. She projects future circula-
tion of the text, using the circumstances around her: rarely do students consider 
lived environments in which such texts might directly intervene in readers’ lives, 
as in this potential billboard. Later, in an email interview, D’Ann mentions other 
ways in which she envisions the “Life Guide’s” circulation: “Coincidentally, my 
argument and genre translation were finishing up the same time that ‘TV-Turnoff 
Week’ was happening (April 23–29). I thought this ‘Life Guide’ would have been 
a great way to bring this week to the publics’ attention. It makes the argument 
without belittling the TV viewer.” 

Example 2: A Community Writing Campaign, “Operation Destroy 
Sugar House”

At our community college, one of the culminating writing projects in the second 
sequence of composition courses is a collaborative community writing campaign 
(see Bickmore and Ruffus for a full discussion of this writing project). The assign-
ment asks students to

 > identify a community need or an issue of concern to the community; 
 > and develop pieces of writing which address this community need or issue.

Beyond this, they have a great deal of freedom to choose the pieces of writing 
they’ll do and to shape them as they will. Students select several genres that work 
together in some way to achieve an effect they’ve designed on the community. We 
see a great deal of multimodal work in response to the assignment. 

One group decided to respond to the imminent redevelopment of a retail 
district, the Granite Block, in one of Salt Lake City’s historic neighborhoods, Sugar 
House. The students were already familiar with the issues involved, since several 
retailers were engaging in vocal talk-back with the city and the developers. The 
owners of the property planned to raze an existing building and rebuild a mixed-
use complex. Rents were expected to be significantly higher, meaning at the least 
relocation for the mostly local businesses; for many, it would likely mean the end 
of business.

The students decided to use a MySpace platform to house many of the 
documents they produced. They also decided to make a short, satiric film they 
planned to host on the MySpace site. Both these strategies involve de Certeau’s idea 
of the writer using the “vocabularies” and “syntaxes” of “established languages.” The 
students took an existing web platform, with its manifest social networking intent, 
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and appropriated it for uses congruent with their own purposes. For instance, they 
used MySpace’s notoriously busy interface by, essentially, redefining the predefined 
spaces. Under “blurbs,” they wrote brief profiles of businesses. Under “interests,” 
they put links to relevant people and sources, including the city councilman who 
had championed the local businesses likely to be displaced by the redevelopment; 
a recent article in an independent newspaper; and an announcement of a local 
event, a poetry reading at Sugar House Coffee. Under “Who I’d Like to Meet,” 
the group placed the logo for “Buy Local First Utah,” connecting their project to 
a larger social movement. 

Their film, scripted by the group and shot on location in the community 
college parking lot, involved building a loose replica of the Granite Block, made 
of graham crackers, canned icing, and candy, populated by the businesses and by 
action figures hanging out there. The film begins with this scene, and the strains of 
Bob Marley’s “Three Little Birds” (“don’t worry about a thing/cause every little 
thing gonna be all right”). A black screen announces “. . . meanwhile, in a secret 
lair . . .,” with the Darth Vader theme from Star Wars. This features a war room (also 
populated by action figures), where the Red Mountain Retail Group plots the 
destruction of Sugar House: 

 Bart: Thank you gentlemen for coming to this meeting on such short 
notice; the reason you are here is because I’m a little concerned 
with the hippy dippy counter culture in Sugarhouse. Those free 
thinking beatniks spend most of their money within the Sugar-
house area, in those little ma and pa retail shops buying clothes 
and music from privately owned businesses as if they don’t need 
those chain stores like the Gap.

 Lizard: Oh my gosh! Are you telling me there isn’t the Gap in Sugar-
house?

 Bart: I’m afraid not, well at least not yet. This is why I have developed a 
plan that will put an end to there indie music listening, local mer-
chant supporting lifestyle. Gentlemen I would like to call this plan 
Operation: Destroy Sugar House. As you can see I haven’t quite 
worked out all the quirks, but it mainly consists of myself arriv-
ing unannounced to Sugarhouse via army tank. Also dropping in 
unexpectedly will be classic exploding devices and other harmful 
weapons utterly destroying the locally owned businesses and also 
the nonconforming culture of Sugarhouse! Any questions? Yes you 
birdbrain.

 Bird: What is that flying toward the house at the end of the drawing?

 Bart: What? What this? This is a sword . . . 

 Lizard: You’re going to use a sword to destroy Sugarhouse?

 Bart: Yes, yes there will be sword, but it will not be just any sword, it 
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will be sword of mass destruction! Okay never mind, I told you I 
haven’t quite worked out all the quirks yet. Any other questions?

 E.T.: Well I’m a little concerned with the manner which has been 
chosen to destroy Sugarhouse. I think, if we play our cards right, 
we can do just as much damage but make sure it falls within legal 
jurisdiction. Now I’m just as shocked and appalled as you all are 
that Sugarhouse doesn’t have a Gap or a Wal-Mart, but I believe 
there is a way we can get them there very soon.

 Bart: Yes, go on.

 E.T.: If we bulldoze the local merchants within what’s called The Dis-
trict of Sugarhouse and then replace them with a higher scaled 
Gateway type of development with a mall and condominiums, 
then it will be impossible for these privately owned businesses to 
keep and maintain a shop there because it will be to expensive.

 Gizmo: You’re a genius! Instead of Orion’s music it will be Sam Goody, 
and instead of Blue Boutique–Victoria Secret and instead of Pib’s 
Exchange it will then be Starbucks Coffee!

 Lizard: Wait, there isn’t a Starbucks in Sugarhouse either?

 Bart: No I’m afraid not. Frankly, I believe it’s the last place on earth 
where Starbucks is not at.

 Gizmo: Oh my gosh! It’s like it’s a third world country down there!

The film uses many existing cultural constructions: the Star Wars films are 
clearly a source, but so are the Iraq War and the culture of secrecy that surrounded it. 
They also use cultural materials at hand—the Bob Marley song, connoting optimism 
in the face of difficulty; the R.E.M. song “It’s the End of the World as We Know 
It” as the music for the destruction of the facsimile Sugar House. Do the students 
create straw men (composite plastic men)? Do they do justice to the claims of the 
Red Mountain Retail Group? By making an argument-by-other-means, they argue 
that the imperative of a for-profit commercial operation to maximize possible profits 
will compete against the idiosyncratic, lived experience of a neighborhood, almost 
as surely as if the group had come in with weapons. Redevelopment destroys the 
idiosyncratic texture of a neighborhood, especially if citizens and tenants don’t have 
a voice. Would this argument have been more effectively made in an op-ed piece? 
In a researched argument? Or does it become a strategy of articulation, to create 
pieces in multiple modalities, all speaking to a purpose of resistance, critique, and 
affirmation of an original local environment? 

Emergent Curriculum: Delivery, Reception, Contingency, and Rhetorical 
Production

Jody Shipka’s “A Multimodal Task-Based Framework for Composing” suggests that 
“students’ uptakes of a much wider, richer repertoire of semiotic resources, coupled 
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with their efforts to purposefully structure the delivery and reception of that work, 
afford new ways of thinking, acting, and working within and beyond the space of 
first-year composition” (279). Shipka’s examples—a grocery bag of boxes with 
notes and a repurposed hometown Web page—demonstrate that by simple means 
students influence the ways in which their work will be received. These examples 
push us to consider just how inventive we can be. Shipka shows that students can 
“purposively structure the delivery and reception,” of their work—de Certeau’s 
contexts of use—prompting us to re-evaluate the boundaries of the class and of 
our discipline. 

Paul Prior, as well, wants us to examine these boundaries; using the lens of 
activity theory, he invites us to revisit what he sees as the “synchronic rhetoric,” 
the classical rhetorical canons, in order to compose a more situated, “emergent, 
laminated” history of the rhetorical occasion. He asks us to consider reception and 
distribution as critical parts of any rhetorical scene—certainly connected, for us, to 
the notion of contexts of use. We find this account of rhetoric compelling in light 
of our students’ multimodal work, an account that gives us more to work with as 
we respond and evaluate (Prior et al.).

However, once “contexts of use” becomes an active category for us as we 
read and respond to student writing, we confront almost immediately what we 
don’t know about the places where writing circulates, and the intricate rhetorical 
options writers navigate in those places. De Certeau imagines writers as “unrecog-
nized producers, poets of their own affairs, trailblazers in the jungles of functionalist 
rationality, consumers [who] produce . . . ‘indeterminate trajectories’ that are ap-
parently meaningless, since they do not cohere with the constructed, written, and 
prefabricated space through which they move” (34). He foregrounds for us the 
always-present inventive possibilities in writing, for the writers who 

use as their material the vocabularies of established languages (those of television, 
newspapers, the supermarket or city planning), although they remain within the 
framework of prescribed syntaxes (the temporal modes of schedules, paradigmatic 
organizations of places, etc.), these ‘traverses’ remain heterogeneous to the systems 
they infiltrate and in which they sketch out the guileful ruses of different interests 
and desires. (33) 

Instead of fitting into the norms of our more established discourses, “they circulate, 
come and go, overflow and drift over an imposed terrain, like the snowy waves of 
the sea slipping in among the rocks and defiles of an established order” (33). 

De Certeau’s sense of writers circulating over and around the parameters 
of an “imposed terrain”—for instance, a classroom—reminds us again of Fread-
man’s formulation of the jurisdictional power of classroom parameters, and the 
need to consider the sorts of writing our assignments allow—understanding and 
acknowledging how the jurisdictional power we wield makes a material difference 
in what our students invent in response to the courses we design. Geoffrey Sirc, 
for example, has made a project of rethinking the apparatus of composition, in 
particular its most venerable genres and their attendant strategies. In “Box Logic” 
Sirc identifies “a primary goal” of his writing classes to “show my students how 
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their compositional future is assured if they can take an art stance to the everyday, 
suffusing the materiality of daily life with an aesthetic” (117). Rather than aiming 
for the linear, composed argument that edits out the dérivé—the drift—Sirc argues 
for foregrounding other strategies: “Arrangement of materials and notational jot-
tings is a desperately important compositional skill” (123), he urges. Students can 
bring their aesthetic sense, their artful arrangements, to all sorts of compositions, and 
the pieces they devise often speak with more rhetorical sharpness to situations we 
haven’t imagined and could not fully expect until we work with and evaluate them. 

De Certeau, Freadman, and Sirc all imagine language use as a practice of 
freedom. Our commitment to this principle as a discipline includes, at the most 
basic level, the sorts of assignments we develop—the writing we solicit from our 
students—the design of our courses, and the ways we consider evaluating student 
work. This means developing assignments and assignment sequences that actively 
engage students’ existing familiar practices, encourage them to develop new ones, 
and invite them to consider how the multimodal documents that emerge from 
their work and play might function in their lives and in the social settings in which 
they themselves circulate. Strasma describes such a curriculum as “emergent”—in 
which “interactions among content, students, teacher(s), distribution, circulation, 
technology, and collaboration” allow “the very assignment itself [to emerge and 
change] through the unfolding of time within a classroom space” (255). But this 
means some practices we take for granted in the composition classroom may be left 
behind: “designing with emergence as a goal requires a course system that encour-
ages distributed knowledge (and thus authority) and the development of content 
over a span of days or weeks” (256). An emergent curriculum is full of surprises, 
both locally and globally—we don’t quite know where our students’ work will 
take us as we attempt to interact with it and ultimately assign it a grade. Our two 
student examples specifically illustrate this.

Respecting Student Invention, Becoming Pathfinders 

While new media or multimodal genres do not seem as stable as more conventional 
genres, and may never be (Yancey, “Looking”), we should engage these student texts 
through rich response. These types of text are certainly not new, but the digitized 
world is: it does not take specialized knowledge or expertise to parody the textual 
design of TV Guide—a student, a computer, and an hour. 

We may not give proper respect to the power of student invention, instead 
unwittingly using students’ inventions to build our own sophisticated critiques that 
would not be possible without the original student inventions. Here our responses 
profit from their inventions without acknowledging our reliance on them. This 
ethical challenge compels us to value these inventions and to mute our own facile 
criticisms. For example, we originally used the word “subtle” to describe the rhe-
torical impact of D’Ann’s text, demonstrating our difficulties, even while explicitly 
hoping to do the opposite, to appropriately value these new ways of knowing. 
D’Ann’s “Life Guide” is not making an “explicit argument” about watching less 
TV; therefore is the coherence of her argument really more subtle? In order to assess 
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multimodal texts, we must relinquish some of our text-based authority. In this case 
the word “subtle” illuminates our biases, specifying a degree of coherence—just look 
harder, you’ll recognize the coherence!—while the difference is actually qualita-
tive. Instead it is a coherence that relies on arrangement and context and may be, 
at first, unrecognizable to the systems of textual norms and student assessment. As 
Yancey states, “Digital compositions weave words and contexts and images: they are 
exercises in ordered complexity” (“Looking” 300). The context in D’Ann’s “Life 
Guide” is the original format and design of the TV Guide, something not easily 
and “logically” communicated quickly in words, rather something organized by 
association and context. 

Strategies of Evaluation: Situated Writing, Local Knowledge, and  
Rhetoricity

How does a teacher reasonably approach evaluating a project that includes a 
MySpace page and a video, starring Bart Simpson as a Darth Vader–like mastermind 
of a council of evildoers (Big Bird, Gizmo, generic Lizard)? In part the answer is 
design: the design of assignments must allow for greater latitude of student response 
and encourage a multigenre and multimodal approach. Writing teachers well know 
that the particular design of an assignment sets up the parameters for response. This 
means that the teacher must think in terms of the whole project when consider-
ing any one piece of writing: the entire evaluation doesn’t rest on the degree of 
sophistication and the excellent execution of a single piece. 

In the case of the MySpace project (including the video), because the com-
munity writing campaign concludes the semester, most of the feedback is formative 
and in-person. The student writers presented the video to the class, along with the 
MySpace frame, in a presentation meant to show work in progress and to address 
the way the piece fit both into the community writing campaign as a whole as well 
as how it fit the communicative situation and worked to achieve a communicative 
aim. The students clearly found great enjoyment and satisfaction in creating this 
video; the instructor saw it as an accomplished composition, easily “A” work in both 
rhetorical conception and execution (in its filmed form). Because it was a part of a 
larger project—the community writing campaign—the overall grade was an “A-,” 
simply because the other parts of the project were less thoroughly developed and 
not as fully executed. The evaluation of projects like this can be somewhat holistic 
and require on the part of the instructor a balancing of rhetorical aim and execu-
tion, as well as the effect of the various parts on the whole. Like most evaluation, 
making final judgments about multimodal composition is more an art than a science.

A dilemma with multimodal compositions arises when instructors have 
little direct knowledge of producing multimedia writing, understandably feeling 
themselves out of their depths. Situating the production of multimodal pieces in 
their contexts of use allows an instructor to see them as embodying a communica-
tive aim, rather than as stand-alone assignments, which therefore must merely meet 
criteria and exhibit features. A more situated approach—which almost certainly 
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entails envisioning the scope and sequence of the entire course and not just of a 
single assignment—can help to refocus the evaluative gaze, making the entire project 
of evaluating student writing more rhetorical.

Moreover, trying to see the local knowledge at play in student writing can 
help us see their savvy responses to the issues and rhetorical practices of a particular 
communicative scene. The student working on the genre translation project—the 
“Life Guide”—made a leap into a form of rhetorical production we had not an-
ticipated. One way to look at the project would be to excise the textual elements, 
to merely assess the ways the textual content succeeded, or did not, as an address to 
the original assignment, or as an argument. But this would miss what is remarkable 
about this piece of writing—that the student embodied a fully rhetorical gesture by 
taking up a genre already situated in a particular scene and using it for a purpose of 
their own. This act of rhetorical embodiment did not require advanced technical 
skills; rather, it required a situated and personal knowledge and a small degree of 
rhetorical daring—the daring to design a billboard for a writing class.

In this particular case the instructor gave in-person formative feedback on 
the “Life Guide” during a class peer review. This feedback included praise for the 
elements discussed in the above paragraph, but also specifically asked D’Ann how this 
genre translation would, if at all, impact her researched argument on the same issue. 
At the end of the semester D’Ann’s portfolio containing both the “Life Guide,” re-
searched argument, and self-reflective essay received an “A” grade because, although 
the work was unconventional, D’Ann still effectively demonstrated the rhetorical 
knowledge asked for in our outcome goals for English 1010, especially this one: 
“#1 Rhetorical Strategies, including adapting to differences in purpose, audience and 
genre.” In doing so she engaged the feedback the instructor gave her on a rough draft 
of her argument: “I think you overstate some of your claims and oversimplify cause 
and effect. . . . I like your move at the end as it seems more realistic and sensitive 
but I found myself wanting to see this more balanced view throughout your paper.” 
Not only did D’Ann demonstrate how to adapt her argument from the genre of 
argument to a visual parody, but she also allowed interplay between the genres to 
change the overall purpose and framing of her argument piece.

From a broader perspective, then, writing teachers must develop their own 
rhetorical imaginations—to envision a piece of writing in a setting beyond the 
classroom and to appreciate what, exactly, the student writer aims to be doing in 
that setting with the piece of writing he or she has made. 

To this end, then, we urge the following:

Design and sequence assignments with an eye toward what Kip Strasma calls 
“emergence.” 

Thicken the rhetorical situations framed in your assignments. 

Aim to have students define and address potential audiences, to conceive of 
and execute strategies of delivery and reception.

Ask students to consider the context of use for their productions.

Offer feedback formatively, so that students can try and try again at the above.
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Evaluate whether the student’s written production succeeds in terms of its 
own aims within a thick rhetorical situation.

Conclusion: (Both/and)

As these reconstructions of students’ multimodal productions above illustrate, the 
boundaries of the classroom and the discipline of composition may be much less 
rigid than we assume. Yet the maturing discipline of composition often enough 
still rebuffs such illustrations and the calls for opening up these boundaries. Plenty 
of us worry about diffusing our disciplinary activities to the point we no longer 
recognize ourselves, often voiced as a warning call to move “back to the core” of 
writing and argument. As compositionists we should know better, especially when 
the debate is crudely cast as an either/or: either we shore up the boundaries of our 
discipline or we will be indistinguishable from media studies and communication, 
and we will lose the focus on teaching students how to write. Henry Jenkins argues 
in Convergence Culture that educators can remain too focused on the “dangers of 
[media] manipulation rather than the possibilities of participation . . . rather than in 
expanding skills at deploying media for one’s own ends, rewriting the core stories 
our culture has given us” (259). To accomplish this we must accept the necessary 
ambiguity of being both, as Stuart Moulthrop (cited in Williams) insists, “advocates 
of an endangered literacy [and] . . . pathfinders for new modes of information 
exchange” (479).

Note

We offer our thanks to our students D’Ann Squire, Danielle Lail, Jamison Feath-
erstone, Aaron Mann, and Zach Smith for their permission to cite from and 
represent their work here, work that has inspired and illuminated our own.
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