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Racial Countermemory:  
Tourism, Spatial Design, and Hegemonic 

Remembering  
 

!ǇǊƛƭ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ {ŀƳ Iƻǳǎǘƻƴ {ǘŀǘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ WŀƳŜǎ /ƘŀǎŜ Sanchez, 
Middlebury College 

----- 
 

On July 29, 1910, a massacre took place in the town of Slocum, TX, a small rural community 125 
miles north of Houston. Three Black men were walking down a dirt road late at night when they 
passed a few white men, who murdered them in cold blood (Madigan, 2006). While specific 
details of the incident are sparse, we know that within 48 hours, an unknown number of Black 
residents (ranging from dozens to possibly hundreds) were murdered. Most of their names 
were forgotten, and there was no total body count for the massacre, though the sheriff of the 
county suggested the death toll could be between 200-300 African-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎΦ ά¢ƘŜ ώǿƘƛǘŜ 
meƴϐ ƘǳƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ bŜƎǊƻŜǎ Řƻǿƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǎƘŜŜǇΣέ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ όaŀŘƛƎŀƴΣ нллсύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀǎǎ ǎƭŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ 
while publicized in the Dallas Morning News and the New York Times, was quickly erased out of 
any national narrative on racism during the Jim Crow era. Though people in the Slocum area 
told stories of the massacre for decades, there were no public memorials dedicated to the 
incident. Many in the area even described the story as a legend rather than a historical event.  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ нлмсΣ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ άƭŜƎŜƴŘǎέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфмл {ƭƻŎǳƳ aŀǎǎŀŎǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ 
enshrined by the Texas Historical Commission (THC) with a marker one mile southeast of the 
town. The marker claims that eight men died (and acknowledges probably many more did, too) 
and cites a poignant quote from a piece of Texas legislation that recognized the incident in 
нлммΥ άhƴƭȅ ōȅ ǎƘƛƴƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ 
ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴŎƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴέ όwŀƳƛǊŜȊΣ нлмсύΦ aŀƴȅ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ 
celebrated the marker. After hearing for years that many of their ancestors were victims of a 
terrible massacre but lacking the historical proof to authenticate it, they finally had the THC on 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛŘŜΦ hƴŜ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǾƛŎǘƛƳΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘΣ /ƻƴǎǘŀƴŎŜ IƻƭƭƛŜ-Jawaid, stated of the incident, 
άLǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ƛƎƴƻǊƛƴƎ ƛǘΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎǇƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƻǊ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘέ 
(Madigan, 2006). Many in the area were overjoyed that a history they had been privately 
taught for decades had finally been publicly acknowledged through historical research. 

Not everyone was happy, though, especially many white people in the area. Jimmy Odom, chair 
of the Anderson County Historical Commission, the county where Slocum is located, critiqued 
ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǊΥ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ƴƛŎŜΣ ǉǳƛŜǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ Lǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ 
ǎƘŀƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ǊŀŎƛǎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƴƻǿ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜέ όaŀŘƛƎŀƴΣ нллсύΦ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ 
County Commissioner Greg /ƘŀǇŀƛƴ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ hŘƻƳΣ ŎƭŀƛƳƛƴƎΣ ά{ƻ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 
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informationτas far as all the ones that have been supplied to us. Everything has contradicted 
itself totallyτas far as how many were killedτƘƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƪƛƭƭŜŘΦ Iƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ Blacks? 
How many whites? ... Nothing was consistentτand then no one was prosecuted on it. No one 
ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǾƛŎǘŜŘέ ό5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ нлмрύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜȄŀǎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ 
enough research to construct a monument in honor of the dead (some of which was built from 
9ΦwΦ .ƛƭƭǎΩ нлмп ōƻƻƪ The 1910 Slocum Massacre), many people in the area, especially white 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΦ bƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ 
this controversy on how to remember, or, perhaps, forget, the Slocum massacre illustrates a 
memory problemτspecifically, an issue with countermemory.  

Countermemory can be defined as a marginalized (or often erased) form of remembering, one 
that resituates the narratives of the oppressed or forgotten as equal to dominant narratives 
and often contains the sameτif not moreτhistorical evidence. Countermemories can be 
constructed for people, identities, historical events, or nation-building. In Slocum, the dominant 
narrative is that the African-American massacre never took place, ƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 
άŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜέ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŘƛŘΦ ¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ƭŜƎŜƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǎŀŎǊŜ ǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƻǊŀƭƭȅ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ 
for over a century, some citizens of Slocum downplayed their relevance and played off the 
stories as fake. However, the new marker in Slocum, along with the Texas Historical 
/ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭΣ 9ΦwΦ .ƛƭƭΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŘƻȊŜƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ƻǊ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ŀ 
historical tragedy, together build a countermemory in the community that resists the dominant 
discourse. Many white people in the area oppose these countermemories because they 
ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ 
countermemories is not just that they can build identities and form communities but that they 
can drastically alter how a community perceives itself. 

In this article, we build a working rhetorical theory of countermemory, a term not sufficiently 
discussed in rhetorical scholarship but used in cultural geography. To do this, we begin by 
discussing the rhetoric of public memory and explore how public memory has been 
constructed, utilized, and performed over the last 30 years of scholarship. Though our work 
here focuses specifically on race, there are broader rhetorical applications of countermemories, 
and we hope that other rhetoricians might employ countermemory to better understand the 
relationship between history, memory, identity, and power because these relationships 
enhance how we understand ideology, sight, and knowledge creation. We then move to 
defining countermemory by first using interdisciplinary scholarship to illustrate how other fields 
employ it and then define it in concrete rhetorical terms. From there, we move into three 
different case studies of the National Museum of Peace and Justice (NMPJ), the Porvenir 
Massacre, and the Whitney Plantation to demonstrate the rhetorical nature of countermemory. 
We explore each case study through certain themes that better characterize its rhetorical 
capabilities: the spatiality of countermemory at the NMPJ, the hegemonic defenses of white 
memory at Porvenir, and the relationship between heritage tourism sites and countermemory 
at the Whitney Plantation. As a subversive rhetorical feature, countermemory re/writes 
heritage tourism sites, memorials, and historical markers in a way that could be transformative 
in the American South and Texas.  
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A History of Public Memory in Rhetorical Studies  
According to Susannah Radstone (2008), we can trace memory studies back to the late-1980s 
and 1990s and one of the first interdisciplinary conferences on memory in 1998, titled 
άCǊƻƴǘƛŜǊǎ ƻŦ aŜƳƻǊȅΦέ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΣ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎƛŀƴǎ ōŜƎŀƴ 
applying these concepts of memory to study public memory. Much in the way classical rhetoric 
analyzed how orators apply mnŜƳƻƴƛŎǎ ǘƻ ŀƛŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ όǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜǎ ƻŦ vǳƛƴǘƛƭƛŀƴΩǎ 
Institutio Oratoria ŀƴŘ /ƛŎŜǊƻΩǎ De Oratore) public memory scholars studied how mnemonics 
affect the public. The emphasis on recall and retention evolved to analysis on seeing how space 
and place hold rhetorical dimensions. The ars memoriae (or, the art of memory) transformed 
from training the individual mind to studying how people collectively train to identify with 
public objects. This change from memorization mnemonics to mnemonics of identity 
(mnemonics that highlight how personal and collective identity are shaped) accentuated the 
rhetorical dimensions of created objects, space, and memory and how they convene publicly. 
Below, we discuss a brief history of public memory rhetorics as a means to further explore the 
need of countermemory studies, labeling the exigencies for our study. 

One of the first pieces of rhetorical scholarship on public memory is Carole Blair, Marsha S. 
WŜǇǇŜǎƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ 9ƴǊƛŎƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ WǊΦϥǎ όмффмύ άtǳōƭƛŎ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ƛƴ tƻǎǘƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅέ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ 
the Quarterly Journal of Speech (QJS). Their article uses a public memory lens to analyze the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington D.C., arguing that postmodern texts and 
ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ άŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ άǘƻ ƎǊŀǎǇ ǘƘŜ 
ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭƛŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜέ όǇΦ нунύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
to study the rhetoric of public memory because it highlights the multiple interpretations of 
monuments and their effects. 

In the 1990s, QJS published three more texts on public memory that deal with new issues of 
public tragedy, race, and rhetoric. First, Stephen H. Browne (1995) published a review essay, 
άwŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜȄǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ tǳōƭƛŎ aŜƳƻǊȅέ ƛƴ QJS. The four books he analyzes, 
ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ άǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭέ ǘŜȄǘǎΤ ǊŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ 
American Studies and History. Browne makes the case that public memory is a rhetorical 
method, and in his conclusion he argues for public memory to be its own subsection in the field 
of rhetoric. Cheryl R. Jorgensen-9ŀǊǇ ŀƴŘ [ƻǊƛ !Φ [ŀƴȊƛƭƻǘǘƛ όмффуύ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ .ǊƻǿƴŜΩǎ ƭŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ 
published their text on shrines of national tragedy in QJS three years later. Their text analyzes 
the public memories of tragedy (such as the Oklahoma City bombing and the material objects 
visitors brought to enshrine the horrific event) to see how individuals remember collective pain 
ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿǊƛǘŜΣ ǇƻŜǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ 
conǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘΣ ƛǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŀ ΨƳƴŜƳƻƴƛŎ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ƳƻǳǊƴŜǊǎ 
ΨƪŜŜǇ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƴǘƛƳŜƴǘǎΣΩέ ŀ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ 
but also to move forward in their private grief (p. 163). Their article challenges how we perceive 
the differences between public and private grief. Browne (1999) published another piece in 
QJSΣ ǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ άwŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ /ǊƛǎǇǳǎ !ǘǘǳŎƪǎΥ wŀŎŜΣ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 
/ƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΦέ Iƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎŜǊŜƳƻnies that commemorate Attucks' life, 
ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƳŀǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŀƴȄƛŜǘȅέ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ !ǘǘǳŎƪǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ 
America's collective identity colliding with historical memory (p. 185-186). Browne concludes 
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Ƙƛǎ ǇƛŜŎŜ ōȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ Ǌelationship between memory and collective identity has always 
ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎŎŜƴŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŘǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǇƻǎǘƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΩ ƘŀǾŜ 
imagined, contested, expropriated, and otherwise kept their past alive for unabashedly political 
purposŜǎέ όǇΦ мусύΦ ¢ŀƪŜƴ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ 
rhetorics by exploring their intersections with race, postmodernism, tragedies, and other 
avenues of identity-making. 

YŜƴŘŀƭƭ wΦ tƘƛƭƭƛǇǎΩ όнллпύ ƛƴǘŜǊŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ŜŘƛted collection Framing Public Memory was one of 
the first books to argue about memory from a rhetorical perspective (though the text is 
interdisciplinary). He states in the introduction: 

Indeed, the study of memory is largely one of the rhetoric of memories. The ways 
memories attain meaning, compel others to accept them, and are themselves 
contested, subverted, and supplanted by other memories are essentially rhetorical. As 
an art interested in the ways symbols are employed to induce cooperation, achieve 
understanding, contest understanding, and offer dissent, rhetoric is deeply steeped in a 
concern for public memories. (p. 2-3) 

His collection emphasizes rhetoric as a central construct in understanding public memory and 
place, space, and politics. Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian L. Ott's Places of Public 
Memory όнлмлύ ƭƻŎŀǘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳƛƭŘ άǇƭŀŎŜέ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 
memory; Bradford Vivian's Public Forgetting (2010) integrates questions of public forgetting 
into conversationǎ ƻŦ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΤ ŀƴŘ DΦ aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭ wŜȅŜǎΩ όнлмлύ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ Public Memory, 
Race, and Ethnicity analyzes how publics and communities inscribe and interpret race and 
ethnicity through various sites and act of public memory. Together, these three books (all 
published in the same year) extend public memory by redefining its significance in modern 
society. 

 

Defining Countermemory  
With a better picture of how memory studies has progressed as a subfield, as well as how 
scholars in rhetorical studies have engaged memory and public memory, we now turn to focus 
more specifically on how public memory has been adopted in the American South to illustrate 
what is missing from this research: countermemory. From there, we will introduce 
countermemory and racial countermemory as rhetorical concepts birthed out of a problematic 
memory-politic in the South.  

Following the 2017 American Nazi and Klan rally in Charlottesville, Virginia Representative 
¢ƘƻƳŀǎ DŀǊǊŜǘǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘΥ άώ¢ƘŜ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǎǳǇǊŜƳŀŎƛǎǘǎϐ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ 
ŀǎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎέ όZeitz, 2017). Other public figures made similar comments on social media, 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ {ŀƭƭȅ ¸ŀǘŜǎ όнлмтύΣ ǿƘƻ ǘǿŜŜǘŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ǉƻƛǎƻƴ ǎǇŜǿŜŘ ōȅ bŀȊƛǎ, white supremacists, 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ YYY ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎΣ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ 
Exceptionalism, argues that the United States is unique from other nations and plays a specific 
role in global history. Along with this argument is a parallel one: Because the United States is 
exceptional, it does not suffer from large scale social ills like Nazism and racial genocide. As a 
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nation, we may argue that Richard Spencer and his followers are aberrant, but this is an 
unfounded argument. Racism was a core value when this country was conceived, and hundreds 
of years later, it is still firmly a part of our national identity. In light of the fact that we suffer 
from selective amnesia when it comes to remembering our histories, it is not a surprise the 
memorials, historic markers, and historical societies present a sanitized perspective. As a result, 
ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀ Ƙŀǎ ŜƴŘŜŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƻŦ ŘŜƴƛŀƭέ ό[ƻŜǿŜƴΣ нллтΣ ǇΦ рύΦ tǳōƭƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
American South is particularly complex, and in many communities, dominant cultural narratives 
overshadow Other/ed stories. As a way to preserve a distinctly Southern nationalist identity, for 
much of the 20th and 21st century, African Americans have been written out of public memory. 
So, the current method of remembering has more to do with forgetting than it does 
remembering, as well as what and whom we are remembering (Dickinson, Ott, and Aoki, 2006). 

We turn first to cultural geographer Stephen Legg (2005) to define and unpack countermemory. 
Conceptually, Legg draws from Walter Benjamin (1968ύΣ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǘŜǊƳΣ άǎƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ 
ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊȅΣέ ƘŜ ŎǊŜŘƛǘǎ aƛŎƘŜƭ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘ όмфттύ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ tƛŜǊǊŜ bƻǊŀ όмфуфύΣ ŀ CǊŜƴŎƘ 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ [ŜƎƎΣ άώǎϐƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-memory mark times and places in which people 
have refused to forget. They can rebut the memory schema of a dominant class, caste, race, or 
ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέ όǇΦ мумύΦ CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ 
.ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΩǎ ǿŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎƛǎƳΣ [ŜƎƎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ Ǉublic memory is presented 
historically does not actually recognize the overlooked stories of marginalized individuals and 
events. For Legg, a more accurate representation of history comes from the idea of melancholia 
ƛƴ .ŜƴƧŀƳƛƴΩǎ όмфплύ άhƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΦέ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƭŀǿŜŘ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ 
remember history, Benjamin recommends that we maintain an active, evolving, and 
melancholic attitude towards the past. When we adopt a mournful posture towards history, it 
άΦ Φ Φ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙistory, for the rewriting of the past as well as the 
ǊŜƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜέ ό9ƴƎ ŀƴŘ YŀȊŀƴƧƛŀƴΣ нллоΣ ǇΦ мύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ [ŜƎƎΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ 
certain memories are repressed or forgotten in Dehli, a similar pattern that we trace in the 
American South with regard to African American, Indigenous, and Mexican American stories. As 
ƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ƛƴ 5ŜƘƭƛΣ ƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳΣ άǎƛǘŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-
ƳŜƳƻǊȅέΥ   

This phrase combines the work of Foucault with French historian Pierre Nora. Nora 
coined the phrase lieux de mémoire (sites, places, or realms of memory) to represent 
the ways people came to identify with the nation. These could be material sites, such as 
monuments or battlefields; symbolic, such as idols or flags; or functional, such as 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻǊ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ bƻǊŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
sites in which dominant processes of ordering and memory formation were challenged, 
mobilizing a counter-historical narrativeτin this case that of nationalismτto forge a 
site of countermemory, whether it be material, functional, or symbolic. (p. 183) 

As such, sites of countermemory are characterized by a challengingτeven a disruptionτof 
dominant historical narratives. These sites can also be material, digital, metaphysical, or 
symbolic.  
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Also taking up countermemory, cultural geographer Derek Alderman (2010) examines the 
African American monument in Savannah, Georgia and focuses on the complex relationship 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ {ŀǾŀƴƴŀƘΩǎ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ IŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ 
the lengthy battle that teacher and activist Abigail Jordan fought to get the monument 
approǾŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǘŜȄǘ όǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ aŀȅŀ !ƴƎŜƭƻǳΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎύΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
conflict with local leaders and community members over all aspects of the monument (its 
placement, the text, and its purpose). Alderman argues that the monument represents a site of 
countermemory, and, drawing from Legg, also establishes how these sites function to 
remember the forgotten or suppressed stories:  

¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎƛǘŜǎ ΨŎŀƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǊŜǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
wrongdoing, and increase readiness of groups to listen to the stories of the previously 
ǎƛƭŜƴǘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ-memory can be highly contentious because of the 
political stakes involved and the inherent difficulty of recovering long repressed (and 
suppressed) memories and identities. (p. 90-91) 

²Ŝ ǎŜŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ [ŜƎƎΩǎ ŀƴŘ !ƭŘŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ 
cultivate a rhetoric of countermemory.  

First, countermemory resists dominant/hegemonic cultural narratives for the purpose of 
exposing and circulating diverse narratives. Dominant cultural narratives are often disguised as 
άƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŦŀŎǘǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǘǊǳŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ 
from one generation to another; they are also normalized via public discourse (historical 
ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭǎΣ ƳŀǊƪŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎύ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǿƘŀǘ DƛǊƻǳȄ όмффмύ Ŏŀƭƭǎ άƳŀǎǘŜǊ 
ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΦέ  Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ōȅ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ 
competing narrative of the same evidence, augmenting the narrative already in place with 
additional information, or telling the story from the perspective of a marginalized group or 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 5ŀǾŜ ¢ŜƭƭΩǎ όнлмфύ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ Remembering Emmett Till demonstrates the 
process and impact of rewriting and remembering thŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ¢ƛƭƭΩǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
problematic ways that his death has been conveyed to the public. Countermemory celebrates 
story, because as Christina Cedillo (Cedillo et al., нлмуύ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ άǎǘƻǊȅ ώƛǎϐ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ώŀƴŘϐ 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ώƛǎϐ ǎǘƻǊȅΦέ {ǘƻǊȅ disturbs the orderly, hegemonic dynamics at play in public memory 
sites.  

Second, countermemory is both an individual and collective project to remember 
inequalities, tragedies, and injustices, especially those that are not a part of public memory. 
Running parallel to our first point, countermemory actively seeks to remember that which has 
been forgotten, misinterpreted, or co-opted because memorials function as memory-aids for 
the public. Contrary to the 718 memory sites crafted by the United Daughters of the 
Confederacy to circulate a Lost Cause narrative (Lowndes, 2017), countermemory identifies 
individuals who were enslaved, lynched, or bought. For example, at heritage tourism sites like 
plantation houses, countermemory looks like the Whitney Plantation, where the enslaved are 
ƴŀƳŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ ŀǾƻƛŘǎ ǘƘŜ ά.ƛƎ IƻǳǎŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻŎŜƴǘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ 
color.  
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Finally, countermemory is a way to link the past and the present instead of disassociating the 
present moment from the concerns of the past, or, in other words, countermemory reminds 
ǳǎ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘέ (Legg, 2005, p. 186). Because white Americans tend to 
ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ǳǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 
settler-colonialism, countermemory creates a continuous narrative that forms connections 
between past events and current concerns. For example, the National Memorial for Peace and 
WǳǎǘƛŎŜ όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ batWύ ŘŜǇƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ƭȅƴŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ ǿƛǘƘ 
sculptures of enslaved individuals, progresses through the indoor section that names the 
individuals who were lynched, and leads back to an outdoor area with another sculpture of 
Black men with their hands up. The movement through the memorial takes the visitor on a 
ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ 
slavery with its present-day concerns of violence and imprisonment of Black males. Likewise, 
countermemory functions to remind us of the links between past and present. 

In this article, we broadly focus on countermemory but use race as a lens to illustrate this 
rhetorical concept. We highlight racial countermemory and use the American South (including 
Texas) as a backdrop for a larger conversation about race and public memory. In his research 
ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƛǎǎƛǎǎƛǇǇƛ 5Ŝƭǘŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ 5ŀǾŜ ¢Ŝƭƭ όнлмфύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ άŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ 
ƳŜƳƻǊȅΣέ ƻǊ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΣ ǊŀŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΦ ¢Ŝƭƭ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ 
of racism . . . commemoration . . .  and of the Mississippi Delta cannot even be described (let 
alone understood or analyzed) apart from the ways that race, place, and commemoration work 
through each other--ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊέ όǇΦ сύΦ aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
countermemory intersect with conversations about race (and place). If countermemory 
opposes dominant narratives, then racial countermemory more specifically looks to identify, 
analyze, and refute dominant racial narratives and replace them with narratives that have 
either been forgotten or suppressed. Sites of racial countermemory are frequently fraught with 
conflict by different groups of people for distinct reasons. In the case of the 2016 memorial for 
the Slocum Massacre marker, the friction was from white residents who did not want to carry 
the responsibility of the historical eventsτalthough residents framed it as an issue with the 
number of Black individuals killed or the documentary evidence of those deaths. 

Other sites of countermemory have been met with similar contention. When the NMPJ was 
built in Montgomery, Alabama in 2018, many residents resented it, citing a fear that it would 
άŘǊŜŘƎŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƛǘŜ ŀƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōŀŎƪƭŀǎƘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Black ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦέ hƴŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ 
ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άΦ Φ Φ ŀ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ƳƻƴŜȅΣ ŀ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜ ώŀƴŘ ǿŀǎϐ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǳǇ ōǳƭƭǎƘƛǘέ 
(as cited in Levin, 2018). Similar reactions occurred in response to the Whitney Plantation in 
Wallace, Louisiana and the African American Monument in Savannah, Georgia. Suffice it to say: 
when sites of ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŀǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΣ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ 
dominant narrative seeks to deny, forget, or alter the truth about slavery and the persistence of 
racism and explicit racist policiesτso, when countermemory confronts these false histories, the 
reaction is frequently one of fear, anger, and resentment. 

For the remainder of this article, we turn to focus more specifically on three case studies to 
demonstrate the rhetorical nature of countermemory in action: the NMPJ in Montgomery, 
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Alabama, the site of the Porvenir massacre in West Texas, and the Whitney Plantation in 
Wallace, Louisiana. While the case studies are related in their countermemory subject matter, 
we characterize each based on distinct rhetorical themes. For the NMPJ, we focus on the 
ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊȅΣ ōƻǘƘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭΩǎ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ 
traditional Southern heritage tourism sites in Montgomery. For the Porvenir massacre, we 
highlight the way Mexican Americans fought against white people to preserve this history as an 
opportunity to analyze white resistance to racial countermemories. For the Whitney Plantation, 
ǿŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊΩǎ ǎǇƻǘƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴƛƳƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ ǎƭŀǾŜ 
ƻǿƴŜǊǎ όŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ά.ƛƎ IƻǳǎŜέύ ǿƛǘƘ most plantation tours in the South that valorize slave 
owners, their wealth, and their lifestyle. Each case study will further enhance our 
understanding of the principles of countermemories described above through spatial analysis, 
discursive analysis, and first-hand accounts. 

 

The NMPJ: The Spatiality of Countermemory  
The NMPJ, a memorial built to honor the more than 4,400 lynchings of Black people in the 
United States between 1877 and 1950, opened its doors on April 26, 2018 after much 
anticipation (Equal Justice Initiative, 2017). The memorial is modeled after the Holocaust 
Memorial in Berlin and the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg and is meant to document the 
thousands of racial terror lynchings in the United States. In spite of the fact that lynchings 
occurred for nearly 75 years, there were no large-scale sites to remember this atrocity until the 
NMPJ was built. According to Bryan Stevenson, director of the Equal Justice Initiative, it is 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ άǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ώǿƘo have] never been named in 
ǇǳōƭƛŎέ όŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΣ нлмуύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǊǾŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǘŜŜƭ ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜŘ 
according to state and county. April visited the NMPJ in August 2018 and is able to describe 
ŦƛǊǎǘƘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭΩǎ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅΩǎ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 
ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ǎƛǘŜǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊȅ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘǎ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩǎ {ƻǳǘƘΩǎ ƴƻǎǘŀƭƎƛŀ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
antebellum era. The NMPJ accomplishes this disruption by communicating one unbroken 
narrative of injustice and violence towards Black Americans that continues to present-day 
concerns about police brutality and mass incarceration. 

Other scholars in rhetorical studies have examined the intersection of race, spatiality, and 
memory, and we, too, see their significance in reference to the NMPJ (Shackel, 2003; Gallagher 
ϧ [ŀ²ŀǊŜΣ нлмлύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ batWΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅΣ !ƭŀōŀƳŀΣ ŀ 
city awash in conflicting racial memories; Montgomery boasts many historical markers that 
remember /ƻƴŦŜŘŜǊŀǘŜ άƘŜǊƻŜǎΣέ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ /ƻƴŦŜŘŜǊŀǘŜ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ 5ŀȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
Alabama State Capitol Grounds, and daily tours at the First White House of the Confederacy. 
These spaces and places in Montgomery demonstrate a Lost Cause ideology, which is a belief 
that the cause of the Confederacy was honorable and heroic. This outlook is commonly 
circulated in Southern heritage sites, memorials, historical markers, and monuments. Alongside 
these spaces and places that valorize a Lost Cause ideology, are contrasting memory sites like 
the Civil Rights Memorial Center, Court Square Fountain, the Legacy Museum, and the NMPJ. 
Montgomery is a city divided by how history is remembered for residents and visitors alike. As 
mentioned earlier, the construction of the NMPJ was not welcomed by many white residents, 
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and this is a theme that recurs when countermemory disrupts dominant cultural narratives. The 
batWΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘκǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅΩǎ 
Lost Cause sites, as sites like the First White House of the Confederacy and the extensive 
Confederate Memorial Monument are within walking distance from the NMPJ. These tourism 
ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǿŀƭƪŀōƭŜΣ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ 
and places on foot. The proximity of these opposing memory sites from each other sets up a 
material/metaphysical affect for/to visitors and creates a sense of affective dissonance. The 
geographic proximity of the NMPJ with these sites that depict a hegemonic cultural narrative is 
ƧŀǊǊƛƴƎΤ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǿŀȅǎΣ ƛǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ batWΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŦǳƭ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ 
few blocks away, we can see the relevance for this site of countermemory amidst a tourism 
industry that is founded on Lost Cause principles.  

In addiǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ batWΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ǎƛǘŜǎΣ ǿŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ƛǘǎ 
layout within a rhetorical framework of countermemory, including its role that resists dominant 
hegemonic narratives, remembers injustices that are not a part of public memory, and links the 
past and present. The memorial is separated into five distinct areas: the outer 
garden/courtyard, the walkway up to the structure, the memorial with the engraved names 
(the covered portion), the outdoor memorial with duplicates of the engraved names, and the 
walkway back around to the entrance/exit. These five regions flow into each other and 
generally follow a large circular pattern. Each area also has a distinct purpose that ties into the 
overall narrative, as well as a more generalized chronological pattern. The outdoor 
courtyard/garden is open to the public, so there is no need to purchase a ticket to walk around 
and read some of the signage. The centerpiece of the garden is a brick wall composed of bricks 
made by enslaved Black people in Montgomery in the late 1850s, and according to the exhibit 
ƭŀōŜƭΣ άΦ Φ Φ ǿƘƻ ŜƴŘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳƛƭƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƻƴŘŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǘƻǳŎƘ 
ǘƻŘŀȅΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǿŀƭƭΣ ŀ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΣ ǎǇŜŀƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ usually 
overlooked by Southern tourism heritage sites, which tend to cite the white slave owners as the 
ones who built the plantation homes. For example, the historic markers placed near the 
plantation homes in northwest South Carolina list the original owner as responsible for building 
the mansion instead of more accurately attributing the labor to those who were enslaved. Not 
all parts of the NMPJ are intended for physical touch, but this part is. The exhibit label 
encourages visitors to run their hands on the bricks and remember the hands and bodies that 
labored for wealthy white individuals.  

Upon purchasing a ticket, visitors can enter the memorial. The main part of the memorial (the 
part with the roof and the hanging markers) was only a few hundred yards away at the top of a 
small hill. The sheer size of the memorial in conjunction with the statues of enslaved individuals 
at different stages of the slave trade immediately evokes an affective response. Ghanaian artist 
Kwame Akoto-Bamfo created the sculptures in remembrance of the Transatlantic Slave Trade, 
ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŀŘŜΩǎ ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƪ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ-country (see Figure 1). Akoto-Bamfo 
ŀǎƪǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪΥ ά!ǊŜ ǿŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦǊŜŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƭŀǾŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻƭƻƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΚέ (as cited in Martin, 2018). On one side of the path was the statues and to the 
right was informational signage that relayed the story of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. The 
immediate purpose of the long walkway up to the main part of the memorial is to provide a  
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Figure 1: Sculptures created by Ghanaian artist Kwame Akoto-Bamfo in remembrance 
of the Transatlantic Slave Trade. Photograph by April OôBrien. 

 

framework for visitors; it re/tells a story that is notoriously minimized or elided to prevent 
white Americans from grappling with their violent history. This story leads to the physical 
memorial where visitors can view the names of some 800 men, women, and children who were 
lynched. As a site of countermemory, this first space within the NMPJ functions to replace 
hegemonic Southern narratives of gentility and hospitality with the jarring reality of the 
suppressed memories of individuals who were lynched. 

The main part of the memorial is an open-air structure covered by a roof. Each large, steel 
rectangle includes the name of an individual, along with the state and county where s/he was 
lynched. Initially, the steel slabs are face-to-face, but the floor slants down and the slabs 
become hanging structures, enacting the image of lynching (see Figure 2). Just outside the 
covered area is a space that corresponds with the main space; in this space, though, duplicates 
of the steel slabs lie on the ground in parallel rows. One of the volunteer docents informed 
April that the duplicates were intended for the communities where these individuals were 
lynched. The Equal Justice Initiative ultimately seeks to circulate this message of counter-
memory into the communities where these injustices occurred. These duplicate slabs would 
then be sent back into the communities so that these individuals can be remembered in the  
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Figure 2: The inside portion of the NMPJ. Photograph by April O'Brien. 

 
spaces and places where they lived and worked. In the case of the NMPJ, it remembers the 
800+ individuals who were lynched around the country, so the Equal Justice Initiative maintains 
ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ƴŀƳŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭ ƛƴ aƻƴǘƎƻƳŜǊȅ ŀǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ-term 
goal. In this case, circulation resists the dominant narrative in the South that has erased these 
names from public memory. 

The spatiality of the NMPJ is composed in such a way to tell one continuous narrativeτa 
ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŀŎƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀƭΩǎ 
physical location in Montgomery generates a sense of affective dissonance through its streets 
named after Confederate leaders, its proximity to the First White House of the Confederacy, as 
well as to the Alabama River, where enslaved individuals were unloaded and sold like cattle. 
Whereas a memory site like the First White House of the Confederacy relays a false Lost Cause 
narrative and valorizes injustices like slavery, the NMPJ, as a site of countermemory, disrupts 
this dominant cultural narrative by telling one continuous story from the perspective of Black 
Americans. The NMPJ exposes the fallacy of White America and compels visitors to grapple with 
a country built on inequality and injustice.  
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The Porvenir Massacre and Hegemonic Memory  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŘƻƴΩt only occur in museum spaces; they also conjure resistance on 
small plaques miles away from society. In West Texas, near the border of Mexico and Big Bend 
National Park region, lies the unincorporated village of Porvenir. The village has no industry nor 
discernable population and is only remembered as the site of a terrible, racist massacre. In 
January 1918, at the height of anti-Mexican sentiments along the Texas-Mexico border, a Texas 
Rangers squad entered the village looking for the perpetrators of a raid that took place in 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘȅ ŀ ƳƻƴǘƘ ǇǊƛƻǊΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
community took part in the raid but arrested three male villagers anyways. The next day the 
villagers were released and returned home, but the Rangers once again returned--this time 
with injustice on their minds (Carrigan and Webb, 2013). They separated the male villagers 
from the female villages and took the 13 men and two boys outside of the town where they 
proceeded to shoot and kill all 15 of them.1 The 15 boys and men were murdered as an act of 
retaliation for the raid, but, as stated, no evidence suggested anyone involved in this crime 
lived in this camp. The Rangers company was eventually disbanded, yet no one was ever 
charged with a crime (Carrigan and Webb, 2013). 

The memory of this event soon left public knowledge, and it has been left out of Texas state 
history and even forgotten by many of the descendants of the massacre. This history recently 
garnered new attention, however, once Arlinda Valencia (a descendant of Longino Flores, killed 
in the massacre) learned of this incident as an adult. She realized she needed to tell the story 
and organized a remembrance event at the Texas State Capitol in 2018 that hosted 400 people 
(Romero, 2019). Before this, though, historian Monica Muñoz Martinez petitioned the Texas 
Historical Commission to add a marker about the massacre near Porvenir because people 
ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ άǎǘŀǘŜ-ǎŀƴŎǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǊŀ όbƎǳȅŜƴΣ нлмуύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ 
text was approved in July 2013 and was placed near Marfa, the closest town to the now 
abandoned Porvenir, in early-2019. The text reads, partly, as follows: 

A group of Texas Rangers from Company B in Marfa, U.S. Army soldiers from Troop G of 
the 8th Cavalry, and local ranchers arrived at Porvenir in the early morning hours of 
January 28, 1918. They came to the ranch of Manuel Moralez and separated fifteen 
able-bodied men and boys from women, children, and other men. Though initial 
accounts denied any wrongdoing, later testimony confirmed that these 15 victims were 
shot and killed. 

The rest of the text situated the historical context of anti-Mexican aggression at the time and 
details the lack of investigation into the massacre. 

 

     1 It is important to us to name the 15 dead boys and men: Manuel Moralez, Román Nieves, 
Longino Flores, Alberto García, Eutimio Gonzales, Macedonio Huertas, Tiburcio Jaques, 
Ambrosio Hernández, Antonio Castanedo, Pedro Herrera, Viviano Herrera, Severiano Herrera, 
Pedro Jiménez, Serapio Jiménez, and Juan Jiménez. 
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However, this plaque was not placed in Presidio County in early-2019 without controversy. 
After the text of the marker was approved in July 2018, Presidio County Historical Commission 
Chair Mona Blocker Garcia attempted to prevent the marker, by sending an email to the Texas 
IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƛƭƛǘŀƴǘ IƛǎǇŀƴƛŎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ  

political rally and want reparations from the federal government for a 100-year-old plus tragic 
ŜǾŜƴǘέ όŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ȅȄΣ нлмуύΦ hǘƘŜǊ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŘŜƭŀȅŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ 
until they all agreed upon the text, which led to the American Historical Association denouncing 
ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭŀȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ άŘƻƎ ǿƘƛǎǘƭŜέ ό¢ȅȄΣ нлмуύΦ Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ 
being presented in this article, the debate around remembering the Porvenir Massacre 
illustrates the rhetorical power of countermemories in the way it forces the hegemony to react 
and keep its power intact, revealing the artificial construction of that power in the discourse 
surrounding these memories. 

Hegemonic theory proposes that those in power want to remain in power and will utilize all 
means to keep power (Gramsci, 2011; Mearsheimer, 2010). This principle translates to 
memories as well, as those who have power in portraying specific memories that portray them 
positively will fight to keep them intact. Countermemories exist as direct opposition to 
maintaining hegemonic memory; countermemories disrupt typical systems of knowledge and 
how that information is spread because they create alternative forms of memory. Thus, when 
countermemories form, agents with power typically attempt to erase them or challenge their 
validity. Such is the case in Charleston, SC, when the city quickly scrubbed over spray paint that 
challenged the Confederate Defenders of Charleston monument as racist (Sanchez and Moore, 
2015). Instead of allowing people to stick with this countermemory that the Confederacy might 
ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ άƘƻƴƻǊŀōƭŜΣέ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƘƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇǊŀȅ Ǉŀƛƴǘ ōǳǘ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ 
intactτa powerful, symbolic gesture that they would not openly deal with arguments against 
the Confederacy. Or, similarly, the same defenses came to light when a statue of Clarence 
Darrow, the famed, agnostic defense attorney for the Scopes Trial, was erected beside a statue 
of William Jennings Bryan, the Christian fundamentalist who was the prosecutor in the trial, at 
the Rhea County Courthouse in Tennessee in 2017.2 A statue of Bryan had existed at the 
courthouse since 2005 and represented rural Tennessee's Christian values, and when the 
Darrow statue was erected, many in the community felt their values were being challenged 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ōȅ ǎŜŎǳƭŀǊƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ǘƻ ōƭǳǊ ƻǊ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ǊŜƳƛƴŘƛƴƎ 
us of our Judeo-/ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜέ όCŀǳǎǎŜǘΣ нлмтύΦ /ƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƛƴ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ 
react, defend, and try to levy their power because countermemories are perceived as a visceral 
threat to the hegemony. 

In Porvenir, hegemonic defenses developed swiftly. People, many of whom were white but 
some who were Mexican-American, attempted to charge the countermemory as being nothing 
more than a poliǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǳƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ǇƻǿŜǊ όŀǎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀōƻǾŜ ƛƴ DŀǊŎƛŀΩǎ ǉǳƻǘŜύΦ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀƴ 
argument leaves out the fact that this countermemory is a true, under-reported incident. 

 

     2 James attributes this research to his student, Porter Bowman, who wrote a seminar paper 
on the memory of the Scopes Trial at the Rhea County Courthouse in a recent course. 
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DŀǊŎƛŀΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ǊŜƭƛŜǎ ǳǇƻƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ƘŜǊ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ be 
analyzed as a red herring that attempts to move people away from the real history in West 
Texas to align them with different political beliefs. Others in the community have attempted to 
fight back against this countermemory by questioning why it was laōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀ άƳŀǎǎŀŎǊŜέ ƻǊ 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎ άǊŀŘƛŎŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨōǊƻǿƴ ǇƻǿŜǊΩ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘέ only want to share negative stories about 
white people (as cited in Tyx, 2018). Nonetheless, the argument that we should remember the 
massacre was met with harsh criticism by those who argue that remembering it as a crime is 
solely as a political act.  

The marker itself lies 27 miles from Marfa (the closest incorporated town) and over 10 miles 
away from Porvenir on US Highway 90. It existsτalmost quite literallyτin the middle of 
nowhere όŀǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ CƛƎǳǊŜ оύΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ 
the NMPJ does because there is nothing to interact with. Yet, even this marker, placed miles 
away from civilization, still causes people with power to react because it simply exists. 
Hegemonic memory calls for Black and white interpretations of history and balks at any sign of 
ŘƛǎǎŜƴǘΦ ²ƘƛǘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀƎŜŘƛŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ Řŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 
placement of this marker. Actually, one would have to go out of their way to interact with it. 
Yet, its mere presence and the idea that a tragedy was misremembered forces them to combat 
it, even when the state history board tells them that this massacre took place. Hegemonic views 
of memory cause people to revolt against anything that might be perceived as a challenge, even 
when the site of the memory is distant. 

 

 

Figure 3: A picture of the Porvenir Massacre plaque 27 miles west of Marfa, TX (New 
York Times). 
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All of these arguments are extensions of hegemonic views of history that attempt to downplay 
or negate the real history of the massacre. They exist solely as defenses for a hegemonic view 
of historyτnot one concerned with truth, but one concerned with power. Countermemories 
are political because their very nature emphasizes disruption of normalized discourse that is 
either wrong or that downplays negative historical moments. The fight to remember the 
Porvenir Massacre emphasizes the logical hoops people will jump through in order to preserve 
their imagined view of history, one that systemically erases dissenting points of view. 
 
 

Whitney Plantation: How Countermemory Challenges Heritage 
Tourism Sites  
Located less than an hour from New Orleans, Whitney Plantation is situated on the west bank 
of the Mississippi River in St. John the Baptist Parish. While it is relatively close to New Orleans, 
²ƘƛǘƴŜȅ ŦŜŜƭǎ ǿƻǊƭŘǎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘǳǎǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΦ !ǎƛŘŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƘŀƴŘŦǳƭ 
of cottages, churches, and one or two gas stations, there is little activity between the city and 
Whitney. Whitney opened to the public in December 2014 as the first slavery museum in the 
United States. Although it may seem logical to house such a museum within the borders of a 
plantation house, as we have already indicated, these heritage tourism sites are instead used to 
circulate a narrative of the Old South (Poirot and Watson, 2015; Azaryahu and Foote, 2008). 
/ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ WƻƘƴ /ǳƳƳƛƴƎǎΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ƛƴǘo a slavery museum directly 
ƻǇǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{ΦΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦǳǊƴƛǎƘƛƴƎǎΣ 
and a Lost Cause ideology and omitting/limiting slavery, enslaved individuals, or how their labor 
ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ Ŝconomy. Mitch Landrieu, mayor of New Orleans from 2010-
нлмуΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅ ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ !ǳǎŎƘǿƛǘȊΣέ ŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ IƻƭƻŎŀǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ 
slavery, a comparison that many Americans are not willing to make (as cited in Amsden, 2015).  

We position the Whitney Plantation as a site of countermemory and focus especially on how it 
radically departs from plantation tours in the American South. In fact, its countermemory 
actually challenges heritage tourism dogma. While it is true that some plantation tours have 
begun to incorporate more Black history, including McLeod and Magnolia (both outside of 
Charleston), Whitney is distinct in that its entire purpose is, in the words of Sen­egal­ese scholar 
LōǊŀƘƛƳŀ {ŜŎƪΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ άΦ Φ Φ ǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ wŜŀƭ ǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴǎέ όŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ !ƳǎŘŜƴΣ нлмрύΦ {ŜŎƪΣ 
who works alongside Cummings as the director of research for Whitney, explains that 
/ǳƳƳƛƴƎǎΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛƴ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǎƘƛŦǘ άǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ Ƙŀǎ 
ōŜŜƴ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘΦέ !ǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ batW ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tƻǊǾŜƴƛǊ aŀǎǎŀŎǊŜΣ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ 
was also met with protest from the white community, who argued that the tour would be too 
ŘƛǎǘǳǊōƛƴƎΦ Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ /ǳƳƳƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘǎΣ άLǘ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǘǳǊōƛƴƎ Φ Φ Φ .ǳǘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ŜƭǎŜΚ Lǘ 
happened. It happeneŘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƘŜǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻŀŘέ όŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ !ƳǎŘŜƴΣ нлмрύΦ  

²ƘƛƭŜ ǿŜ ŘǊŀǿ ŦǊƻƳ tƻƛǊƻǘ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǘǎƻƴΩǎ όнлмрύ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
place and public memory in Southern heritage tourism sites like Charleston; Dickinson, Blair, 
ŀƴŘ hǘǘΩǎ όнл10) work with public memory and museums; as well as research in cultural and 
human geography that examines tours in plantation houses (Azaryahu and Foote, 2008), we 
intentionally position Whitney as a site of countermemory to inspire more discussion about 
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memory and plantation houses in rhetorical studies. It cannot be stressed enough that Whitney 
forcefully and powerfully rejects the traditional plantation tour narrative, and, instead, uses the 
genre of tourism as a disruption of the white-centric, slave owner story. 

hǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƛǎ ŀ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ƳŜǘŀƭ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ 
commemorate the slave trade with a pewter plaque that reads:  

Every slave and every slave owner came to this place from different villages on different 
boats. Today we find ourselves all in the same boat awaiting another voyage. We must 
take the voyage together, regardless of the difficulty and the pain. Together we chart a 
course to a place where we can understand our part and find a cure for all evils brought 
here when the first boat visited our shore. Welcome to Whitney. 

From the moment April entered the visitor center, it was apparent that this tour would be 
dramatically different from the other tours that she had previously taken. While the center 
includes a small gift shop (where visitors can peruse slave narratives, handmade goods from 
local Black artisans, and fair trade jewelry from West Africa), it also includes a mini-museum to 
educate visitors before their tour. After paying for her ticket, she was given a lanyard with a 
picture of a young Black girl who was enslaved at Whitney along with some biographical 
information about her. The three-room museum documents various aspects of the transatlantic 
and domestic slave trade and specifically focuses on the process of suppression and resistance 
among enslaved individuals in Louisiana. The tour-before-the-tour sets the tone for Whitney, 
ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ ǎƭŀǾŜ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΩ 
furnishings, clothing, or their privileged lives. 

LǘΩǎ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǳǊ ǿƛǘƘ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ 
antebellum plantation tours, Stephen Hanna et al. (2019) studied the relationship between the 
ordering of space and narrative. Through the use of narrative mapping, Hanna and his 
ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀǇ Ƙƻǿ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻǳǊǎ άΦ Φ Φ ƎƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ǘƻ 
ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŜƭƛŘƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ όǇΦ пфύΦ Lƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǎŜ 
studies at Berkeley Plantation, they found that docents and visitors used vague and distancing 
language to discussed enslaved individuals or the concept of slavery in sharp contrast to the 
language used about the slave owners: 

Observers noted that when guides and visitors mentioned BerƪŜƭŜȅΩǎ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ 
population, they only discussed basic facts, such as the number of slaves the Harrisons 
owned or the labor performed by enslaved persons. Some observers found that guides 
ǳǎŜŘ ǇŀǎǎƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ммл ǎƭŀǾŜǎΩΣ ƻǊ ŘŜǇƭƻȅŜŘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎΩ 
ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜȅΩΦ DǳƛŘŜǎ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƴŀƳŜŘ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΣ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ 
about their lives, and did not attempt to engage visitors emotionally on the topic. This 
contrasts with the rich biographical details visitors learn about members of the Harrison 
family. (p. 9) 

These findings are to be expected and are also matched by AprilΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ²ƻƻŘōǳǊƴ 
Plantation in Pendleton, South Carolina. During her tour of Woodburn (in spite of the fact that 
it was a private tour and the docent was aware of her research about Black history in 
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Pendleton, South Carolina), the docent spent the majority of the time delineating the slave 
ƻǿƴŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƻǇǳƭŜƴǘ ƭƛŦŜǎǘȅƭŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΣ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ 
that one reason that the kitchen was located in an out-building was because the slaves could 
not be trusted to not burn the house down because they were not used to such fine 
furnishings. She also attempted to downplay the humiliation and lack of freedom that the 
enslaved experienced, citing their freedom to move around the region at night while the owner 
ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǎƭŜǇǘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Iŀƴƴŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎΣ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ Ǉƭŀƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 
tour in Southern heritage sites. While there are an increasing number of plantation tours that 
now include the perspective of enslaved individuals and even provide names and narratives, 
Whitney diverges from these by re/making the plantation tour into a slavery museum.  

The tour begins in a church, where visitors are shown a short video that builds on the 
information from the visitor center. It sets the expectation for the tour: the focus will be on the 
actual people who labored on this plantation. For this tour, the white slave owners would be 
the footnote instead of the heroes of the narrative. In the church a few clay sculptures of 
enslaved children were scattered around the sanctuaryτthe same children that many of the 
visitors wear around their neck on a lanyard, and the same children that re/appear in various 
sites on the grƻǳƴŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴ WŀǊŜŘ YŜƭƭŜǊΩǎ όнлмсύ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ άΦ Φ Φ ŀ ƎƘƻǎǘƭȅ 

 

 

Figure 4: The Wall of Honor. Photograph by April O'Brien. 
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ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ώǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎϐ ƭƻǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘǎΦέ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŜΣ ŀ Black man named Ali, 
ǘƻƻƪ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƭƭ ƻŦ IƻƴƻǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƻŦ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅΩǎ ŜƴǎƭŀǾŜŘ ŀǊŜ ŜƴƎǊŀǾŜŘ ƻn a row of 
stone walls in random order to demonstrate their chaotic and tumultuous lived experience. The 
tour weaves through the grounds, stopping at various memorials/art installations that mark the 
many children and babies who died at Whitney, like the Field of Angels Coming Home, a 
monument that records the 107,000 held in bondage in Louisiana from 1719-1820, as well as 
ǘƘŜ ǎƭŀǾŜ Ŏŀōƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǎƭŀǾŜǎ ǿƘƻ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǇǳƴƛǎƘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άŎǊƛƳŜǎέ ƭƛƪŜ 
poor production. After an hour and a half walking around the grounds, the last 15 minutes were 
spent at the Big House.  

Rather than beginning at the Big House, the Whitney tour ends there, and somehow seems 
inconsequential when compared to the stories presented throughout the tour. We argue that 
this decision is a rhetorical one: It explicitly demonstrates the impact of countermemory when 
employed in typical Southern heritage sites. Keeping the Big House at the end of the tour 
functions to footnote what is usually the highlight of a plantation tour. In doing so, Whitney 
enacts the principles of countermemory. It replaces a dominant hegemonic narrative with the 
perspective of those who were enslaved. It poignantly remembers the injustices that the 
American South has attempted to conceal. And it materially links the past with the present, 
through the clay sculptures of enslaved children, the various memorials on site, and the open 

Figure 5: Clay sculpture of an enslaved child at Whitney. Photograph by April O'Brien. 
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ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅΩǎ ŘƻŎŜƴǘǎΦ !ǘ ƻƴŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ April ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƘƛƳΣ άLǘ 
seems like most of the people on this tour are prepared for the narrative that Whitney tells. 
IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜǊ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŀ ǘƻǳǊ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ƻǊ ƻŦŦŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅΩǎ 
ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΚέ IŜ ƴƻŘŘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜŀŘΣ ŎƘǳŎƪƭŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƭŘ April about an older white lady who 
marched off in a huff and waited for two hours in the tour bus rather than take the tour, as well 
as others who were clearly shocked by his statements about structural racism that persists to 
this day. Whitney Plantation represents an important feature of countermemoryτa rhetoric of 
countermemory subverts and re/writes heritage tourism sites in a way that could be 
transformative in the American South. 
 
 

Conclusion  
Memories are all that we are. Memories create identity and community and share our values 
on both the personal and collective levels. Yet, as with all systems of knowledge, memories can 
normalize or disrupt. Countermemories challenge the power dynamics of normalized 
memoryτwhether spatially, through designs that dispute the towns in which they exist (as 
with the NMPJ), or how they disrupt hegemonic views of history (as with the Porvenir 
Massacre), or the capacity in which they can confront tourism industries (as with the Whitney 
Plantation). Countermemories are vital to ensuring that the typical ways of remembering do 
not go unchecked by consistently confronting what memories can be tied back to historical 
interpretations and which exist as a means to preserve certain ideologies. If memories are all 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǘ ŦŀŎŜ 
value. We must continually revisit and reexamine how our memories exist, what they say, and 
how they affect different audiences. 

While research on countermemories has been furthered in other interdisciplinary fields, we 
argue that rhetoricians need to better consider the impact of such work not just on memory 
and history but on how these subjects greatly influence systems of knowledge, ways of seeing 
and thinking, and ideology. Memory is never apolitical and does not exist in a vacuum. And 
countermemory specifically influences public discourse on a daily basis and has the potential to 
alter the spaces and places that we inhabit. Rhetoricians should explore countermemories not 
because the field is ripe for analysis (though it is) but because countermemories are uniquely 
ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƻ άŀƭǘŜǊ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅέ ŀǎ .ƛǘȊŜǊ όмфсуύ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǊƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜǾŜǊ-
present. They exist to dispute, change, and persuade.  

On a personal note, the countermemories we have engaged in this essay have forever altered 
some of our own understandings of history and even our personal memories. They reshaped 
our emotional connections to the lack of history on slavery, as April notes in visiting the 
Whitney Plantation and the NMPJ, and repositioned how James viewed his own Mexican-
American heritage in light of understanding the Porvenir Massacre and the history of Texas 
Ranger violence near the Mexico border. We have discussed our own memories of race; 
reflected on space, time, and place; and considered how they contributed to this article. This is 
the capability of countermemoriesτto mold and affect people on deeply personal and 
emotional levels because they ask us to contemplate our own lives, our own understandings of 
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history, our own memories. Countermemories continually call for us to question ourselves and 
the memories that construct our realities. 
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Abstract  
I offer this narrative as a feminist methodology for algorithmic research methods, insisting that 
affect, collaboration, community and embodiment are rich resources for algorithmic writing and 
research. I highlight these feminist themes because much of the research on algorithmic writing 
focuses procedural rhetoric and the relationship between the programmer and the program. In 
my narrative, I highlight the social and embodied experiences that shape my process as a 
feminist working with algorithmic research methods. In doing, I resist the assumption that 
feminist scholars have a technical deficiency that must be overcome in order to engage in DH 
research. Instead, I position our feminist practices and values as vital assets for conducing 
compelling feminist research in digital humanities.  
 
Keywords : Feminist; Digital Humanities; Methodology; Affect; Embodiment.  
 
 

Introduction  
Barbara McClintock is now famous for her scientific breakthroughs regarding genetic code. 
However, for 30 years, no one took her seriously. Genome sequences were, and largely still are, 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭΣ ŎƻŘŜΣ ƛƳƳǳǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƛƴ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ 5b! ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƻ 
be independent of context. McClintock approached the genome with an intuition, intimacy, and 
a holistic view that included ecological context (see Keller, 1984). From these methods, she 
sensed and felt for the organism. Her intuition made all the difference. McClintock was 
awarded a Nobel prize in honor of her research demonstrating that genetic code is flexible, 
relational, and responsive to contexts. 

There has been a long metaphorical slippage between DNA code and computer code. For both, 
code is widely understood as a logical process that cannot be questioned or modified, except by 
experts. For DNA code and computer code, Wendy Hui Kyong Chun argues that this metaphor 
of code creates a black box: we assume it works, and bŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ 
(Chun, 2008). Blackboxing occurs any time complex technologies are used without questioning 
or understanding the design choices, thereby allowing the technology to be a mystery to the 
user. Chun identifies blackboxing throughout the history of computing, from the shift for early 
computers to use graphic interfaces, to the desktop metaphors of our current computers, to 
ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ {ƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ƛǎ άǎƻƭŘ ŀǎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǊ 
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more and easier control, but they also necessitated blackboxing even more the operations of 
ǘƘŜ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘέ όпрύΦ  

!ŘǾƻŎŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǇŜƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŎƻŘŜ Ƴŀȅ ǊŜǇƭȅΣ άDƛǘƘǳō ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ōƭŀŎƪōƻȄƛƴƎΗέ ŀǎ ƛŦ 
giving access to code is to offer complete transparency. This is precisely the promise of 
ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ /Ƙǳƴ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΦ {ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇǳǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƭƛǘǘŜǊŜŘ 
ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ άŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƻōŦǳǎŎŀǘƛƻƴέ όпрύΦ 
That obfuscation may be the relationship between hardware and software, the relationship 
between syntax and function, or the choices made by the programmer. The promise of 
transparency offered with open source code also obfuscates the complex work of code literacy, 
which is a complex social, embodied, and hegemonic process.  

Most significantly for my feminist intervention, code itself hides the work of coding and the 
coder. When I make programming choices, I make them based on my experience, education, 
goals, values, and embodied process of composing. These elements of code literacy are 
overlooked with open source promises of transparency. The most famous example of this is 
likely the facial recognition software that was programmed to only recognize white faces. When 
this was first reported,1 ƴŜǿǎ ƘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜǎ ǊŜŀŘ άCŀŎƛŀƭ wŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ {ȅǎǘŜƳǎ {Ƙƻǿ wŀƳǇŀƴǘ wŀŎƛŀƭ 
.ƛŀǎέ ό/bbύ ŀƴŘ άCŀŎƛŀƭ-recognition Technology has a racial-ōƛŀǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳέ ό.ǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ LƴǎƛŘŜǊύΦ 
These headlines place the technology in the subject position; the code is the actor. Hence, by 
this logic, the code has a racial-bias problem. Again, these headlines entirely erase the people 
who made decisions, the context in which they work, and the process of algorithmic writing. 
Does the technology itself have a racial-bias problem? Or the people who programmed? 

For Chun, as well as myself, transparency is not the goal. After describing the layers of 
ōƭŀŎƪōƻȄƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇǳǘƛƴƎΣ ǎƘŜ άŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊǎ 
and the undead, but rather contends that we should make our interfaces more productively 
ǎǇŜŎǘǊŀƭέ όслύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ǎƪŜǇǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŦΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ 
ōŜ ǳƴƪƴƻǿƴǎΣ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛŜǎΣ ƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΦ  

Depending on where you look, the history of computing can also be read as is also a history of 
ƛƴǘǳƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ aƻǎǘ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅΣ !Řŀ [ƻǾŜƭŀŎŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƘƛƎƘ 
ǇǊƛŜǎǘŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎǎΣέ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǿ ƘŜǊ ŘŜŜǇ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ 
mathematics and the personal commitment to the metaphysical. Her letters to collaborator 
/ƘŀǊƭŜǎ .ŀōōŀƎŜ ŀǊŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƭƻǾŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘǎ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ 
not sure which got her blood pumping more, Charles or the mechanical brain. 

Flash forward to 1953, we find Christopher Strachey, British mathematician and computer 
scientist, writing what was at the time the longest computer program. This program would also 
create the first computer generated writing. What, you may wonder, did Christopher teach this 
early computer to write? Love letters, of course. Strachey worked through the night on the 
Manchester Mark 1, or the baby as its operators called it. In the morning, the baby could write 

 

     1 For a thorough and in-depth analysis of racist programming practices, Algorithms of 
Oppression by Safiya Noble. 
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ŀǿƪǿŀǊŘΣ ŎƭǳƴƪȅΣ ŜƴŘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƭƻǾŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƛƴŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ άC!b/LC¦[ ahtt9¢Σ aY WISTFUL LITTLE 
[LYLbD Iht9{ Chw ¸h¦w 9b/I!b¢a9b¢Φέ ŀƴŘ άa¸ [h±9!.[9 I¦bD9w [hbD{ Chw ¸h¦w 
[¦{¢Φ ¸h¦w{ Lat!¢L9b¢[¸Σ aΦ¦Φ/Φέ .Ŝ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀǊǘΦ  

Just as Barbara McClintock proceeded with her research with a feeling for the organism, I 
proceeded with my own digital humanities methods, and, in particular, my work with learning 
to program in R with a feeling for the algorithms. This essay is a methodological narrative that 
outlines a heuristic for a feminist rhetoric of code. I base my heuristic on a collaborative 
research project published in Peitho Journal, with my mentors and collaborators Gesa Kirsch 
and Alison Williams. For that research, our methods included both close reading and distant 
reading, for which I learned to program to compose data visualizations. I will first offer an 
overview of that project and our goals. Then, I will identify what is at stake for my two primary 
audiences. First, I am writing for scholars studying algorithmic rhetoric and rhetoric of code.2 
For them I address the particular needs of this subfield for a deeper engagement with feminist 
methodology. Next, I am writing for feminist scholars for who I highlight emerging scholarship 
in feminist engagement with DH that I am indebted to for my own work.  

I offer a heuristic for DH feminist methodology in 4 overlapping phases-- listening phase, 
dreaming phase, conversation phase, and tinkering phase.3 In each phase, I will narrate how 
feminist rhetorical practices prepared me to learn and compose algorithmic rhetoric. I call it a 
ƘŜǳǊƛǎǘƛŎΣ ōǳǘ LΩƳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǾŀƭǳŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
Cultural Rhetoric scholars and their methods of performing the deep ties between bodies, 
communities, and research (Powell, 2012; Powell et al., 2014; Cobos et al, 2018). In addition, 
feminists have drawn on stories in order to feature embodiment as central to theory (Johnson 
et al, 2015). I hope this article will inform future scholars as they envision digital humanities 
projects engaged with feminist rhetorical practices. I invite you, as well, to consider your own 
work with code, and the affective, social, lively aspects of the work.  

 

Overview of Research Project on Womenôs Medical Journal 
hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ LΩǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ Ŏƻƭƭŀōoratively with Gesa Kirsch and Alison Williams on 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ άCŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ IǳƳŀƴƛǘƛŜǎ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΥ ±ƛǎǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ 
²ƻƳŜƴ tƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴΩǎ bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ {ƻƭƛŘŀǊƛǘȅΣ {ǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƴŘ 9ȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣέ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ Peitho 
Journal. Based on original archival material in the ²ƻƳŀƴΩǎ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ from 1900-1919, 

 

     2 Algorithmic rhetoric and rhetoric of code are aligned subfields within digital rhetorics. 
These subfields take up programming, code, and algorithms as rhetorical processes and 
rhetorical texts. This research enables scholars to both make rhetorical choices while 
composing in code as well as to identify and understand the rhetorical power embedded in 
computer programs.   
     3 I note here that I am not outlining a pragmatic set of steps that others would necessarily 
ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŦƻƭƭƻǿΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ L ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƳƛƴŜΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 
narrative is intended to highlight my feminist process, which was embodied, affective, 
collaborative, and social.  
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we studied this community of early 20th century women physicians, their evolving community, 
rhetorics of solidarity, and the limits of that solidarity. In order to arrive at empathetic, nuanced 
claims, we had to view this community from a distance, up close, and also with a focus on the 
margins and erasures. For our feminist goals, these three methods and three ways of viewing 
informed each other so that we grappled with complex themes of community, solidarity, and 
exclusion while also placing this community in historical context and treating the women with 
empathy as well as accountability. This research required mixed methods, including close 
reading familiar to feminist scholars as well as innovative methods from digital humanities. 

It is widely accepted that the process of interpretation and analysis involves intuition and 
subjective reading. However, many scholars of DH assume that subjectivity is limited to the 
interpretation. Beyond analysis, I feature the deeply intuitive process that was involved in every 
step of the methods including programming and writing with code. I outline this intuitive 
process in 4 main phases: listening phase, dreaming phase, conversation phase, and tinkering 
phase. In each of these phases, I collaborated with experienced programmers and programmed 
myself. In each phase, the programming opened new opportunities for feminist interventions 
and feminist rhetorical practices.  

In this article, I am going to narrate how we created the visualizations like the one below:  

  

Figure 1: A social network analysis featuring people and institutions who were included 
in the 1900 archive of the Womenôs Medical Journal. This visualization was created in 

R4 and labels added with Photoshop. 

 

     4 R is an open source programming language that is most often used by social scientists. It is 
a robust language designed for large data sets and cƻƳǇƭŜȄ Řŀǘŀ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ 
learn.  
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Due to the complex, layered mixed methods used in the project, there was very little space to 
explain the process for creating this visualization and no space to explain the programming 
choices we made. In fact, in the article reporting this research published in Peitho, we reduced 
the description of the method for creating the visualization to 1 sentence, effectively 
blackboxing nearly the entire process.   

If I were to outline the method in a series of logical, efficient steps, I would offer these 
instructions:  

Step 1: /ƻŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ άŀŎǘƻǊǎέ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 
locations using a google form that creates a spreadsheet. 

Step 2:  Upload spreadsheet to Google graphs and Tableaux, use network graph to 
create beta visualization.  

Step 3: Format and clean data. 

Step 4: Program in R using social network analysis and igraph packages to create 
visualizations, which included loading the packages igraph, networkD3, and htmltools. 

Step 5: Program in JavaScript using force-network to add interactivity.  

Hypothetically, if you wanted to create a similar visualization, you could follow similar steps and 
thereby reproduce similar research. Emphasis on the hypothetically.  

 

What We Do When We Program  
In the step-by-ǎǘŜǇ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǾŜ LΩǾŜ excluded 90% of the energy and intellectual labor. 
That 90% was the intuitive process whereby we arrived at these instructions. Herein lies the 
danger of black boxing algorithmic work for a feminist scholar: precisely what is removed is the 
embodiment, emotions, context and the feeling for the algorithm.  

The rule-based, logical work with algorithms is preserved and celebrated. This is most obvious 
in previous work on coding rhetoric that centers on procedural rhetoric. Ian Bogost (2008) 
defines the work of programming as ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŀƭΥ ά¢ƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŀƭƭȅΣ ƻƴŜ 
authors code that enforces rules to generate some kind of representation, rather than 
authoring the representation itself. Procedural systems generate behaviors based on rule-based 
models; they are machines capable of producing many outcomes, each conforming to the same 
ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎέ όмннύΦ 5ŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛƴƎ άŎƻŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ ǊǳƭŜǎ ǘƻ 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ŀ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƭƻƻƪǎΣ 
feels, and is enacted in a more complex way. Bogost essentially erases the labor and full 
process of writing with code because he is most interested in the play that code makes 
possible. 

Behind this procedural rhetoric is the human programming, her goals, embodied experiences, 
ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀŘŘΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ 
throughout the process of programming. Annette Vee (2013) offers a detailed historical 
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account of computational literacy,5 placing programming as a literate practice that emerges 
within historical and cultural contexts. Understanding programming as literacy includes 
ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŎƻŘŜέ όпсύΦ ±ŜŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ 
ŎƻƳǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀǎ άŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭation of abilities to break a complex process down into small 
procedures and then expressτƻǊ άǿǊƛǘŜέτthose procedures using the technology of code that 
Ƴŀȅ ōŜ άǊŜŀŘέ ōȅ ŀ ƴƻƴ-ƘǳƳŀƴ Ŝƴǘƛǘȅ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊέ όптύΦ DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴȅ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊǎ 
and I are first-and-foremost committed to feminist rhetorical practices, these feminist practices 
are central in my own constellation of abilities as I gained programming literacy.   

I especially encourage scholars of rhetorical code studies and algorithmic rhetoric to consider 
the importance of feminist methodology and feminist rhetorical practices. The field of 
Computers and Composition broadly speaking has been led by feminists, informed by feminist 
research, and is a collaboration among feminist to the point that Estee Beck in conversation 
ǿƛǘƘ Dŀƛƭ IŀǿƛǎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ /ȅƴǘƘƛŀ {ŜƭŦŜ όнлмоύ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ 
ƭŜŀƴƛƴƎǎΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŎƻŘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳƛŎ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ 
to be currently following this tradition. Lori BethDe Hertogh, Liz Lane, Jessica Ouellette tested 
ǘƘŜǎŜ άŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƭŜŀƴƛƴƎǎέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜΣ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ Computers and 
Composition. Their findings must taken seriously by all scholar algorithmic rhetoric committed 
to ethical and inclusive scholarship:  

ά¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ нллф ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƳƛȄ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 
publications on intersectionality and technofeminism, but at the same time, recent 
publication trends also indicate a shift (particularly in areas such as rhetorical code 
studies, algorithmic rhetorics, posthumanism, object-oriented ontology, and game 
theory) away from either explicit or implicit uses of feminist and intersectional 
ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΦέ όмл ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƳƛƴŜύ 

This has also been my experience: there is a gap between the feminist leanings of computers 
and composition as a field and the particularly process-focused, a-political, seemingly gender 
neutral but also male-dominated authors in the emerging field of rhetorical code studies and 
algorithmic rhetorics. The shift to focus on code and algorithmic rhetoric has not fully included 
some of the shared values for scholarship in composition studies, including embodiment and 
intersectional frameworks.  

Although scholars of rhetorical code have not integrated feminist and intersectional 
methodologies into their work, the goals of this emerging subfield do align with much of 
feminist scholarship, especially technofeminist scholarship. In Rhetorical Code Studies, Kevin 
Brock outlines the significance of composing in code ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ άǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 

 

     5 tŀǊŀƭƭŜƭ ǘƻ ±ŜŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΣ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ 
programming literacy. In this history, we could see that men and women often developed and 
given access to programming literacy in different spaces and with different foci. Importantly, in 
this literacy history, as women begin to increasing gain proficiency in a particular computational 
literacy, that literacy is then considered less specialized, άdownsourcedΣέ paid less, and even 
ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭέ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŀȅΦ 
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of composing in code will absolutely benefit our subsequent rhetorical analysis and critique of 
code if we are to effect change in a world in which it is more or less impossible to escape the 
influence of software ŀƴŘ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅέ όмрмύΦ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƻŘŜ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ȅŜǘ 
exciting avenue for feminists to shape in our algorithmic landscape, or at least to gain the 
literacy to critically assess research methods that incorporate algorithmic methods. This work is 
ǿŜƭƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŀȅΦ LΩƭƭ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ 
digital humanities methods, especially composing in code.  

 

Feminist Interventions in DH  
Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ нлмо ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ άaŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘǎΥ CŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀphy and the digital 
ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ WŜǎǎƛŎŀ 9ƴƻŎƘ ŀƴŘ WŜŀƴ .ŜǎǎŜǘǘŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǊǳƛǘŦǳƭ 
potential of DH methods. Scholars of feminist rhetorics have widely adopted DH methods 
feminist historiography and especially for digital archival methods (Sullivan and Graban, 2010; 
Ramsey-Tobienne, 2012; Enoch, 2013; Enoch, Bessette, & VanHaitsma, 2014; Graban & Rose, 
2014; Gutenson & Bachelor, 2016). There has been both enthusiasm for the new methods as 
well as a sense of caution, hesitant to take up new methods that do not obviously converge 
with feminist practices that foreground ethics of care, situated knowledge, and personal 
engagement.  

Among digital humanities scholars, there is a growing body of research that explores the 
complex tensions and possibilities that arise when feminists adopt digital humanities methods 
(Bailey, 2011; Enoch & Bessette, 2013; Wernimont, 2013; Sayers, 2018) as well as research that 
makes visible the politics encoded into algorithms and computer assisted research methods 
(Kimme Hea, 2007; Grunwell, 2018; Edwards & Gelms, 2018; Blair, 2018; Beck, 2018; Noble, 
2018). I am also indebted to the long tradition of Technofeminist research in the field of 
Computers and Composition, which is a field is committed to the embodied, political, and social 
dynamics that are encoded into technology (for reviews of this work see Haas et al, 2019; De 
Hertogh et al, 2019; Devoss, 2019; as well as my own modest attempts to contribute to this 
conversation Fancher, 2019). For me, technofeminism is empowering for its commitment to 
simultaneously engaging in critique as well as production, building, and creation with 
technology by and for feminists (Wajcman, 2004). This feminist scholarship, especially 
technofeminist scholarship, underscore that when we program, we bring our constellations of 
literacies and our embodied experiences. I offer a narrative of my own constellation of 
literacies as I engage in writing with code.  

 

Feeling for the Code: Listening, Dreaming, Conversin g, and 
Tinkering  
First, there was a listening phase, where I read through the primary archival material in the 
²ƻƳŀƴΩǎ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ and paid attention to what caught my eye or my ear, the 
announcements in particular are rich, celebratory, and confident. I waded through the 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ L ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƴŘŜǊŜŘ 
their at times strange medical practices. I was impressed with the nuanced ways that they 
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addressed issues like sex work, pay disparity, and sexist discrimination. I listened to my 
collaborators, what caught their ears, and their impressions. I enjoyed this phase of open 
listening.  

Feminist methodology taught me to listen with care and empathy. In this listening phase, I 
needed to listen as Krista Ratcliffe has taught us: to let the discourse wash over, to seek 
understanding, and to attune myself to tropes of whiteness both in the archive as well as in my 
ƻǿƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ CǊƻƳ WŀŎǉǳŜƭƛƴŜ wƻȅǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ DŜǎŀ YƛǊǎŎƘΣ LΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
imagination, leading me to ask questions about what could have been, what may be missing, 
and to carefully attune myself to the affect, desires, dreams, and motivations of the women in 
the journal. This listening phase felt like time travel, immersing myself in another world and 
way of being. I listened towards understanding and towards empathy.  

I also listened as I experimented with code. I listened by exploring and attuning myself to 
previous feminist and rhetorical studies DH project. I explored DH projects featured in the 
Programming Historian collection. The edited collections Making Things and Drawing 
Boundaries and Bodies of Information: Intersectional Feminism and the Digital Humanities 
include discussions of case studies, featured projects, and citations to a fascinating diversity of 
digital humanities projects that are also engaged with feminists, queer, and anti-racist critiques. 
In Rhetoric and Composition, the digital projects of Laurie Gries, Michael Faris and Derek 
Mueller have been especially inspiring and instructive. I listened to these projects, the rhetoric 
of the code, and how that rhetoric shapes their research. This listening included attuning myself 
to the values, frameworks, and paths that their research questions led them down.  

Becƪ Ƙŀǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳǎ ŀǊŜ ǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛǾŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎέ όнлмсύΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇŜǊǎǳŀǎƛǾŜ 
elements include inclusion and exclusion of data, systematic organization of information, 
άƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦέ ²ƘŜƴ L ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻŘŜΣ L ŀƭǎƻ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŀǎƛǾŜ ǇǳƭƭΦ L 
listened and attuned myself to programming options. From this listening, these research 
projects that integrate DH methods persuade their users to engage with specific modes of 
inquiry and relations between variables.  

Even before this, the code persuades the researcher to think in programming terms. I had 
ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜΣΩ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ 
visualization I needed to think in those terms. Thinking of women as variables made me 
uncomfortable, uneasy with the erasure of embodiment and situation. I had to sit with this 
discomfort and notice that my training as a feminist scholar has helped me value embodied 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǿ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ōƻƴŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƭŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŀǊǊȅ ǘƘŜ 
weight of the argument. By listening to this discomfort, we planned methods that integrate 
both distant and close reading.  

In addition, code invites particular kinds of relationships and organizations. In the case of my 
visualization, there had to be a hierarchy. The line has to start at one point and go towards 
another. We experimented with different relationships: from institutions to people, people to 
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institutions, also from person to person. Each of these offered different ways of reading and 
could each have led to a different research project.6  

Much of this listening was also practicing: downloading tutorials, performing exercises in code, 
and fiddling with open source code.7 Yes, I did learn how to program in this phase. More 
importantly, I learned what programming could do and how it may shape research questions 
and methods. When I listened to code as I also practiced programming, I felt myself get lost in 
the patterns, structure, and rhythm of the work. Programming has its own flow that is quite 
different from writing, in my experience. There is an interactive moving back and forth between 
code and visualization, code and test, code and instructions. The rhythm of the work was 
absorbing.  

My training in feminist rhetorical practices enabled me to listen carefully throughout the 
research process. My attention to listening moved me to consider many different perspectives, 
approaches, and attune myself to a wide range of previous work. In addition, this listening led 
us to new questions, to think critically about assumptions, and to trust our intuition when and 
where we felt discomfort in the process. Hence, the feminst rhetorical practice of listening was 
a vital resource as we designed this project and as I shifted to participate in algorithmic 
rhetoric. 

Then, there was the dreaming phase: This is the phase in which we imagined what could be 
possible. The dream started with Jacqueline Royster and Gesa KirscƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ 
/ƛǊŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ [ŜƎŀŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ aƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ bƛƴŜǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ²ƻƳŜƴέ ƛƴ Rhetoric, Writing, and 
Circulation. They imagine using digital humanities tools to visualize the movement of this 
community of women physicians.  When Gesa, Alison, and I began collaborating, we took up 
wƻȅǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ YƛǊǎŎƘΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƳƻǊŜΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǿŜ Ǝŀƛƴ ōȅ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
community? What stories would these visualizations tell? What relationships or changes in 
relationships could we possibly locate? 

We dreamed big. We played with mapping software, interactive storytelling, and timelines. I 
ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ƘƻǳǊǎ LΩǾŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǎŎǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 5о ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƻŦ WŀǾŀǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜǎ 
for data visualization. As I explored, I imagined how each algorithm may interact with the 
archival data. How could an algorithm help us see the community differently? What stories 
could another algorithm help us tell? When brainstorming, Gesa, Alison and I covered every 
inch of the walls of our work space with drawings, lists, sketches of the different ways we could 
imagine visualizing this community. We moved around the room drawing, arranging Post-Its of 

 

     6 In fact, we created several of those different versions with different relationships, with a 
particular focus on relationships between people. However, that work ended up being beyond 
the scope of the arguments and stories we wanted to develop in our research. 
     7 aȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦŀǊ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ƛŦ L ƘŀŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ YŜǾƛƴ .ǊƻŎƪΩǎ 
Rhetorical Code Studies, especially the very rhetorically focused and also practical chapter 
ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ /ƻŘŜΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƭƻƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ L ƳƻǾŜŘ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƘŀǎŜΦ   
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various sizes and colors, and discussing our plans. We also moved outside, walking and running 
through long, warm evenings returning each day with coffee and fresh perspective on plans.  

While we spent hours and days dreaming up possibilities, we also spent as much time whittling 
these dreams down to those that would best address our research questions. I still hold in my 
head and my notebooks the dreams of how many different ways algorithms can tell the stories 
of a community. This process of dreaming, imagining, questioning, and choosing was guided by 
our goals as feminist researchers. Again and again, we returned to issues of intersectionality 
and how the archive excluded Black Women. We needed to dream anew, imagining ways of 
resisting that erasure. When I share the code with fellow researchers, these dreams are 
concealed, hidden within the code. However, our dreams are precisely what guided our choices 
working with algorithmic rhetoric.  

Then, there was a conversation phase: we talked to everyone. The UCSB digital humanities 
ƭƛōǊŀǊƛŀƴΣ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ tŀŘƛƭƭŀΣ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΦ LΩƳ 
fortunate to be colleagues at UCSB with Jeremy Douglas, a DH scholar who has been generous 
and supportive. Gesa consulted friends and colleagues with expertise in programming, 
visualization as well as medical history. Alison was in close conversation with mentors. We 
shared their insights and resources, allowing our own social network to shape our research 
methods.   

A major turning point in the project as well as my own literacy with digital humanities methods 
came when I attended Kairos Camp and benefited from the community of scholars, both 
instructors Cheryl Ball and Doug Eyman and the fellow students. And then the next year, Alison, 
Gesa, and I all attended, making great strides in the development and design of our research 
project. The conversations at Kairos Camp were instrumental for sussing out the right tools, 
coding methods, and processes that would help us answer some of our research questions. 
Most importantly, we were encouraged to focus first and foremost on the research question 
and our audience, not the research tool. Often, when learning a new tool, such as DH methods 
or algorithmic writing, it is easy to focus on what the tool can do, how it works, and the new 
affordances offered. With their many years of experience, Ball and Eyman mentored us to learn 
both the new DH methods as well while keeping in mind my goals as a researcher and the 
needs of our audiences.  

I also engaged in frequent conversations with undergraduate student programmers. Working 
with the students is where the rubber hit the road. I addressed questions like how I planned to 
turn archival material into programmable data, how I defined variables, how much data was 
enough or too much, and what could be the relationships between those variables. The 
students moved me to speak in precise, concrete plans that they could use to aid in coding the 
archival material and prototyping visualizations. In our conversations, I felt a closeness build, as 
we oscillated between the roles of teacher and student. As we took our turns teaching and 
learning, these relationships grew into partnerships through collaboration.  

I was also in constant conversation with my collaborators, Gesa Kirsch and Alison Williams. This 
project emerged within and through our dialogue together. In conversation with them, we 
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thought about the visualizations with a keen attention to feminist research practices: How can 
we preserve an ethic of care while representing this community? How can distant reading 
feature situated knowledge and account for context? What assumptions are we making? Who 
may be marginalized or excluded through our methodological choices? How may our own 
situated, embodied experiences be shaping our methods, the visualizations, and our analyses? I 
brought the voices and care of these intelligent, feminist collaborators with me as I 
programmed. 

Throughout this conversation phase, I noticed myself gaining confidence and fluency in debates 
around digital humanities, methodologies, and ethics of those methods. It was through 
dialogue and collaboration that I grew as a researcher while also refining the methods. Through 
this phase, I am indebted the long-documented practices of feminist collaboration (Ede & 
Lunsford, 2001). In addition, feminist scholars in Rhetoric and Composition have narrated their 
own broad, multidirectional mentoring networks (Gaillet, Aley & Horner, 1994; Bloom, 2007; 
Gaillet & Guglielmo, 2014; VanHaitsma & Ceraso, 2017). In our research project and among 
feminist scholars generally, mentoring and collaborating are intertwining practices. Be they 
student, colleague, friend or partner, each person who shared their time and experience served 
as a vital mentor as I grew into the identity of digital humanities researcher and as we refined 
our research methods.  

Then, there was the longest phase, which was the tinkering phase. In this phase I toggled 
between coding the archival materials, testing out a program, going back and re-coding, trying 
out new programs. Giving up on especially cumbersome programs. Asking for help...a lot.  

I call this ǇƘŀǎŜ άǘƛƴƪŜǊƛƴƎέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ 
programs and programming languages. Tinkering highlights the kind of relationship I have with 
algorithms: I can change, adjust, fiddle with the program, but I cannot build it from scratch and 
I do not have total control over the final product. The algorithmic logic itself maintains some 
control, recalcitrant against my fiddling at times and flexible at other times. At the same time, 
the algorithm does not control everything. 

WŀŎǉǳŜƭƛƴŜ ²ŜǊƴƛƳƻƴǘΩǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ 5I ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 
ǘƛƴƪŜǊƛƴƎΥ άΨLƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΣ ōǳǘ 
also suggests the use or inhabiting of the space between actions ς betweeƴ ΨǳǎŜΩ ŀƴŘ 
ΨŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴκƳŀƪƛƴƎΣΩ ƻǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǘƘŜƻǊƛȊƛƴƎΦΩέ {ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ 5I ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 
ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ LΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳ ŀƴŘ L ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘŜŘΥ L 
ŀŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǊŜŀŎǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŎŜ ǾŜǊǎŀΦ LΩƳ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊeshold between coder, archiver, researcher, 
feminist, teacher, collaborator, and programmer. I interact with each of these thresholds.  

While tinkering, I created the prototypes in programs Google graphs and Tableaux. While 
neither of these programs gave me the flexibility and control that we needed, they allowed me 
to make prototypes of visualizations. With each prototype, we could see the community in 
slightly different ways. The prototyping process helped us to decide what kind of visualizations 
would help us tell this story.  
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For example, the image below was made in Google graphs. This was a prototype that helped us 
decide the direction of the final visualization. Our final visualization looks quite different and 
tells a more complex story. However, they both tell an important part of the story: the 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ aŜŘƛŎŀƭ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴ ǇƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴǎΩ 
professional lives, even though the AMA did not widely accept women as members. 

  

Figure 2: An early prototype of the social network analysis featuring people and 
institutions who were included in the 1900 archive of the Womenôs Medical Journal. This 

visualization was created in Google Graph. 

 

While this prototyping process was not programming, it was still working with algorithms as a 
means of research because the visualizations were generated through Google graphs or 
¢ŀōƭŜŀǳȄΩǎ ŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳǎΦ !ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ L ƘŀŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ 
with these programs allowed me to see the community and the archival material in different 
ways. With Gesa and Alison, we thought with the algorithms insofar as we imagined how these 
visualizations could best help us to study this community of women.  

Most of the decisions made in this phase were based on one question: does this tell an 
interesting story? Based on how we answered this question, we would go back to the drawing 
board: Do we need more or less data? Why did we include or exclude some texts? What 
variables will we include? How do we format our data? How can we cut down on errors? 

When I first learned R, I was frustrated. There were days when it seemed like nothing would 
work. A series of red error messages seemed to be my fate. At the most basic level, there are a 
few main steps:  

 download a package,  
 create a dataframe,  
 define a table with values,  
 and assign a function.  
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Those steps appear simple. And in some ways, it is easy to play with simple data sets and 
graphs to get started. The frustration comes in the fact that there are many different ways to 
design each step, with different values, variables, design choices, and relations between data. 
¢ƘŜ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǊƻǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ L ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ŀǎ L ƘŀŘ 
imagined or planned. This phase taught me to practice patience and care. In particular, I had to 
be patient with myself, letting myself learn and grow would take time.   

After a while, there were days when I felt like I found my flow. You could walk by my office door 
and hear Pranati Shah, a research assistant I worked with, and me cheering and giving each 
other high fives. On Friday afternoons, Pranati would teach me something new, but we both 
learned along the way through a process of trial and error. After a while, the errors became 
fewer and the trials led to usable visualizations. My shoulders relaxed. We lost track of time, 
tinkering in my office side by side on warm fall afternoons. By the end of our time working 
together, each Friday I looked forward to experimenting, trying out new data, and eating pizza 
with Pranati. 

Finally, I tinkered with the design of the visualization, which included a shift to think more 
actively about aesthetics, audience, and usability. What colors or interactive options should we 
include? What determines the center?  margins? size? proximity? There is no particular correct 
answer to these questions, but there were better and worse choices. For instance, the student 
research assistant I worked with initially designed the social network analysis with pink dots for 
people and blue dots for institutions, a color choice so traditionally gendered that it would have 
inflected interpretations that we were not comfortable with.  

This tinkering phase is when I really developed a feeling for the algorithm. At the same time, I 
brought to this work each of the earlier phases. I continued to listen, but this time I was 
listening while programming. I continued to dream, but these dreams focused on the specific 
variables and possibilities afforded in the programming languages. Of course, conversation and 
dialogue with Gesa Kirsch and Alison Williams guided each interaction with the algorithm. In 
addition, they were my first audience. Their responses and reactions became my first round of 
user testing. Together, we discussed design and usability options. Throughout every step, this 
feeling for the algorithm emerged through my embodied, social, and feminist practices. 

Tinkering was a vital feminist practice for my own algorithmic methods because tinkering 
foregrounds interaction and interŀǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƛŜƭŘ ƳŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƎƻǊƛǘƘƳΦ bƻǊ 
was I entirely subject to its demands. Instead, I was able to recognize my own power to enact 
changes as well as the limits of that power. I was already familiar with this notion of change by 
learning from the generations of feminist activists that came before me, including the women 
physicians in the archival materials. Feminist activism is far more significant than the term 
ΨǘƛƴƪŜǊƛƴƎΩ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΦ .ǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ L ŦŜƭǘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƛƴƪŜǊ with programming and 
learn a new literacy because of the broader constellation of literacies, including feminist 
rhetorics, which prepared me for collaborative, interative, and experimental process of 
composing.  
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Conclusion  
I hope my readers note that, in each of these phases, my work emerged out of my embodied 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ Ƴȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΦ LΩǾŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘŜŘ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ 
order to highlight what algorithmic composition looked like for me. I am no stereotype of a 
programmer, which I imagine as white guy with poor posture, pale skin, working alone listening 
ǘƻ 95aΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƙƻǿ LΩǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΦ aƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƭȅΣ L ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƭƻƴŜ 
nor did I try to exclude my values from my work. Rather, I worked actively to think as a feminist 
who was working with algorithmic writing towards feminist rhetorical goals. In the black box of 
the instruction set, I define only a few of the steps that I took while programming. However, in 
order to arrive at these steps, I drew upon a community and am indebted to that community. 
LΩǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŘǊŀǿƴ ǳǇƻƴ Ƴȅ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ Ƴȅ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
product of my programming. 

I stress the community because one of the earliest arguments for the parallel between 
composition and coding (Cummings, 2006) revises the rhetorical triangle. Rather than the 
traditional author, audience and text, Robert E. Cummings defines the coding rhetorical triangle 
as coder, machine, program. When we adopt coding as a means of composition, yes, the 
machine does become one audience, but it is not the only audience. We still program for and 
with people. Our audiences are many. And the algorithmic rhetoric that we compose will 
interact with all bodies in different ways.  In addition, I am not just composing with code. I am 
ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǊΤ LΩƳ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΣ ōƛŀǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ L ŀƳ ŀ 
teacher, friend, feminist and colleague. My students, friends, and colleagues are vital resources 
for my programming literacy.   

I am a feminist, and I code as such. I find it vitally important to resist a shift to over-determine 
programming through its relationship to the machine, thereby isolating the programmer and 
machine apart from the broader social context.  

I also call attention to my social and embodied experiences as a novice programmer in order to 
invite us to think differently about the process of working with algorithmic rhetorics. Moya Z 
.ŀƛƭŜȅ ƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ 5I ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ άŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ άŀŘŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛǊέ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άŀǎ 
opposed to meeting people where they are, where people of color, women, people with 
ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǊƻƻƳ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ 
ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘŀōƭŜΦέ LŦ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ are in Digital Humanities 
research, we would also be inviting a new set of questions, processes, and experiences. In this 
ŜǎǎŀȅΣ LΩǾŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘΣ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
order to center these foundational concepts of feminist writing and rhetoric within the 
compositional process of writing with code.  

I seek to resist the presupposition that feminist scholars are deficient or lacking in skills 
necessary to complete DH research. Jessica Enoch and Jean Bessette, while they invite feminist 
interventions in digital humanities research, also note that technical skills may be a limitation or 
a barrier to feminist scholars. Other feminist scholars may feel the same way. To them I say: our 
expertise and experience as feminist researchers are assets, rich resources that qualify and 
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prepare us to complete nuanced, ethical, important research in digital humanities. Let these 
feminist practices shape the technical work.  
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Abstract  
In the writing classroom, presenting a curriculum where students write apocalyptic/ post-
apocalyptic fiction to connect with the literature and share their futuristic concerns is a 
pedagogical strategy that has grown in popularity, with teachers asking students to compose in 
more diverse genres. As assignment outcomes, students can fashion a digital, multimodal 
storybook about an apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic event in order to think more critically; explore 
and research their personal and larger concerns; show creativity; promote a digital, critical 
multimodal literacy and digital multimodal prowess; gain dexterity in drafting, composing, and 
ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǳǇƻƴ 
their work, as well as identify with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic subjects. This article, involving 
80 student participants, discusses a three-year case study at a Southwestern university of a 
digital storybook assignment. Students, engaging with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic novels in a 
Written and Visual Media course, composed a genre-conforming, digitalized story with written, 
alphabetic textual; pictorial; and aural elements, as well as a corresponding reflective essay. The 
ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŀǘŜǊǎ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
students self-ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 
ŦƻǊ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ 
literacy and the composition of digital stories in which students can connect apocalyptic/post-
ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
COVID-19 outbreak.   

  
Keywords : Digital; Multimodal Composition; Digital Storytelling; Apocalyptic/Post-
apocalyptic Fiction; Critical Multimodal Literacy; Rhetorical Construction of Identity 

 
Introduction 

Apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction portrays the worries of a fractured world dealing with new 
technologies post-World War II, with the potential for social, political, biological, and ecological 
systems to go awry. Apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic or speculative fiction is a subgenre of Science 
Fiction, Science Fantasy, or Horror where the Earth's technological capacities are failing or have 
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collapsed, and it bears similarities to Utopic/Dystopic fiction in employing alternate universes 
(Lucas, 2011). Apocalyptic events can be climatic, manmade, medical, eschatological, or 
imaginative in nature (Zimbaro, 1996). In definition, άƎŜƴǊŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀƛŎ ƛƴ 
presenting its topics, characters, and settings (McHale, 2005), yet good apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic fiction subsumes these categorical limitations through offering originality, 
innovation, and the function of transcendence (Lucas, 2011). Likewise, the range of 
apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction writers and their choice of topics have grown more diverse, 
with the field portraying not only male, Caucasian, superhero types but also a range of 
άŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅέ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǊŀŎial/ethnic, gender, ability, age, and socioeconomic categories 
representative of a larger population.  

Today, more people are reading apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic literature than ever (Cohen & 
Pielak, 2016), with the public displaying an ongoing interest in the genre since the appearance 
of the COVID-19 outbreak (Kirsner, 2020). Coinciding with this popular reading movement, 
some university composition faculty are integrating apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fictional 
themes into their classrooms (Shimkus, 2012). Yet, reading and writing apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic fiction provide students with more than just a sense of escapism. The genre allows 
readers to explore topics they might not encounter otherwise and to think critically in 
ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ǘŜȄǘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ƻƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ 
themselves have experienced or might face (see Grossman, 2012). In college, students must 
learn to envision their personal backgrounds as fitting within their wider locale (Weis, 
Benmayor, O'Leary, & Eynon, 2002). In turn, writing teachers selecting apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic stories as focal texts for reading and writing assignments can assist students in 
investigating and sharing their individual, family, social, and career aspirations, as well as any 
fears they hold about their future well-being. 

Most faculty of reading- and writing-related courses forgo the option of giving their students 
assignments related to the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic genre. Comparably, many instructors 
avoid utilizing storytelling, including digital storytelling, in the classroom despite its similar value 
(Holtzblatt & Tschakert, 2011; Pyne & Means, 2013). Responding to these contexts, as a teacher 
implementing digital, multimodal, writing course design in an upper-ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ά²ǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ±ƛǎǳŀƭ 
aŜŘƛŀέ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ L ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛƴ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǊe English majors, to 
read apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction and fashion their own genre-affiliated, digital, 
ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ Ǿƛŀ tƻǿŜǊtƻƛƴǘΩǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜΦ !ƭƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŎƻǊǇǳǎ ƻŦ apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction, practicing 
digital storytelling is another newly lauded method of teaching students to read, think (Robin & 
McNeil, 2012), research a topic (Robin, 2008), and compose work, including writing creatively 
(Reyes & Clark, 2013). As a student-centered approach, storytelling can be applied to promote 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜŜǇ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ-making (McLean, 2005) while meeting the needs of those 
with diverse learning styles (Kortegast & Davis, 2017). Similar to featuring apocalyptic/ post-
apocalyptic fictional texts in the classroom, pursuing digital storytelling also encourages 
students to contemplate, critique, and act upon cultural norms (Porfilio, Gorlewski, & 
DƻǊƭŜǿǎƪƛΣ нлмтύΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƎǊŀǇǇƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛes (Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 
2018). Indeed, because of an emphasis on representing worldview, students engaged in digital 
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ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ Ƴŀȅ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ 
(Suwardy, Pan, & Seow, 2013).    

Through digital storytelling, students can learn digital technology and participate in multimodal 
writing by merging oral storytelling, print writing, and technical applications. Also valuable to 
ǘƘŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭΣ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΩǎ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ digital texts as a 
ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛȊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎ ǘŜȄǘ 
(Comer, 2015), a scenario promoting their discovery of the literate performances attached to a 
range of multimodal texts (Jacobs, 2013). With digital storytelling, students can practice process 
writing by choosing a topic and conducting research; composing an alphabetic textual narrative; 
and developing its corresponding pictorial and audial components (Sheafer, 2016), including 
images and graphics, a recording of the author reading the alphabetic text, and music and other 
sound effects. Moreover, students employing digital storytelling can implement differing modes 
in arranging, synthesizing, and presenting their information (Kortegast & Davis, 2017; Wang & 
Zhan, 2010) in order to generate important tales for themselves, define their content (McGee, 
2014), reflect upon their work (Yang & Wu, 2012), and share it with the public to garner a 
greater audience (Robin & McNeil, 2012).     

For the studȅΩǎ ά²ǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ±ƛǎǳŀƭ aŜŘƛŀέ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǊŜŀŘ ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎκǇƻǎǘ-apocalyptic 
novels, including graphic novels, and generated a digital storybook based upon an 
apocalyptic/post-ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ǳƴƛǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΩǎ ǘŜȄǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ WƻǎŜ {ŀǊŀƳŀƎƻΩǎ 
novel, Blindness όмффуύΤ WŜŀƴ IŜƎŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ Into the Forest όмффсύΤ /ƻǊƳŀŎ aŎ/ŀǊǘƘȅΩǎ The Road 
όнллсύΤ aŀǊƎŀǊŜǘ !ǘǿƻƻŘΩǎ Oryx and Crake όнллоύΤ ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘ YƛǊƪƳŀƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻƴȅ aƻƻǊŜΩǎ 
graphic novel episode, The Walking Dead: Volume 1 (2013). Students also watched films 
associated with some books and discussed genre conventions for apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
works (see Rubens, 2012). In composing the storybook, students utilized PowerPoint, a user-
friendly program familiar to most students through which they implemented written, 
alphabetic textual; pictorial; and audial elements in crafting a digital, apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic narrative based on an event they believed could occur in the future (see Mackey, 
нллуύΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜnts were to 1) think critically; 2) explore 
and research their personal and social concerns (see Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 2018; Porfilio, 
Gorlewski, & Gorlewski, 2017); 3) display creativity; 4) demonstrate a digital, critical multimodal 
literacy and digital multimodal prowess in composing alphabetic text and mixing it with visual 
and aural elements in order to participate in the larger, social power structures at play within 
ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ǘŜȄǘǎ όǎŜŜ /ƻƳōŜǊ ϧ bƛȄƻƴΣ нлмпύΤ рύ ǎƘƻǿ ŘŜȄǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ άǇrocess 
ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ ƻǊ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ όǎŜŜ .ŀƘƭΣ нлмрύΤ ŀƴŘ 
6) reflect on their work.  

The storybook unit contained assignments asking students to both study samples of digital 
storybooks and produce their own. Before beginning the storybook, students viewed examples 
on YouTube, many of which came from my previous classes, as a guide to envisioning their tale. 
Then, to foster critical thinking skills and conjure a storyline for their book, students 
brainstormed for topics both connected to their identity and imminent concerns, including 
those linked to their family, friends, disciplinary focus, and home. Once students decided upon 



48 
 

 
 

a storyline, they storyboarded their narrative by sketching scenes on paper, jotting plot points, 
and noting key dialogue. In imagining their storybook, students also opted for their tale to be 
serious or humorous, realistic or fantastical, and present-day or futuristic. After composing 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ ŀ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘ ²ƻǊŘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǎtudents decided likewise how much text 
would appear on each PowerPoint book page, in some cases using only pull quotes. Separately, 
students recorded themselves reading their story and inserted an audio clip per page to match 
the corresponding chunk of written text, as presenting a narrating voice is an important 
component adding a sense of reality to a digital tale (see Alonso, Molina, & Porto, 2013). 
Moreover, some students included music as aural background. Finally, students selected photos 
and/or imageǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΣ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ǇŀƎŜǎΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊΩǎ 
ŜƴŘΣ L ōǳƛƭǘ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǾƛŜǿ όǎŜŜ .Ǌƻǿƴ ϧ 
Begoray, 2017), and some submitted their work to the undergraduate literary journal. Besides 
producing a digital story for the unit, students wrote a reflective essay discussing how they 
generated their tale, for whom, and why, as well as contemplating its design and focus. 
Additionally, students commented on exploring and researching their personal and greater 
concerns as a background for their tale and speculated on whether the apprehensions they 
ǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άǎƻƭǾŜŘέ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ όǎŜŜ /ƻƘŜƴ ϧ tƛŜƭŀƪΣ нлмсΤ {ƘƛƳƪǳǎΣ нлмнύΦ ό{ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ L ŦƻǊ 
assignment questions). This article, involving a three-year case study, explores and assesses a 
digital, multimodal, storybook assignment conforming with the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
genre, as well as a ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΦ  
 
 

Literature Review  
Reading and Writing Apocalyptic/Post-Apocalyptic Fiction 

Lƴ ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic literature in the 
writing classroom, a small number of research designs exist. These studies, where students 
read and/or compose work related to apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic literature, point to valuable 
outcomes, with students utilizing their critical thinking skills and imagination, and investigating 
and researching their personal and social concerns connected to the genre. In the first-year 
composition (FYC) classroom, Katherine Hiser (2010) utilized post-apocalyptic novels, so her 
students could discuss the individual, cultural, and environmental issues raised. Comparatively, 
Jay Shimkus (2012), teaching FYC, assigned speculative fiction, including dystopian novels, to 
engender dialogues about current happenings, as well as the potential horrors that a society 
could impose individually anŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΦ Lƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜƴŘΣ {ƘƛƳƪǳǎΩǎ 
students identified who and where they were in the present time and how their actions and 
ideologies might either forestall or precipitate an apocalyptic occurrence. Meanwhile, Mary 
Mackie (2008), also teaching FYC, employed post-ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ ǘŜȄǘǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ aŎ/ŀǊǘƘȅΩǎ The 
Road, to assist students in critically and creatively envisioning futuristic events similarly. A last 
study involving Amy Rubens (2012), who asked FYC students to read apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic literature and write genre-affiliated stories, is especially relevant. By both reading 
and authoring apocalyptic/ post-ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΣ wǳōŜƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ 
with its elements, leading them to understand storytŜƭƭƛƴƎΩǎ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΦ  
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Engaging in Digital Storytelling 
A small number of studies describing the inclusion of apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic literature in 
the college writing classroom exist. Likewise, the same is true of those detailing college 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ 
often overlapping outcomes with students implementing critical thinking skills, utilizing their 
imagination, and investigating their individual and cultural ideals. Current curricular designs for 
storytelling, including digital storytelling, describe students enrolled in a basic writing (BW) class 
who engaged in the practice. In implementing a storytelling format, Andrea Parmegiani (2014), 
a BW teacher, found ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ 
a process necessitating their critical thinking skills. Similarly, Soba Bandi-Rao and Mary Sepp 
(2014), teaching BW, determined that participating in digital storytelling presented their 
students with self-directed learning opportunities, prompting them to examine their personal 
and social concerns. Moreover, through digital storytelling, as Bandi-Rao and Sepp concluded, 
basic writers can compose a story and shape it into a digital, multimodal, and multidimensional 
experience, encouraging their sense of creativity and a digital multimodal prowess. Finally, for 
Rebecca Mlynarczyk (2014), storytelling assists basic writers in undertaking various academic 
writing processes in order to gain a greater dexterity in drafting, composing, revising a text for 
ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ. 

 
Employing a Digital, Critical Multimodal Literacy by Composing Digital Storybooks 

For college students, the relevance of reading, reacting to, and writing apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic stories, as well as that of composing digital tales, has been established. However, 
ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴΣ ƳƻǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
generation of multimodal texts themselves as an important educational design, with the 
National Council for Teachers of English ([NCTE] 2005) calling upon teachers and students to 
study and fashion multimodal texts. Enacting multimodality involves embedding diverse 
elements within a composition that provide unique ways for students to read and formulate 
texts (Kress, Jewitt, Bourne, Franks, Hardcastle, Jones, & Reid, 2005). Likewise, applying a 
critical literacy lens to a work involves not only detailing its design choices but also analyzing its 
racial, gender, and/or cultural structures as power frameworks (Rankine & Callow, 2017). 
Indeed, through multimodal composition, students can understand how the traditional defining 
of author, audience, genre, and linear sequence can be broadened ([ƛƳΣ hΩIŀƭƭƻǊŀƴΣ ¢ŀƴΣ ϧ YΦ [Φ 
E., 2015). One way related to the current study in which students can achieve a greater critical 
ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ƛƴ ŀƴŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛǎ ōȅ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ 
structures (Comber & Nixon, 2014; Exley, Woods, & Dooley, 2014). Additionally, generating 
multimodal texts assists students in thinking critically and self-directedly in employing differing 
modes for their particular communicative rationales, showcasing their artistic and creative 
sensibilities (NCTE, 2005), and affirming and documenting their individual and cultural 
backgrounds (Ajayi, 2015). Meanwhile, students who construct multimodal texts with digital 
features, such as digital stories, can include videos, sounds, graphics, images, and colors in their 
work (see Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 2018) in order to increase their digital multimodal prowess, as 
well as achieve a greater dexterity in drafting, composing, and revising a narrative.   
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In the literature reviewed, some students read and/or wrote apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
fiction, while others composed stories, with a few implementing digital and/or multimodal 
elements. Such examples ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 
diverse genre and modal forms (see Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 2018). Nonetheless, a gap in the 
research remains concerning the question of how the curricular practices of reading, 
responding to, and writing apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic stories, as well as composing digital 
tales, could be combined into a singular assignment, the digital storybook, and with what 
success. Indeed, the literature ƻǳǘƭƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction and producing stories more generally tends to be largely 
theoretical (i.e., Ajayi, 2015) or anecdotal (i.e., Mlynarczyk, 2014), lacking many or all of these 
ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΥ ŀ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƴŀŎǘŜŘΤ ŀ 
substantial enough sample of student participants from which to draw results (i.e., Bandi-Rao & 
Sepp, 2014); a categorical delineation of how many students improved their compositional 
practices, which ones, and to what degree; and a digital and/or multimodal component (i.e., 
Rubens, 2012). Additionally, the studies reviewed did not employ an exploratory model 
framework or utilize a greater number of instruments from which to benefit.  

Thus, this article explores and assesses a major assignment, a digital, multimodal storybook 
conforming with the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic genre, as well a reflective essay based upon 
ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΣ L ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜǎe research questions: How does 
foregrounding digital, multimodal writing assignments, such as a PowerPoint storybook, affect 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ мύ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΤ нύ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
concerns; 3) creativity; 4) digital, critical multimodal literacy and digital multimodal prowess; 5) 
ŘŜȄǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ 
6) ability to reflect upon their work, as well as identify with the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
ƎŜƴǊŜΩǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΚ 
 
 

Method  
Research Site 

From 2017 through 2020, the study was conducted at a rural Oklahoma university serving the 
ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ƭƻǿŜǎǘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŎƻǳƴǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘƻŎǘŀǿ bŀǘƛƻƴ 
ǘǊƛōŜΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΣ ōǳǘ ǘhe college itself lays outside of tribal nation jurisdiction. Many 
undergraduates have low-income backgrounds, 57% are first-generation students, and 30% are 
Native Americans, mostly Choctaw and Chickasaw. Academically, only a little over 11% of 
students graduate within five years, and 28% finish at all, even though, according to prospects 
at similar institutions, students should be graduating at a rate of over 39% (Deidentified 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ άCŀŎǘōƻƻƪΣέ нлмфύΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΣ some students, 
including rurally located and racial minorities, face persistence issues as marginalized groups. 
Regionally, high-ǎǇŜŜŘΣ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǳƴŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ όŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ 
άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜΣέ ǎŜŜ IŜƳōǊƻǳƎƘΣ aŀŘŜǿŜƭƭΣ ϧ 5ǳƴƴΣ н018). Consequently, upon enrolling at the 
university, most students possess little experience with composing digitally and do not own 
household computers. Before the COVID-19 outbreak, many students also drove to campus to 
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utilize computer labs but then found other means of completing their work, such as sitting in a 
fast-ŦƻƻŘ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘΩǎ ǇŀǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ ǳǘƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎΦ  

 
Research Methods 

Having Institutional Review Board approval, I designed an exploratory case study offering an 
άƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴέ ό{ǘŀƪŜΣ мффрΣ ǇΦ сύΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ŀƛƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ L ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ a digital storybook about a 
possible cataclysmic event would impact their ability to implement multimodal composition 
practices, as well as portray their personal and greater social worries. Additionally, I 
investigated how the storybook assignment might ōŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
outcomes. I utilized diverse forms of data to produce results, including a post-assignment 
survey with Likert-style and open-ŜƴŘŜŘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŜǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
essays, and classroom obseǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
multimodal reading and writing practices, critical thinking, research, and reflection. 
CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǊŀǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ L ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇǊŜǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪΣ 
storyboƻƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ 
ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ L ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǊǳōǊƛŎ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
storybook. I selected this assignment for assessment because in producing it, students 
discussed their identity, and the unit also reflected a measure of their interaction with 
ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΦ !ǎ ǊŀǘŜǊǎΣ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ ŦƻǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
outcomes. On a five-Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ ǿŜ ǊŀǘŜŘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀtion; development and 
clarification of ideas; diction, style, and voice; audience and genre features; artwork; and 
synthesis of information and cohesion.  

 
Sample Demographics 

The 80 participants ranged in age from 19 to 48, with the majority in their early twenties. Men 
represented 42% (n = 34), and women were 58% (n = 46). Caucasian students were the 
majority, with Native Americans, Choctaw and Chickasaw, ranking second. More than half of 
students (n = 41) had a combined household income of below $30,000, thus living at the 
poverty level, and most came from rural backgrounds. Additionally, as elsewhere nationally, 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ȅŜŀǊ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /h±L5-19 pandemic. Refer to Table 1 for 
group demographics. 
 

 

Findings  
{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ {ǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜƛǊ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ-related Outcomes for the 

Storybook 
!ǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘΩǎ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ŎŀǘŀŎƭȅǎƳƛŎ 
event that might reflect their personal anxieties and/or socieǘȅΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎΣ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ 
hesitant to do so. Nonetheless, once they began to explore their qualms about the future, 
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Table 1. Studentsô Demographic Characteristics 
 

Race Caucasian 
52% (42) 

Native American 
39% (31) 

Hispanic/Latino 
4% (3) 

African-
American 3% (2) 

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 
2% (2) 

Age 18-21 
52% (42) 

22-25 
43% (34) 

26-29 
1% (1) 

35-39 
1% (1) 

45-49 
2% (2) 

Annual 
Household 
Income      

$0-15,000 
24% (19) 

$16,000-30,000 
27% (22) 

$31,000-45,000                         
12% (10) 

$46,000-60,000  
15% (12) 

> $60,000 
22% (18) 

 

Permanent 
Residence 

Oklahoma 
81% (65) 

Texas  
19% (15) 

NA 

Town Size      Under 
5,000  

 43% (34) 

5,000-10,000  
23% (18) 

11,000-20,000 
21% (17) 

30,000-50,000 
 11% (9) 

60,000 +  
2% (2) 

 
N = 80 

Note: The number of students per category has been rounded to the nearest whole number. 
 

contemplate their personal and larger identities, and decide upon a storyline for an apocalyptic 
event, they were eager to produce their storybooks, which, like comics, distilled an idea into a 
limited number of frames or pages while offering an entertaining premise (see Appling, 
Weaver, & Lay, 2009). As findings, in composing a digital storybook, a majority of students 
fulfilled these assignment criteria to an average or better degree: 1) employed critical thinking; 
42) explored and researched personal and social concerns; 3) showed creativity; 4) 
demonstrated a digital, critical multimodal literacy and digital multimodal prowess; 5) exhibited 
ŀ ŘŜȄǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ 
and 6) displayed an ability to reflect upon their work, as well as identify with apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic genre subjects.  

Students addressed these outcomes in specific ways. They practiced critical thinking and 
creativity in completing prewriting tasks, namely listing their individual and communal 
apprehensions and brainstorming for storybook ideas. Additionally, students explored and 
researched their concerns by utilizing internet searches to gather information about 
apocalyptic-related topics in which they were interested. Moreover, students employed a 
digital, critical multimodal literacy by deciding independently how to proceed with their work, 
as well as demonstrating a digital multimodal prowess in composing alphabetic text and mixing 
it with visual and audial elements ƛƴ ǳǘƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ tƻǿŜǊtƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘŜȄǘΣ 
pictures and/or graphics, and an edited recording of themselves reading their tale. 
Interestingly, as a side note, in addressing PowerPoint, students also showed more 
collaboration and unity of intention in their interactions than usual (see Appling, Weaver, & Lay, 
2009; Hembrough, 2019). Next, students applied process writing in beginning their storybook 
with prewriting, composing and peer reviewing the rough draft, receiving input from me, and 
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revising and producing a final version, thus effecting a dexterity in drafting, composing, and 
ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ Ŝǎǎŀȅ 
propelling them to contemplate their reactions to apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic literature, 
digital storytelling, and multimodality; ponder the concepts and choices behind their tale, 
including its strengths and weaknesses; and assess their learning outcomes. 

Upon interacting with the storybook assignment, only two students, in the reflective essay, 
ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎƭƛƪŜ ƻŦ ǘŀŎƪƭƛƴƎ ƛǘΥ hƴŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ άƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
commented on how she had to rerecord audio clips of her reading her story because of 
interruptions, including her cat knocking over items, rendering background noise. However, as 
ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǳƴƛǘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉŀǎǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΣ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
experiences and familiarity with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic, as well as digital texts, influenced 
their perception of the storybook assignment (see Jacobs, 2013; Rubens, 2012). Some students, 
ǿƘƻ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘΣ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎŜǘΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ άŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿέ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘŜ ŀ ŦǳǘǳǊƛǎǘƛŎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ 
storybook had reported possessing limited experience with writing fiction and/or composing 
ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭƭȅΦ hǘƘŜǊǎ ŀŘƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ άƴŜǊǾƻǳǎέ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
ŀǳŘƛƻ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ 
outlooks remained open to their preferences, they found that they could portray many current 
or looming anxieties within their texts. Additionally, as many were familiar with 
apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic films, students also utilized these as models about which to think 
critically and envision their own projects (see Rubens, 2012) while retaining their self-purpose 
and sense of creativity.   

As the unit progressed, students discussed the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic texts, including the 
digital and the graphic, and thus multimodal, novels, we were reading in an increasingly 
complex manner, thus enacting a critical digital literacy. However, not everyone liked the 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƭƛǎǘΩǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴΣ ƻƴŜ ƻƭŘŜǊ 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŘǳōōŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ άƭƻǿ ǿƻǊƪΣέ άǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΣέ ŀƴŘ άǘǊŀǎƘ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΦέ 
Indeed, as it became clear to me, stereotypes about apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic texts and 
graphic novels as being unsuited for advanced readers desiring to investigate complicated 
topics still exist (see Richardson, 2017). Likewise, other students expressed their continued 
ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ǇǊƛƴǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƴƻǾŜƭǎΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ 
ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǳǘƛƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ όǎŜŜ CǊŜȅ ϧ CƛǎƘŜǊΣ 
2007). Nonetheless, as I affirmed for students, apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic and graphic novels 
ŀǎ ƎŜƴǊŜǎ Ŏŀƴ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ όǎŜŜ /ǊŀǿŦƻǊŘΣ нллпύ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ 
possess an established literary and cultural merit and provide concepts and patterns that one 
might not encounter elsewhere (Gravett, 2005).  

In the survey and reflective essay, students identified achieving various outcomes in composing 
the storybook, including 1) implementing critical thinking; 2) exploring and researching personal 
and social concerns; 3) expressing creativity; 4) demonstrating a digital, critical multimodal 
literacy and digital multimodal prowess; 5) showing a dexterity in drafting, composing, and 
ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ сύ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ to reflect upon 
their work, as well as identify with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic genre ideals. Notably, three 
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quarters or more of students reacted positively to nearly all of the associated survey items 
tabulated below, thus demonstrating their interest in apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction 
topics, as well as digital storytelling, with this calculation excluding only the last two items listed 
concerning whether students would consider generating future digital storybooks and/or 
revising their digital stƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǇǎǘƻƴŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ ό{ŜŜ ¢ŀōƭŜ н ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-reported 
survey outcomes upon completing the storybook.) 

tǊƻŎŜŜŘƛƴƎΣ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǎǎŀȅǎΣ 
most believed that the storybook assignment strengthened their critical thinking, exploration 
and research of personal and social concerns, and creativity, as well as promoting their 
educational interests. Specifically, as some racial minority students relayed in the reflective 
essay, in formulating a storybook, they had enjoyed the process of describing and researching 
their concerns as a means of constructing their identity and perceived path. One Choctaw 
ǿƻƳŀƴ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ ά²ƘŜƴ L ǎƭŜŜǇΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ŘǊŜŀƳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜΦ .ȅ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ 
story, I used my reoccurring ideas about how the end of the world might take place, along with 
ŀ ƴŜǿ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΦέ [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ ŀƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ-American student provided an insight about how the 
ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊǘ ŀ άƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƭŜǾŜƭέ ǘƘŀƴ ǳǎǳŀƭΥ ά.Ŝfore, I thought digital 

 

Table 2. Survey of Studentsô Self-reported Outcomes upon Finishing the Storybook 
 

Academic Outcomes for Digital Storybook Assignment 

Strengthened critical thinking skills                                                                                        95% (76)                                                                                      
Strengthened exploration and research of personal and greater  
social concerns                                                                                                                           92% (74)                                                                                      

Strengthened creativity                                                                                                            85% (68) 

Strengthened critical, reading skills, including reading digital multimodal 
texts                                                                                                                                              97% (78) 

Proved useful in learning more about digital storybooks as a multimodal genre          86% (69) 

Strengthened digital, multimodal writing skills                                                                    98% (78) 

Strengthened drafting, composing, and revising skills in writing a narrative                 90% (72) 
Strengthened ability to write for a said purpose, specifically for an  
ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ                                                                                                        86% (69)                 
Strengthened reflective skills                                                                                                   94% (75)                                                                                      

Strengthened ability to identify with the apocalyptic/ post-apocalyptic 
ƎŜƴǊŜΩǎ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ                                                                                                                             95% (76) 

Promoted or reinforced educational interests                                                                    74% (59)              

Prompted student to consider making future digital storybooks                                    53% (42) 
Motivated student to consider lengthening and revising the current  
digital storybook as a capstone senior project                                                                    22% (18)                                                                    

 
N = 80 students 
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storytelling was for children. However, I see how placing pictures in the book and including my 
ǾƻƛŎŜ ƛƴ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀŘŘŜŘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƭŀȅŜǊǎΦέ {ŜǇŀǊŀǘŜƭȅΣ Ƴŀny Teacher Education majors 
claimed that the assignment reinforced their educational interests because they planned to 
assign future students to read apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic novels, as well as author digital 
storybooks, in their own classrooms. Incidentally, in the reflective essay, students who 
discussed composing their storybook more positively also performed better on the unit 
assignment.  

!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǎǎŀȅǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 
and writing processes, including a digital, critical multimodal literacy and digital multimodal 
ǇǊƻǿŜǎǎΤ ŘŜȄǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ 
ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǳǇƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎκpost-
apocalyptic genre topics. At least 97% of students (n = 78) surveyed reported that the 
storybook assignment facilitated advancements in their reading and writing skills, including 
those addressing digital, multimodal texts. Additionally, almost all students surveyed agreed 
that completing the storybook improved their understanding of composing digital multimodal 
texts more largely. As a further outcome, in writing the reflective essay, half of students (n = 40) 
also commented that generating the storybook strengthened their comprehension of and/or 
interaction with general academic writing procedures in some significant way, including their 
recognizing the requirement for process writing and revision. One Caucasian student remarked 
ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ άL ƴŜǾŜǊ thought about the need to draft a story instead of writing it all at once 
and being done. Also, I had never considered the need to keep a story moving in order to 
maintain audience interest. In writing my plot, I had to get rid of digressions. Interestingly, the 
ǎŀƳŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿǊƛǘŜ ŀƴ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŜǎǎŀȅΦέ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ŦƻǊ фр҈ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ όn = 
тсύ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘΣ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘΩǎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƘŜƛƎƘǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic genre subjects and, by association, to contemplate and reflect 
ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ ǘƘŜƳŜǎΦ  

.ŜǎƛŘŜǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-reported results, another rater and I assessed their 
storybook outcomes. We ascertained that students performed highest in the areas of 
άǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴέ ŀƴŘ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅΣέ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ут҈ όn = 
тлύ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ŦƻŎǳǎ ŀƭǎƻ 
ŀƛŘŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀǘ ƭeast 82% (n = 66) meeting 
άŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǎǘȅƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǾƻƛŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴǊŜέ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ hǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ сл҈ ƻŦ 
students (n Ґ пуύ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ άŀǊǘǿƻǊƪέ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎ ƭƻǿŜǎǘΦ 
{ŜŜ ¢ŀōƭŜ о ŦƻǊ ǊŀǘŜǊǎΩ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΦ 

 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 9ȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ²ƻǊǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜƛǊ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
Character Conflicts in Composing the Storybook 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ can be paid to how 

the storybook assignment led students to explore their personal and social concerns and 

connect with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic genre topics by linking their worries to those of a 
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Table 3. Ratersô Assessment of Studentsô Academic Outcomes for the Storybook 
 

Writing Outcomes for 
the Digital Storybook  

Percentage of Assignments Associated with Each Outcome,  
ǿƛǘƘ άмέ .ŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ άрέ ǘƘŜ IƛƎƘŜǎǘ 

 Fails to Meet 
Requirements 

1 

Fair 
 
2 

Meets 
Requirements 

3 

Good 
 
4 

Excellent 
 
5 

Synthesis of Information 
and Cohesion 

6% 
n = 5 

7% 
n = 6 

23% 
n = 18 

52% 
n = 42 

12% 
n = 12 

Development and Clarity 6% 
n = 5 

6% 
n = 5 

24% 
n = 19 

36% 
n = 29 

28% 
n = 22 

Diction, Style, and Voice 11% 
n = 9 

7% 
n = 6 

37% 
n = 30 

34% 
n = 27 

11% 
n = 9 

Audience and Genre 
Requirements 

6% 
n = 5 

11% 
n = 9 

27% 
n = 22 

24% 
n = 19 

32% 
n = 26 

Artwork/Images 7% 
n = 6 

33% 
n = 26 

39% 
n = 31 

9% 
n = 7 

12% 
n = 10 

 
N = 80 students  
 
 
main character created for the storybook. Indeed, one prewriting assignment allowed students 
to pinpoint their stressors and potentially link them to one(s) that their main character 
navigating a futuristic setting might also face. OŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘΩǎ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪΣ 
having five parts, promoted critical thinking, creativity, and process writing. First, students 
listed personal and cultural stressors that college students collectively could face currently or 
might have faced in the past six months, with these being listed on the board. Second, students 
wrote down personal and cultural stressors that they themselves had felt within this period, as 
ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ŦǊƻƳ άǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅέ ǘƻ άǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅΦέ ¢ƘƛǊŘΣ ŀƭƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ 
voluntarily discussed at least one of their individually reported stressors. Fourth, students 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
their protagonist might undergo. Fifth, students shared aloud their second brainstorming 
ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊόǎύ 
similarly.  

{ǘŜƳƳƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜΣ ŀ ŎŀƭŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-reported stressors is presented in 
¢ŀōƭŜ пΦ /ƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǊŀǘŜǎΣ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀ ǘƘƛǊŘ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ 
anxiety about personal, family, housing, and job issues, with the following factors ranking 
highest: an existential issue (n = 38), having responsibility for a partner and/or a child (n = 38), a 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƴƧǳǊȅκƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ όn = 36), a psychological condition (n = 28), substance 
abuse (n = 28), a problem at work (n = 27), roommate difficulty (n = 25), and housing issues (n = 
25). More greatly and socially, students felt stressed by national economic issues (n = 54), a 
potential or actual pandemic (n = 51), and political conflicts (n = 51). Meanwhile, during the  
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Table 4. Studentsô Stressors 
 

Personal Stressors Strongly Very strongly 
! ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƧǳǊȅκƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ  16 20 

!ƴ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻǊ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άōƛƎƎŜǊ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜέ 13 25 

Caring for a partner and/or child 12 26 

A conflict with a roommate  11 14 
! ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ Ƨƻō 10 17 

A psychological condition, such as depression or anxiety   9 19 

Substance abuse issues   9 19 

A reduction in income    9 13 
Going out with friends more or less than usual   9 12 

A conflict with a spouse/partner   8 20 

Housing issues   8 17 

! ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎκŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ŘŜƳƛǎŜ   7   9 
Transportation issues   6 10 

Sleeping more or less than usual   5   4 

An argument with a parent   4 10 

A significant personal injury or illness   3 14 
Issues with a teacher    3   5 

Eating more or less than usual   3   3 

Difficulty in choosing a future career   1   8 

A legal issue   0   8 
Being pregnant   0   5 

A personal separation/divorce   0   2 

Having sexual issues   0   2 

Greater Social Stressors Strongly Very strongly 
An act of God, including a tornado, hurricane, earthquake, etc.   7 28 

National political issues, such as a presidential election   3 48 

/ƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀǊ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ   3 18 

Environmental sustainability issues   3 14 
Homelessness   2 12 

Immigration issues   2   4 

Substance abuse issues   1   7 
Economic issues, such as a recession   0 54 

A pandemic   0 51 

Threat of terrorist attacks   0   8 

 
N = 80 
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ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴȄƛŜǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ /h±L5-19 considerations, with an actual 
ǇŀƴŘŜƳƛŎΩǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜΣ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ 

As delineated for the class prewriting activity, students outlined their set of stressors, as well as 
those of their potential main character, in order to seek direction and gain inspiration in 
composing their storybook. Afterwards, upon finishing the storybook, students viewed their 
prewriting material again to assist them in producing their reflective essay, a segment of which 
entailed gauging potential connections between themselves and their main character. Notably, 
for raters, as a reference point emblematic of both sets of wrƛǘƛƴƎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ 5ŀǾƛŘ [ŜǎǘŜǊ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ά{ǘǊŜǎǎŦǳƭ [ƛŦŜ 
9ǾŜƴǘǎ /ƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘέ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ό[ŜǎǘŜǊΣ нлмпύΦ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
college enrollment correlate with their long-term psychological well-being (Lee & Jeong, 2014), 
ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƎŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ 
poorer psychological conditions than those of previous generations (Greene, Jewell, Fuentes, & 
Smith, 2019). Among their anxieties, students at large feel especially apprehensive about the 
status of their physiological and psychological health, family relationships and friendships (Lee 
& Jeong, 2014), college loan debt, and other financial problems (Heckman, Lim, & Montalto, 
нлмпύΣ ŀ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
personal and social concerns both within the class and their storybook. Additionally, first-
generation and rural students feel less academically prepared for college than do their peers, as 
well as doubting their ability to graduate (Morton, Ramirez, Meece, Demetriou, & Panter, 2018) 
and do well academically (Lee & Jeong, 2014), further findings ringing true for the current 
ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘƭy rural and first-generation student population, with many students worried about 
their relationships with instructors (n = 8) and capacity to do well in their classes (n = 21).  

.ŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊǎ ōȅ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
activity and reflective essay, ǊŀǘŜǊǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ 
their rendering of character traits, plotlines, genre aspects, and secondary characters. (See 
Table 5). In an apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic story, one can envision the last days as a challenge, 
journey, battle between two forces, and/or an introduction of alien forces (Leigh, 2008). 
/ƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŘŜalt with such challenges as plot patterns.  

In composing the storybook, students utilized critical thinking skills and creativity, as well as 
enacting a sense of critical literacy skills and comprehension of the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
genre, in presenting the new worlds and troubles their characters faced for an audience. 
Additionally, most students acknowledged their personal and social concerns or stressors in 
ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ƻōǎǘŀŎƭŜǎΦ hǾŜǊŀƭƭΣ Ƴŀƴȅ students held apprehensions 
related to their own physical and/or mental health, as well as possessing worries about family 
issues, and their characters struggled with these same problems if in larger numbers. For 
example, almost a fifth of students (n = 17) reported experiencing a major personal 
injury/illness, and over a quarter (n = 28) faced depression or anxiety. Similarly, around half of 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴƧǳǊȅκƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ όn = 39) and/or felt depressed or anxious 
(n = 54). On another note, almost half of students felt concerned about being responsible for a 
partner and/or a child (n Ґ оуύ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ƘŀƴŘƭƛƴƎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ƛƴƧǳǊȅκƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ όn = 36), 
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Table 5. Themes for Character Traits, Plotlines, Genre Aspects, and Secondary 
Characters that Students Generated in the Storybook 

aŀƛƴ /ƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ¢Ǌŀƛǘǎ 

Character represents a superhero (0). 

Character has a secret power/skill (0) or special prop, like a sword (0). 

Character has a special or known flaw/weakness (6). 
Character possesses a sense of fear (57), anxiety or depression (54), alienation (56), apathy 
(48), indecision (47), uncertainty (43), and/or anger (54). 

Story Plotline Type and Conflicts 

Story relies upon causal events, with a beginning and ending, and the story is a comedy (20) 
or tragedy (60). 

Story is open-ended (68) or closed-ended (12). 

Story involves an actual journey in time and space for the main character (57). 

{ǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ 
όпрύΤ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ όммύΤ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴƧǳǊȅκƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ όофύΤ substance abuse (2); and/or 
mental health condition, such as depression (38) or anxiety (39). 

{ǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊǳƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ όнύ ƻǊ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ όпύΦ 

Story is about a natural or man-made disaster/emergency, including a fire (7), tornado (1), 
earthquake (1), hurricane (11), bombing (14), war (28), and/or pandemic (26). 

Story is about a change in political leadership (45), including through the arrival of alien 
forces (12). 

Story includes negative events for the main character, including abandonment (56), physical 
fighting (42), rape (14), cannibalism (9), harsh elements (47), and/or slavery (21). 

Story includes positive events for the main character, including marriage (11), the birth of a 
child (9), the act of applying new skills for survival (59), and/or the assumption of a 
leadership role (36). 

Genre Aspects 

Story involves a lesson or moral that the main character learns (61). 
Story is realistic or plausible (51). 

Secondary Characters  

Story has a guide, including a parent, god figure, coach, etc. (38). 

 
N = 80 students 

 
ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀ ƪŜȅ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘŀƭŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ όn = 45). Other 
student worries included housing (n = 25), job (n = 27), and/or pregnancy issues (n = 5), 
ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ 
abandonment (n = 56), living in harsh elements (n = 47), slavery (n = 21), and/or rape (n = 14). 
.ŜǎƛŘŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ Ŏonflicts, their tales called attention to larger cultural 
uncertainties. More than half of students were bothered by the status of political (n = 51) and 
economic matters (n = 54), along with the threat or actuality of a pandemic (n = 51), themes 
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portrayed in a quarter to nearly half of their tales. Comparably, approximately half of students 
(n = 35) were leery about a possibly impending act of God, while over a quarter (n = 21) felt 
ƴŜǊǾƻǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƻǳǘōǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǿŀǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴg disasters, including 
a war (n = 28), pandemic (n = 26), bombing (n = 14), hurricane (n = 11), fire (n = 7), tornado (n = 
1), and/or earthquake (n = мύΦ ό{ŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ LL ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎΦύ  

 Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀȅǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ and their circumstances also presented a parallel to 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƴƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƻŦ ŀ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ 
άǎǳǇŜǊƘŜǊƻέ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǇƻǿŜǊκǎƪƛƭƭ ƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƻǇΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳŀƎƛŎŀƭ ǎǿƻǊŘΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ 
similar to the students, their main characters could be considered average people, with only six 
characters possessing a known, supernatural flaw/weakness by which they were defined. Most 
students also wrote realistic or feasible tales (n = 51), rendering the types of roadblocks with 
which their characters grappled as possibly similar to those that students themselves faced. 
Separately, just as many students desired advice from teachers about completing their 
assignments and/or beginning their careers as per their list of needs to be addressed, some of 
their stories also featured the role of guides or mentors (n = 38). Likewise, as a plot choice, 
Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƻǇŜƴ-ended (n = 68), paralleling their existence at this point, 
open to diverging roads in terms of a profession, romantic relationship, and/or decision to start 
a family. Indeed, as students mused upon their careers, alliances, and settings, many stories 
involved a lesson or moral that the character learned (n = 61) and/or journey taken (n = 57).  
 
 

Discussion  
¢ƻ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎέ όWŀŎƻōǎΣ нлмоύΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ 
read and compose work in multiple textual modes and genres, such as through practicing digital 
storytelling and writing apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction. Within the study, regardless of the 
ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊǘΣ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ƭŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ǳǇƻƴ 
their composing capabilities, especially concerning multimodality aspects. Likewise, in 
generating a storybook, all were willing to contemplate their individual and larger social 
concerns connected to identity factors of gender, race/ethnicity, background, major, family and 
career expectations, and location in some significant way, including by linking them to 
apocalyptic/post-ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭŜƛǘƳƻǘƛŦǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘ ōŜƎŀƴΣ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 
possessed a limited experience with reading and/or writing both apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
literature (see Shimkus, 2012) and digital storybooks (see Bandi-Rao & Sepp, 2014). Still, most 
were able to grasp and enjoy the storybook assignment with its interdisciplinary focus and 
digital, multimodal elements. Many students, as English majors, reported their continued 
preference for writing alphabetic-based texts, yet nearly all were willing, especially the creative 
writers, to commit much time to digitally composing the storybook.  

For the study, foregrounding digital, multimodal writing assignments, such as a PowerPoint 
storybook with alphabetic text, mixed with visual and audial elements, assisted students in 
addressing key composition-related processes, including 1) critical thinking; 2) an exploration 
and research of their personal and social concerns; 3) creativity; 4) a digital, critical multimodal 
literacy and digital multimodal prowess; 5) a dexterity in drafting, composing, and revising a 
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ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ сύ ŀƴ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ 
as identify with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic topics. Indeed, overall, at least 85% of students (n 
= 68) surveyed reported that the storybook assignment facilitated advancements in these 
categories for them. Arriving at a similar figure in utilizing comparable writing-outcome-based 
criteria, raters assessing the storybook assignment also found at least 82% of students (n = 66) 
were also able to synthesize information and create cohesion; develop their work and offer 
clarity; utilize the appropriate diction, style, and voice; and meet audience and genre 
requirements in undertaking this task. These self-reported and rater-assessed results, with a 
high degree of overlap, indicate that the storybook assignment benefited a good number of 
students in achieving various composition-oriented outcomes valuable to the larger course.  

Largely, this study is significant in providing writing teachers with information about the 
benefits and obstacles involved in formulating a digital storybook with an apocalyptic/post-
apocalyptic outlook for a multimodal composition course as an assignment hereto undescribed 
ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ƴŜǿ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-
reported and rater-assessed outlooks, patterns, and outcomes upon producing a digital 
storybook. Moreover, the study is unique in presenting a set of student stressors and a list of 
fictional literary devices and categories affiliated with character, plot, and setting types that 
students rendered in their storybook, with many students aligning their anxieties surrounding 
death; injury; disease; and the loss of family, friends, livelihoods, educational pursuits, and 
homes with those of their main character. Altogether, thus, the study fills specific gaps in the 
ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΦ ! ŦŜǿ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ όƛΦŜΦΣ Mlynarczyk, 2014), 
including digital storytelling (i.e., Bandi-Rao & Sepp, 2014), while others portray their 
composition of apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fiction (i.e., Rubens, 2012) or at least a response to 
ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ όƛΦŜΦΣ IƛǎŜǊΣ нлмлύΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ the current study is unique in combining 
multiple genre elements in a single assignment. As a further factor separating past studies from 
the current one, the existing literature is limited to portraying students enrolled in basic writing 
and first-year composition classes, while the current study contributes to the spectrum in 
depicting a population of English majors enrolled in an upper-division, multimodal writing class. 
In other opposition to the current study, the prior literature available tends to be largely 
theoretical (i.e., Ajayi, 2015) or anecdotal (i.e., Mlynarczyk, 2014), lacking many or all of these 
ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΥ ŀ ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
assignments enacted; a substantial student sample from which to draw conclusive results (i.e., 
Bandi-Rao & Sepp, 2014); a categorical delineation of how many students improved their 
composition practices, which ones, and to what degree; and a digital or multimodal component 
tied to the task (i.e., Rubens, 2012). Also, the studies reviewed did not employ an exploratory 
model framework or implement a greater number of study instruments from which to benefit.  

According to study findings, as the first assignment outcome, the storybook assisted students in 
building their critical thinking skills (see Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 2018), creativity, and 
comprehension and identification with apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic subjects. In composing 
apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic texts, writers can test the basic theories that people hold about 
ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ άƘǳƳŀƴέ όIŀǊƻƭŘΣ нлммύΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ 
interacting with both apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic fictional texts and digital stories can provoke 
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students to contemplate, critique, and act upon cultural norms (see Porfilio, Gorlewski, & 
DƻǊƭŜǿǎƪƛΣ нлмтύΦ ¦ǇƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀȄƛƻƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ 
storybook assignment also prompted students to explore apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic themes, 
ones they might not encounter otherwise, and think critically in positing relationships amongst 
humans and their current and future world (see Grossman, 2012). Such contemplation proves 
important, as many people concentrate on present-day issues, with an inability to conceive of 
what could lie ahead. Similarly, for the study, the storybook assignment provided students with 
opportunities to showcase their creativity, as the task compelled them to choose from an 
unending array of characters, plots, settings, and styles in examining everyday premises and 
ǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛŦΚέ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ȅŜŀǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 
affected by the advent of COVID-19, making their problems and circumstances seem 
apocalyptic in nature as never before, as some remarked. Good apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
fiction affords for originality, innovation, and transcendence (Lucas, 2011), and in the 
storybook, students, drawing upon their stressors, backgrounds, and experiences, utilized 
material generated from their prewriting exercises similarly in portraying memorable 
characters located in interesting situations, with existing social, political, biological, and/or 
ecological systems having gone amuck. Notably, a few students even formulated tales offering a 
fictional reaction to COVID-19 itself because, as they explained in their reflective essay, they 
ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ōŜ άǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ Řŀȅ ƛƴ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛǊŜǎΦ 

As the second, related assignment outcome, the storybook aided students in exploring and 
researching their personal and greater cultural concerns (see Porfilio, Gorlewski, & Gorlewski, 
2017). Within and outside of the classroom, students read and write to comprehend the 
universe around them and how they connect to it (Grossman, 2012). Likewise, in the study, the 
storybook assignment led students to embody this stricture by analyzing and researching their 
surroundings and pondering how they and their stressors were linked to the larger landscape. 
During the COVID-19 outbreak particularly, students became consumed with locating 
information about how they and their plans and dreams might be affected physically, socially, 
and economically by the virus, and they fashioned characters facing similar worries. As a 
student-centered approach, storytelling can be employed for stimulating deep learning and 
meaning-making (McLean, 2005), while students engaging in digital storytelling may show more 
interest in the subject matter being taught than otherwise (Suwardy, Pan, & Seow, 2013). 
Correspondingly, for the study, students also reported that the research they undertook was 
ƳƻǊŜ άǳǎŜŦǳƭέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀƴ άǳǎǳŀƭΣέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ 
possess some present or future personal impact. Moreover, having connected with the 
apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic genre and its painting of diverse heroes by race, gender, 
background, and economic condition, students constructed their characters as being ordinary 
yet complex people, who, like the students themselves, could become heroes in a new world, 
no matter their individual and group attributes (see Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 2018). Notably, by 
tackling a digital storybook emphasizing oral and visual communication patterns, some 
marginalized students, facing racial, educational, and economic inequities, also found a forum 
for their stories where they could express the natures of their histories, cultural traumas, 
practices, and communication styles and preferences (see Royal, 2010). Likewise, the storybook 
ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳƛŎΩǎ ǊŜƴŘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ to present their tales through 
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the use of metaphor or a fictional stance, allowing them to cover topics, such as pregnancy, 
suicidality, the death/injury of family members, and homelessness, that are difficult to present 
(see Eisner, 1996). In the reflectƛǾŜ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ ƻƴŜ /ƘƻŎǘŀǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘΣ άLƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǇƻŎŀƭȅǇǘƛŎ 
ƎŜƴǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ƻǇŜƴΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ bŀǘƛǾŜǎ 
that people tell are closed, over, past tense, historical, end of the line. What about me? My 
story is Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ L Ŏŀƴ ǎƘǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΦέ 

 The third assignment outcome with which the storybook aided students learning to navigate 
PowerPoint was in bolstering their digital, critical multimodal literacy and digital multimodal 
prowess in addressing ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭŜΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ όǎŜŜ b/¢9Σ нллрύΦ Lƴ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘŀƭŜ 
ŀǎ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ άǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎ όǎŜŜ /ƻƳŜǊΣ нлмрύΣ 
students may investigate the literate performances attached to diverse multimodal texts (see 
Jacobs, 2013). Indeed, within the study, students discovered that a textual message containing 
multimodal elements is different than one without them (see Coscarelli & Ribeiro, 2018). On 
this point, students discussed how implementing multimodal elements within their story, 
including sound, images, and color, added to its complexity as modes that viewers would have 
to consider as they read the alphabetic text. Notably, in the reflective essay, students reported 
that by inserting a voice recording of the ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎ ǘŜȄǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
information about the narrator, while including pictures and images produced a more detailed 
configuration of the setting, and implementing background music presented a specific mood for 
the story. Storytelling can also be utilized to meet the needs of students with diverse learning 
styles (Kortegast & Davis, 2017). Comparatively, in the study, the storybook assignment 
promoted the strengths of a range of students, including those who preferred employing oral 
and/or visual elements over the written alphabetic text. As another valuable feature of digital 
storybooks that is also similar to that of comics, the former permit students to present their 
ǘŀƭŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ ƘƻƭŘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ otherwise (see Eisner, 1996). In 
response, for the study, students were eager to share their storybook not only with one 
another but also with family, friends, and the larger public, with two students showcasing their 
work on Facebook. Overall, through digital multimodal composition, students can compose, 
formulate, and publish their work in a manner impossible before its advent (NCTE, 2005), with 
ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
chosen modal elements, purposes, and talents.  

!ǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜȄǘŜǊƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŦƻǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ 
reflection. Largely, through the assignment, students applied process writing by synthesizing 
their ideas (see Kortegast & Davis, 2017), presenting and arranging information (see Wang & 
Zhan, 2010), generating important tales and defining their content (see McGee, 2014), 
reflecting upon their work (see Yang & Wu, 2012), and sharing it with the public to capture a 
larger audience (see Robin & McNeil, 2012). Indeed, in fulfilling the assignment, as many 
students declared, they engaged in process writing if only because the assignment sequence 
prevented them from sitting down the night before the storybook was due, writing for a single 
period, and submitting their work. Instead, students had composed their storybook in segments 
that fit together in selecting a topic; conducting research; composing an alphabetic textual 
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narrative; and developing its corresponding pictorial and audial components (see Sheafer, 
2016), including images and graphics, a recording of the author reading the alphabetic text, 
and/or music and other sound effects (see Wang & Zhan, 2010). Additionally, for purposes 
beyond the class, at least a dozen students planned to expand their storybook into a longer 
ǇƛŜŎŜΦ hƴŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ άL ƪŜŜǇ ǿŀƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎ 
ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ƴŜȄǘ ƛƴ my story. Most times, I get up and work on it. That never 
happened with any essay I wrote for a class. I used to struggle to find ideas, get interested in 
ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ŎƻǳƴǘΦ bƻǿΣ L ǘŜƭƭ ŜǾŜǊȅōƻŘȅ L ƳŜŜǘΣ ΨIŜȅΣ LΩƳ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅΦ LǘΩǎ 
aboǳǘ ƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŜΗ ²ƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΚΩ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 
Ŝǎǎŀȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ƳŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ Ƴȅ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƴŜȄǘΦέ 
 

 

Study Limitations and Future Directions  
This study has shown that foregrounding digital, multimodal writing assignments, such as a 
tƻǿŜǊtƻƛƴǘ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΣ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ-based skills, including 1) 
critical thinking; 2) an exploration and research of their personal and social concerns; 3) 
creativity; 4) a digital, critical multimodal literacy and digital multimodal prowess; 5) a dexterity 
ƛƴ ŘǊŀŦǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘΤ ŀƴŘ сύ ŀƴ 
ability to reflect upon their work, as well as identify with the apocalyptic/post-apocalyptic 
ƎŜƴǊŜΩǎ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΦ !ǎ ŀ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ŀ ǎŎŀƭŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ƭƛǎǘ 
of stressors, such as via implementing the field-ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ά[ƛŦŜ {ǘǊŜǎǎƻǊ /ƘŜŎƪƭƛǎǘ wŜǾƛǎŜŘέ όǎŜŜ 
U.S. Veteran Affairs, 2020), which provides information aōƻǳǘ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ 
defined stressors and range of degree, yet future studies could do so. Namely, this would 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǘǊŜǎǎƻǊǎ ŀƭƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ 
categories. Moving forward, as an additional direction to pursue, researchers could focus on 
other outcomes of potential significance stemming from composing a digital storybook, such as 
how much the assignment propels students to collaborate with one another and whether this 
degree is noteworthy ŀǎ ŀ ǘƻǇƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ƻƴ ƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
enaction of a digital, critical multimodal literacy and willingness to share their digital 
ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ǇǊƻǿŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ tƻǿŜǊtƻƛƴǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦ 
Finally, future studies might investigate the impact of composing digital storybooks for 
marginalized populations, such as Native American students, who are a large group 
represented in the current study but whose identity, background, and concerns were not 
assessed independently. 
 
 

Conclusion  
In the writing classroom, there is a new focus on possessing multiliteracies, including visual, 
ŀǳŘƛŀƭΣ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 
multimodal texts (Serafini, 2010), implement a particular text in a given rhetorical situation, and 
seek higher multimodal literacy levels by investigating diverse genres (Misemer, 2015), such as 
ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΦ In order to succeed in tƻŘŀȅΩǎ 
media-rich workplaces, students must be provided with opportunities to increase their digital 
technology skills connected to enacting a digital, visual, and information literacy (Niemi & 
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Multisilta, 2015). However, it is also important for students to present their stories, identities, 
backgrounds, and stressors in the writing classroom (see Parmegiani, 2014) because through 
culturally responsive storytelling, teachers can help students to face obstacles associated with 
obtaining an education in a global age (see Gay, 2010). Instead of viewing stories as a lesser 
discourse form unworthy of attention, one must also concede that the aptitude for constructing 
narratives is what differentiates humans from other species, as well as providing a comparison 
amongst individual storytellers as authors themselves. In the writing classroom itself, 
ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŜƴ 
faculty do not possess digital technology backgrounds (Selfe, 2004) and models demonstrating 
how computer-based assignments can be integrated (Sealey-Morris, 2015). Nevertheless, by 
utilizing digital storybooks as focal texts for writing assignments, teachers and students can 
address not only multimodal composition literacy requisites, but also prompt students to 
investigate their personal and larger cultural, identity-related conflicts, with students opting to 
compose digital storybooks as a creative replacement for some traditional, print-based writing 
assignments.  
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Appendix I: Major Questions Students Addressed in the 
Reflective Essay  
 
1. Discuss how you composed your storybook, with its strengths and weaknesses, and the 
effect on viewers you hoped to produce and why. 

2. Did the Storybook assignment strengthen your critical thinking and research skills? If so, 
how?  

3. Did the Storybook unit strengthen your multimodal reading skills? If so, how? 

4. Did the Storybook assignment strengthen your multimodal writing skills? If so, how?  

5. Did the Storybook assignment strengthen your reflective practices? If so, how? 

6. Did the Storybook assignment strengthen your collaborative practices? If so, how?  

7. Did the Storybook assignment promote your educational and personal interests? If so, how?  

8. Did the Storybook assignment prompt you to consider continuing to compose stories in the 
future? If so, why?  

9. DescǊƛōŜ ȅƻǳǊ {ǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎκƘŜǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ƎƻŀƭΦ 

млΦ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ȅƻǳǊ {ǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ 

ммΦ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ȅƻǳǊ {ǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΦ  

мнΦ 5ŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ȅƻǳǊ {ǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪΩǎ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŀƭ, if there is one.  
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Appendix II: Examples of Studentsô Digital Storybooks 
 

!Φ ά{ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ ŀ 5ȅƛƴƎ ²ƻǊƭŘέ  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=51&v=uYQjiokqhU0 
 
In this storybook, a teenage girl named Catherine has changed her name to Blaze. She is writing 
her story in a journal and talking to the reader in a self-reflexive way as she imagines the reader 
finding and publishing her journal in the future. Alone now, Blaze lives in a small, unremarkable 
town and has lost her family and friends. Overall, Blaze is tired of her new existence. She is a 
frank and postmodern hero. 
 
.Φ ά¢ƘŜ !ǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘέ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zMwXv7h9Qhs&feature=youtu.be 
 
Kia is a teenage girl who lives in a futuristic world that is crowded and smog-filled. When she is 
appointed to be part of a special community with a unique task, she and her family are excited 
at this honor. However, Kia does not understand until it is too late that she has been appointed 
to die in order to reduce the population problem. 
 
/Φ ά¢ƘŜ wŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ aŀŎƘƛƴŜέ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1SRVhc5myA8&feature=youtu.be 
 
The narrator is part of a community formed to be a safe haven. However, the government has 
placed the occupants here in order to imprison and separate them from the greater society. On 
the recording machine, a man gives an account about this plan to others, but his warning is 
grasped too late. 
 
5Φ ά¢ƘŜ 9ǇƛŘŜƳƛŎέ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NMEt1tZ_4wg&feature=youtu.be 
 
A girl in third grade is writing an account in her diary. She sees that her classmates are 
beginning to be absent from school because of a form of the flu, which changes before a 
vaccine can bŜ ƳŀŘŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǎǘǊŀƛƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴȊŀ ǿƛǇŜǎ ƻǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
narrator sees many of her family and friends die. 
 
9Φ ά{ŎŀǾŜƴƎŜǊέ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=12&v=DThh0Olzm8M 
 
This story shows a lone boy, who is taken into safety by an older man, a sage. Together, they 
scavenge the landscape because there is no food, and little is alive. However, as it becomes 
apparent, when this duo meets another group, the former will have to deal with the prospect 
of cannibalism. 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=51&v=uYQjiokqhU0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zMwXv7h9Qhs&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1SRVhc5myA8&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NMEt1tZ_4wg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=12&v=DThh0Olzm8M
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Constellating Arts -Based and Queer 
Approaches:  

Transgenre Composing in/as Writing Studies 
Pedagogy 

Kristin LaFollette, University of Southern Indiana 
----- 

Abstract  
Visual art, when intersected with writing, resists traditional norms in composition and creates 
space to embrace alternative composing forms and voices, and this project argues for the 
benefits of intersecting art and writing in the teaching of writing (and I use the term 
άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜέ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ōƻǘƘ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 
research uses arts-based and queer methodologies to explore the benefits of transgenre 
composing and the ways it challenges composition teachers and students to rethink their 
composing practices and pedagogical approaches to writing. Traditionally, the alphabetic 
document has been privileged in academic settings, but arts-based and queer approaches 
provide lenses through which to (re)examine traditional academic practices so that over-
simplified binaries can be broken down. This project also utilizes textual analysis, interviews 
(from authors who have published transgenre compositions), and collage as methods. In 
employing these methods and methodologies (and in being a tangible representation of what 
transgenre composing can look like through the intersection of image and text), this project 
works to (re)imagine traditional academic norms and advocate for the use of art in writing.   

Keywords : Arts-based Research; Arts-based Pedagogy; Queer Theory; Transgenre 
Composing.  
 

Introduction  
Note: This project is designed for the reader to analyze/perceive images as text, so visual art 
(particularly collage work) is woven into the text. Excepting student examples, all of the artwork 
in this project is my own work.  

This essay begins with a story. I spent the first three years of my undergraduate career as a pre-
med student. In the middle of my third year, I told my academic advisor I wanted to change my 
major. She asked me what else I liked, and I told her I liked to write. She suggested English and 
creative writing and I said I would give it a try. The next semester was a trial-run for me, but I 
enjoyed all my classes and decided to continue on as an English major. During the final 
semester of my program, I needed to take an upper-level English course to fulfill a humanities 
ŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ L ŎƘƻǎŜ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άbŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ /ƻƭƭŀƎŜΦέ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿŀǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ 
into it, but we ended up discussing the intersections of art and writing (what our professor 
ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜǎέύΣ reading and analyzing works of narrative collage, and 
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creating our own compositions that combined both art and writing. I kept a collage novel 
throughout the entire class and continued to use it and the art supplies I accumulated during 
the class even after graduation. Two weeks after finishing my final courses during summer 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ L ōŜƎŀƴ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ 
at the same institution. My concentration was in poetry, but when the time came to assemble a 
committee and start my thesis project, I talked with the professor who taught the narrative 
collage course and asked if my thesis could be a narrative collage. She loved the idea but 
needed to check with the department chair to see if it would meet the requirements for a 
thesis project in the program. She was concerned that the project would be considered too 
ƳǳŎƘ άŀǊǘέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ άǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ όǎŜŜ CƛƎǳǊŜ мύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘΣ 
L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǎǳōƳƛǘ ŀƴ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎ άŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ Ŝǎǎŀȅέ ǘƘŀǘ provided background information on the 
project and discussed other pertinent authors/artists whose work impacted the thesis project. 
The initial skepticism about my thesis project and the need for a context essay led me to 
question whether creative work was valued on the same level as traditional scholarly work, 
especially work that incorporated art. I began wondering: !ǎ ŀƴ άŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎΣέ ǿŀǎ Ƴȅ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ 
art and writing always going to be unrecognized? 

As a doctoral student, I began making connections betwŜŜƴ άƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ 
ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜΥ .ƻǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ άƴƻƴ-ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭέ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜ 
traditionally valued print, alphabetic form. Both forms conveyed messages and engaged with 
audiences in different ways. Both gave audieƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ άǿǊƛǘƛƴƎέ ƛƴ 
new and exciting ways. During my doctorate, I came across a multitude of research in writing 
studies on multimodality and saw my professors and my colleagues advocating for the use of 
digital tools both in their own work and in their classroom spaces. While I frequently use digital 
tools in my own work and encourage students to do the same, and while I saw many similarities 
between multimodal work and the work I was doing at the intersections of art and writing, I still 
questioned whether there was space for creative work in writing studies and in academia as a 
whole. This questioning came from the pressure I felt as a rising scholar in the  
ŦƛŜƭŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ άǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎƘƛǇέΤ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘies making creative work 
όŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎύΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ άŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜΣέ ōǳǘ ƛǎ 
ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊ άǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅέ ƻǊ άŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎέ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΦ  

Early on in my doctoral program, I attended a workshop on arts-based research where the 
facilitator talked about how beneficial it can be for students to utilize creativity and art in the 
classroom to grasp difficult concepts and, in my case, learn how to become more effective 
writers. In that workshop, I started to see more clearly that my background as a creative writer 
could help me as a writing studies scholar and teacher. My passion for art and writing could be 
used to help students, and my work at the intersections of art and writing had value. In the 
introduction to Handbook of Arts-Based Research, Patricia Leavy (2017) writesΣ άwŜŎŜƴǘ 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛƴ ƴŜǳǊƻǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΧƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊǘ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǳƴƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ŘŜŜǇ 
engagement, make lasting impressions, and therefore possesses unlimited potential to 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜέ όǇΦ оύΦ !ǊǘΩǎ άǳƴƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜέ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ 
arts-based and queer approaches, I argue that art is a valuable tool in the teaching of writing. In 
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 Figure 1: Composing is too complex for simplistic binaries that claim itôs either this or 
that (ex. scholarly or creative). 
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arts-based and queer approaches, I argue that art is a valuable tool in the teaching of writing. In 
performing this research, I developed, taught, and reflected upon a writing course that 
embraced an arts-based pedagogy. In addition, I also used collage as a research method, 
interspersing this text with visual art and creating my own transgenre composition in the 
process. The questions I sought to answer in this research project are as follows: 

¶ How does intersecting art and text challenge dominant norms in writing, and how does 
it break down traditional expectations of writing?  

¶ How can art be used in the writing classroom to help teach writing? How can art and 
writing work together to create more effective and rhetorically aware composers? 

¶ What is the process of composing transgenre work like?  

.ŜŦƻǊŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ Ƴȅ ƪŜȅ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ CƻǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ L ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 
άƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜέ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ŀǊǘ and writing, eventually adopting the 
ǘŜǊƳ άƘȅōǊƛŘ-ƎŜƴǊŜΦέ 5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ-critical scholar Ames Hawkins 
ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƭŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ŀŘƻǇǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜέΤ they ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƘȅōǊƛŘ-ƎŜƴǊŜέ 
perpetuated an either/or dichotomy (implying that composing is either this or that) and that 
άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜέ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ 
come to be. While transgenre can be used to refer to any composition that crosses the 
boundaries of genre, for the purposes of this project, I use transgenre to specifically refer to 
compositions that use both elements of art and writing (visual art/imagery and text are both 
ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴύΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǘǊŀƴǎέ ǇǊŜŦƛȄ ƛƴ ǘƘe 
ǘŜǊƳ άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜέ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴŘŜǊΦέ !ǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΣ ǘƘƛǎ 
project embraces a queer methodology and, because of that, I can see how easy it would be to 
create connections between the terms as this essay goes back and forth between discussions of 
άǉǳŜŜǊƛƴƎΣέ άǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣέ ŀƴŘ άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜΦέ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ L ǎŜŜ άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜέ ŀǎ ŀ 
άǘǊŀƴǎŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅέ ƻǊ άǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘŜƴǘέ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΤ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ 
moves freely across boundaries, borders, disciplines, genres, and expectations. It challenges 
norms while resisting constraints. In this way, it moves beyond what we think/know about 
traditional ways/forms of writing.  

I also want to differentiate between the terms transgenre ŀƴŘ άƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭΦέ L ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ 
ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭέ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎ 
and modalities (audio, video, digital imagery, blog and social media interfaces, etc.). In short, 
multimodal is used to refer to digital compositions and transgenre is used to refer to 
compositions that combine art and writing; however, these transgenre compositions (in their 
άŦƛƴŀƭΣέ ǇƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŦƻǊƳǎύ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƻǊ ƴƻƴ-digital, and may have been created using digital 
or non-digital means. I acknowledge here that a strict separation between digital and non-
ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ 
so prevalent. Instead, many works that start out as non-digital works of art and writing may end 
up undergoing remediation in the process of being shared with the world online or through 
eventual print publication. In addition, while this essay is an enactment of the combination of 
art and writing I advocate for, it is both digital and non-digital. The words have been typed on 
these pages using a word processor on a computer. The art was created by hand but was then 
scanned and added to this document. The student work discussed later was created using both 
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non-digital and digital means. While I often refer to artwork in this essay that is made by hand, I 
acknowledge that even non-digital work can and so often does become digital at some point in 
time in order to be remediated, reviewed, or shared with a wider audience.  

While creating art is a frequently messy process and can require large physical spaces to move 
around, Paula Gerstenblatt (2013) notes the benefits of creating art when she writes ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ 
visual arts can open up dialogue among diverse people, offer new insights and reflection, and 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƴŜǿ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘέ όǇΦ нфсύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻƻƭǎΣ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ 
forms. If a composer wants to incorporate drawings, paintings, or cut-and-pasted scraps into 
their work, this might not be as feasible or doable with only digital tools. Transgenre composing 
works toward the same goals of multimodality (to give composers a broader range of tools to 
convey their message and reach their audience) but can involve a more hands-on approach. As 
mentioned, art has immense potential to educate, and its abilities to enhance the composing 
process for students deserves more attention and consideration. While I use the terms 
άǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άƳǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎέ ǘƻ ƳŜŀƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōƻǘƘ 
utilize composing tools beyond the alphabetic; further, little scholarship exists in writing studies 
on transgenre composing, but much has been written about multimodal composing. As such, 
scholarship surrounding multimodal composing served as a springboard in this project for 
discussing transgenre composing. 
 
 

Methodologies and Methods  

Arts-Based and Queer Methodologies: A Constellated Approach 
Within the subfield of cultural rhetorics, ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƴƎέ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ 
decolonial approaches inside and outside of academic institutions. To decolonize is to break 
down existing norms and barriers that have been put in place by the dominant culture and/or 
society. Western ideals are what created the academy, and to decolonize means to challenge 
those ideals and work toward creating space for all cultures, all ways of knowing, all ways of 
meaning-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ ά/ƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƴƎέ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ this 
difficult work of decolonizing and emphasizes relationships, culture, storytelling, and the 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǿŀȅǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜΦ Lƴ άhǳǊ {ǘƻǊȅ .ŜƎƛƴǎ IŜǊŜΥ 
/ƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƴƎ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎǎΣέ aŀƭŜŀ tƻǿŜƭƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ ǿǊiǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άthe practice 
of constellating gives us a visual metaphor for those relationships that honor all possible 
ǊŜŀƭƛǘƛŜǎέ όŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭύΦ tƻǿŜƭƭ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ go ƻƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άƛƴǘŜǊǎŜŎǘƛƴƎέ ƛǎ ŀ 
linear one that privileges certain knowledges and marginalizes others, but that constellating 
ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 
positionality ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŘŜŎƻƭƻƴƛȊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ 
of an arts-based, queer pedagogy and transgenre composing. Traditionally, only certain forms 
of writing have been accepted and valued by the academy. The idea that nothing of value exists 
outside of this is absurd, but these ideals have persevered over time. Scholars in writing studies 
have attempted to tackle and dismantle these norms in various ways. One way has involved 
advocating for multimodal composing and the importance of considering constellations ς the 
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unique identities and abilities of students, the numerous modalities available to composers, the 
development of digital tools and technologies, the teaching approaches of instructors, etc.  

In this essay, I emphasize the importance of recognizing and celebrating constellations and 
argue that the arts-based and queer methodologies discussed here are constellated: they are 
intertwined, are working together simultaneously, and are inseparable. This constellated 
approach is present both in this essay and in the arts-based, queer pedagogical approach of 
using art as a tool to teach writing. If the alphabetic document has been the most valued form 
of the past, then a composition that constellates art and writing is breaking down barriers 
about what writing is, what writing looks like, and who can be a writer. Powell et al. wriǘŜΣ ά! 
ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƻƴΧŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ-making practices and their relationships to matter. It 
allows for multiply-situated subjects to connect to multiple discourses at the same time, as well 
as for those relationships (among subjects, among discourses, among kinds of connections) to 
ǎƘƛŦǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŎŀǇǘƛǾŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǊǘǎ-based and queer 
approach creates space for students with complex backgrounds and experiences to utilize their 
unique identities and to connect to their knowledges and meaning-making practices (and the 
knowledges and meaning-making practices of others) in their work. While an arts-based 
approach recognizes the importance of creative-critical thinking and the uniqueness of 
composers and audiences, queer theory celebrates identity and non-traditional approaches, 
and this constellation of methodologies is woven within and throughout this essay (and 
throughout the pedagogical approach this essay advocates for).  
 

An Arts-Based (and Queer) Methodology 
I used an arts-based approach to explore the role art has/can have in composition pedagogy. 
Art allows people to see and understand concepts in new and different ways, and this is part of 
what makes an arts-ōŀǎŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎƻ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ όǎŜŜ CƛƎǳǊŜ нύΦ Lƴ ά!Ǌǘǎ-Based 
aŜǘƘƻŘǎΣέ {ŀƴŘǊŀ [Φ CŀǳƭƪƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ {ǘƻǊƳȅ tΦ ¢ǊƻǘǘŜǊ όнлмтύ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŀǊǘǎ-based research 
(ABR) represents diverse qualitative methodologies that rely on an aesthetic process of 
imagination and artistic expression through various art mediums as a way to understand and 
ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΣ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΣ ƻǊ ǘŜȄǘέ όǇΦ мύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊΣ CŀǳƭƪƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊƻǘǘŜǊ όнлмтύ ǎǘŀǘŜ 
that arts-based approacheǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜ άǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ŀǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ 
ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀȄƛǎέ όǇΦ мύΦ aȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 
focused on the role transgenre composing can have in shifting traditional ways of teaching 
composing, and an arts-based approach helped me work toward answering those questions.  

Specifically, collage is the artistic medium I used in this project. Put simply, I included original 
collage work throughout so that this project is a representation of what transgenre composing 
can be/look like and to help me organize and identify important data points (I discuss this in 
more depth in the paragraphs that follow this one). Collage work, like many forms of art, is a 
form that works to challenge (or queer) traditional ways of thinking and creating. Dada and 
Surrealist artists worked to shift what people in the 1910s and 1920s saw as art and shifted who 
could be viewed as an artist. In Dadaism and Surrealism: A Very Short Introduction, David 
Hopkins (2004) notes ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ άǿŜǊŜ ŀƳōƛǾŀƭŜƴǘΦΦΦŀōƻǳǘ ŀǊǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ 
ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΣ ώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘŜ 5ŀŘŀƛǎǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǇƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ ƛǘέ όǇΦ снύΦ /ƻƭƭŀƎŜ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƻǊƪ 
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toward that goal as they sought to show that anyone could create collage art with any number 
ƻŦ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƻƴŜ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾƛƴƎΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ŀǎ DŜǊǎǘŜƴōƭŀǘǘ 

Figure 2: In collage work, the artist assembles an archive of materials and the 
materials work together to communicate a unique story or message. 
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(2013) writes, collaƎŜ άŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘǎ ǎǇŀŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άǊŜǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΣέ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ŧƻund materials 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǊǘΣ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ 
traditionally conceived (p. 295). This is a queer notion; the concept of challenging long-held 
traditions and values about art and artists is woven in and throughout Dada and Surrealist 
ideals and work (including collage). Certain forms of art were considered superior to others and 
only certain people could be artists; Dada, Surrealism, and the art of collage queered these 
ideas and shifted the focus of the art world.  

I specifically decided to use collage as opposed to another art form as a method for performing 
this research for a few reasons. One reason is that transgenre composing developed from Dada 
and Surrealism, and many of the artists in those movements were creating collage art. Further, 
since this project argues for the use of art in writing, the collages act as a manifestation of that 
argument and what the intersections of art and writing can look like. Another reason is that 
collages are mixed-media and can involve numerous materials, and I think this artistic freedom 
lends itself to better communicating the goals of this project, which are to advocate for the use 
of art in the teaching of writing. Further, collage art has the potential to make composition 
stuŘŜƴǘǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǊǘΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƛƴǘƛƳƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ άŀǊǘƛǎǘǎέ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀǊǘΣ ōǳǘ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŀōƭŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ 
have students intersect art and writing in their work because they have the option to use 
already-existing materials (like magazine and newspaper clippings, photographs, etc.).  
Collaging also helped me analyze the data I gathered while researching this project. Before 
starting the collages, I pulled words and phrases from the data L ǿŀǎ ƎŀǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǘǳŎƪ ƻǳǘ.έ 
I printed the phrases I selected, cut them out, and laid them all out on my desk. I asked myself:  

¶ How are these pieces of data furthering my project? 

¶ How are they helping me better understand creative-critical work and intersecting art 
and writing in pedagogy?  

In response to these questions, I created collages to accompany the data I pulled from the 
project, and each of the selected pieces of data was used as the focus for one collage. The 
resulting collages represented, for me, what I was learning from the data and were a visual 
representation of the data. The collages also give readers a moment to pause, look at the 
artwork, and reflect on the important data it represents (and what the artwork/data means to 
them). The vƛǎǳŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǉǳŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴŜǘǎ 
of Dada and Surrealism.  
 

A Queer (and Arts-Based) Methodology 
In developing όŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘƛƴƎύ ŀ ǉǳŜŜǊ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅΣ LΩǾŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇƻƴ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊ aŜƎ-John 
.ŀǊƪŜǊΩǎ όнлмсύ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΥ άvǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀ theoretical approach that goes 
beyond queer studies to question the categories and assumptions on which current popular 
ŀƴŘ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘέ όǇΦ мрύΦ όL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƛǎ 
ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊy is inseparable from LGBTQ 
ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΤ L ƳŀƪŜ ƴƻǘŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƻŦ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΩǎ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ [D.¢v ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ 
appreciate the history of queer theory as a critical lens and methodology). While, as Barker 
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(2016) notes, άǉǳŜŜǊέ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜs sexualities, relationships, and gender identities beyond 
heteronormative traditions, this definition has been expanded to a contemporary theoretical 
definition that encompasses anything that challenges dominant norms. In examining transgenre 
work as a queered composing form, I explored the ways it challenges traditional and dominant 
norms in the teaching of writing (see Figure 3). To use an arts-based approach, to embrace 
transgenre composing, is queer; to queer is to challenge the status quo, and arts-based 
approaches in writing classrooms, much like Dada and Surrealist work, attempt to do just that. 
Lƴ ά9ƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ vǳŜŜǊƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǘŀŎǘ ½ƻƴŜǎΣ wŜƛƳŀƎƛƴƛƴƎ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣέ aŀǊǘƘŀ aŀǊƛƴŀǊŀ 
(2012) writes,  

At many different moments, queerness erupts to trouble normalcy, legitimacy and 
signification. Queerness skews, bends, or queers the realities we construct around 
ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΦΦΦLǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǘŜǊƻƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ōŜƴǘΤ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎŜƴǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 
status quo stability...need to be refracted, redirected in their transparency to a burst of 
their colorful parts...In other words, queerness ruffles or disturbs the boundaries and 
borders of knowledge and practice already in place in the academy. (p. 200) 

As Marinara notes, queer theory disrupts long-held traditions and beliefs and challenges people 
ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ όǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ŀ άōǳǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƻǊŦǳƭ 
ǇŀǊǘǎέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀōƭŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘκŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ōŜŦƻǊŜύΣ ǿŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǎŜŜƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ 
exploring differently (and the creation of art helps us to queer what we think we knowτthat 
ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ άǿƻǊŘǎ ƻƴ ŀ ǇŀƎŜέτŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜκǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ άōǳǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƻǊŦǳƭ ǇŀǊǘǎέύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎΣ 
print document has been the traditionally valued composing form; intersecting art with writing 
(in the many forms it can take, both digital and non-digital) breaks through the boundaries of 
what composing has been in the past and shows what it can be. As such, a queer theory 
methodology consistently informed this research as I examined the ways that transgenre 
composing challenges traditional norms in writing studies pedagogy, and this project itself is an 
enactment of that queer methodology through the constellation of text (writing) and image 
(art).   

 

A Framework for Transgenre Composing in/as Writing Studies 
Peda gogy  

Art, Multimodality, and Identity 
Lƴ WƻŘȅ {ƘƛǇƪŀΩǎ όнлммύ Toward a Composition Made Whole, she writes about making students 
aware of the alternative composing methods available to them. As mentioned, transgenre 
composing developed out of the Dada and Surrealist art movements, which employed any 
materials necessary to communicate the goal/purpose of the art. While Surrealist artist Marcel 
5ǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜέ Fountain ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǳǊƛƴŀƭΣ ƛǘ άƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
arrogance of the art world context in order to be read as art, [and] its readability as art sought 
ǘƻ ŘŜōǳƴƪ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǊƻƎŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ǘƘǊƛǾŜŘέ ό.ǊŀŘƭŜȅΣ мффтΣ ǇΦ мпύΦ .ȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǳǊƛƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ 
the work Fountain, the object was given much more prestige than a urinal; Duchamp 
understood that, in order for the piece to communicate what he wanted it to, he needed to use 
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Figure 3: To queer or ñmisperformò writing is to create something unconventional, to 
alter assumptions about the forms writing can take. 
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a material that would achieve that goal. Shipka (2011) similarly talks about this awareness and 
notes that 

what makes this framework for composing unique is the responsibility it places on 
students to determine the purposes of their work and how best to acƘƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜƳΧ! 
mediated activity-based multimodal framework for composing provides 
metacommunicative awareness without predetermining for students the specific 
genres, media, and audiences with which they will work. (p. 87) 

Duchamp understood the purpose of Fountain and created the art accordingly; transgenre 
composing gives students the opportunity to do the same thing and become more effective and 
aware composers in the process.  

Proponents of multimodal composing have argued for years that students benefit when they 
are given the opportunity to use the composing form that best fits their needs and message. In 
ά¢ƘŜ aƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ƛǊΣ ǘƘŜ .ǊŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ aŜŀƴƛƴƎΥ !ǳǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ aǳƭǘƛƳƻŘŀƭ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΣέ /ȅƴǘƘƛŀ 
Selfe (2009) argues ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΩ ƘƛǎǘƻǊy of valuing the print document over 
ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ Ƙŀǎ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛƳƛǘ άƻǳǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŀǎ 
a multimodal rhetorical activity and [has deprived] students of valuable semiotic resources for 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎέ όǇΦ смтύΦ ¢Ǌŀƴǎgenre composing works toward breaking down these outdated 
ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΤ ŀ ǇǊƛƳŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άōŀƭƭŜǘ ǎƘƻŜǎέ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ {ƘƛǇƪŀ 
(2011) discusses in the introduction to Toward a Composition Made Whole. A student wrote 
her essay on a pair of ballet shoes and, when Shipka was facilitating a workshop on multimodal 
composing and mentioned this particular student project, workshop attendees expressed 
ǎƪŜǇǘƛŎƛǎƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ άǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅέ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ {ƘƛǇƪŀ όнлммύ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άI was 
poǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘΧƛƴ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƳŜ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ in relation 
to the complex and highly rigorous decision-making processes the student employed while 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜȄǘέ όǇΦ оύΦ IŜǊŜΣ {ƘƛǇƪŀ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǊŜƳƛȄƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 
and rhetorical decision-making are just as valuable as the final product. Creating art is a hands-
on process and involves making rhetorical decisions about the use of certain materials, the 
placement of certain pieces/parts, etc., and we know that writing is also a deeply rhetorical 
process. Including both art and writing together not only works toward this process-focused 
approach of teaching writing, but also gives students the opportunity to create and write about 
things that are important to them.   

This essay focuses on a constellation of arts-based and queer approaches, and expression and 
identity are both at the forefront of these approaches. In Experimental Writing in Composition: 
Aesthetics and Pedagogies, Patricia Sullivan (2012) writes about how alternative composing 
forms create space for identity, individuality, and artistic freedom: 

Though the lines dividing different pedagogical projects can be blurry and shifting, in 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊŜŜǊΩ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ 
experimental and alternative discourses, students may be allowed to express their 
unique individualities, articulate marginal or underrepresented social realities, and/or 
critique the limits of dominant sociopolitical discourses and the institutions that 
perpetuate these discourses. (p. 2) 
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This statement reflects an arts-based and queer focus which works to destabilize the prescribed 
norms that have pervaded academic institutions and, specifically, composition classrooms for 
years. There are forms and ways of composing that have traditionally been valued over others, 
and transgenre composing provides a way for students to work around those prescribed norms 
and create new realities through freedom of expression (see Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Transgenre composing allows students to embrace their interests and 
identities and experience freedom of expression. 
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Art as a Tool for Teaching Queer 

Lƴ {ǘŀŎŜȅ ²ŀƛǘŜΩǎ (2017) Teaching Queer: Radical Possibilities for Writing and Knowing, she talks 
about several patterns in scholarship on queer pedagogy, including that these discussions are 
typically specific to LGBTQ subjects (students and/or teachers who are queer), that queer 
teaching is limited to the reading of LGBTQ texts, and that discussions of student writing seem 
to be focused on how to respond to homophobic writing or how to teach students to celebrate 
diversity in writing (p. 5). Waite (2017) writes that she values these discussions and considers 
them in her own teaching; however, in her book, she examines the intersections of queer 
theory, writing, and pŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ άƳƻǾŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊέ όǇΦ рύΦ {ƘŜ writesΣ άL ǿŀƴǘ 
to consider queer possibilities for the teaching of writing with particular attention to college 
writing courses. I want to continually develop queer methodologies, thinking of queer 
ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƻǊƛȊŜŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜέ ό²ŀƛǘŜΣ 
2017, p. 5). Similar to what Waite notes here, I think of queer pedagogical approaches as being 
for all instructors and all students in writing classrooms. Waite (2017) goes on to say,  

I offer writing and teaching as already queer practices, and I contend that if we honor 
the overlaps between queer theory and composition, we encounter complex and 
evolving possibilities for teaching writing. I argue for and employ whŀǘ L Ŏŀƭƭ ΨǉǳŜŜǊ 
ŦƻǊƳǎΩτnonnormative and category-resistant forms of writing that move between the 
critical and the creative, the theoretical and the practical, the rhetorical and the poetic, 
the queer and the often invisible normative functions of classrooms. (p. 6) 

In my writing courses (and in the intermediate writing course/case study I will discuss in a 
ƳƻƳŜƴǘύΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ άǉǳŜŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎέ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ǿƛŀ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎΤ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
about and practicing writing, but are weaving that writing into creative, practical, and poetic 
ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ²ŀƛǘŜΩǎ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ  

In Teaching Queer, Waite (2017) also argues that the individual components of our identities 
cannot be separated from each other and that a queer pedagogy involves intersecting theory, 
story, and identity (and I utilize this same intersectingτor constellatingτin this essay). Like the 
arts-based pedagogical approach I discussed in the previous subsection, a queer approach 
ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎion. Waite (2017) claims 
that narrative is just as important as theory and that stories are knowledge (emphasizing the 
importance of constellations and constellating), much in the same way art and writing can work 
together to create new ways of thinking and telling a story. Waite (2017) writes,   

I want to offer a particularly queer understanding of what narrative might mean to 
theory and, dialectically, what theory might mean to narrative. I most closely link my 
own understanding of the scholarly use of naǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ bŀƴŎȅ YΦ aƛƭƭŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 
in Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Other Autobiographical Acts. She writes, 
άΧ.ȅ ǘǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛŀƭ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜǎ ƻŦ 
ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΧtŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻpens an inquiry on the cost of writingτcritical 
writing or Theoryτand its effects.έ (p. 15) 

²ŀƛǘŜΩǎ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎ άǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜΣέ ƻǊ 
making public what is usually left private. In understanding, discussing, and interacting with 
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ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŀ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜƴŀŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ 
of writing. Art not only allows students to choose the form that best fits their project, goals, and 
the needs of their audience, but it creates opportunities for self-expression.  

 

This concept of identity as a central tenant of queer theory and a queer pedagogy is furthered 
ƛƴ Iŀǿƪƛƴǎ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ ά/ƻǳǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tŜŎǳƭƛŀǊΥ ¢ƘŜ 9ǾŜǊ-/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ vǳŜŜǊƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ /ǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ bƻƴŦƛŎǘƛƻƴΦέ 
In the essay, Barrie Jean Borich (2014) stated,  

As a teacher to have no center means to me, in part, that there is no one canon, no one 
mandatory reading list, no center bar to which we are all to aspire. This means when I 
teach I focus on authorial intention, within a world view where the author and the world 
the author speaks from is their own, while still attempting to embrace all the ways one 
ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎΦ 

Here, Borich talks about her own pedagogy, the decentralized nature of it, and how it accounts 
ŦƻǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ άǘǊǳǘƘΣέ άƭŜǾŜƭέ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻǿŀǊŘΣ ƻǊ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 
list, her queered teaching creates space for all writers and voices. This is a queer concept as 
ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƭŀōŜƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǎ άŜȄǇŜǊǘέ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
άƴƻǾƛŎŜǎέΤ ƛƴ ŀ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƭŘŜǊ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻǊ άǘǊǳǘƘΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ 
transfer this knowledge to their students over the course of a semester, frequently testing 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŜǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘǎΦ 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ .ƻǊƛŎƘΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ŀ ǉǳŜŜǊƛƴƎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
students act as mutual teachers and learners and individual identity is not only considered but 
ǾŀƭǳŜŘ όƘŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ άŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƻƴŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ 
ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎέύΦ ¢ǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ όŀ ŎƻƴǎǘŜƭƭŀǘŜŘ ŀǊǘǎ-based and queer approach) works to 
achieve these goals through providing clear opportunities for self-expression and rhetorical 
thinking and decision-making. It gives students more ownership over their work, allows them to 
include their voices and identities at the forefront of their work, and recognizes that one 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ όǎŜŜ CƛƎǳǊŜ рύΦ  
 
 

The Case Study: Transgenre Composition in Intermediate 
Writing  

The Queer Art of Writing 
During the Spring 2018 semester at Bowling Green State University, I had the opportunity to 
design and teach a writing course that encouraged students to create transgenre work; here, I 
discuss the rationale for that course, explain the transgenre assignments and how some 
students approached them, and reflect on teaching the course and how the course impacted 
how I embrace transgenre composing as a teaching tool and a key aspect of my pedagogy. The 
course I designed was titled ENG 2070 Intermediate Writing, and I subtitled the course 
Understanding Identity and Queer Theory in Academic Communities. To sum up the course, we 
focused on queer theory as a lens for thinking critically and writing about identity, normative 
and traditional constructs and ideologies, and what it means to be a part of an academic 
community, and we did this through transgenre composing. The goal of the course was for 
students to learn to write well in their discipline while also exploring the shift from the 
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Figure 5: Queered compositions exist outside of traditional understandings of genre. 
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normative to the non-normative through a queering of traditional academic and writing 
practices. The course encouraged students to explore the ways composing has been and can be 
remixed with the use of various digital and non-digital tools and modalities and that choosing a 
composing form ƛǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀȅ 
to compose, and helping students understand the variety of tools available to them in the 
course helped them better articulate the rhetorical decisions they made in their compositions, 
both within and outside their discipline (see Figure 6). The full syllabus/schedule from the 
course can be found in Appendix A.  

Figure 6: Composers should have the ability to choose the form that best fits the 
meaning they wish to convey. 
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¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƭƭŀōǳǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ άǊŜƳƛȄƛƴƎ όƻǊ 
reimagining) long-ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ άƘƻǿ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘexts cross boundaries and how we can 
ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΦέ ²ƘƛƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΣ L ǎŀǿ άǊŜƳƛȄƛƴƎέ ŀǎ ŀ 
queer practice that would help the class understand and embrace non-traditional composing 
tools and methods (like intersecting art and writing), not just for the sake of being different, but 
because the particular projects called for a queering of the traditional. This remixing would 
ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛƴ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǿŀȅǎ όǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘǳǊƴ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜ ŀ 
comfortable process for them).  

Since queer theory gives us the opportunity to examine our own identities and the ways we 
think, create, learn, and communicate, I wanted students in the course to consider the 
following in reference to their composing practices:   

¶ Do ȅƻǳ ŎƻƳǇƻǎŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŀƭǇƘŀōŜǘƛŎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŜŀǎȅΣ ƻǊ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǎŜǊǾŜǎ ȅƻǳǊ 
project well?   

¶ If you are hesitant to embrace new composing forms, why?   

¶ How can queer theory help you be a better scholar and future employee in your field? 
How can it impact and benefit your composing practices? 

The readings and assignments in the course (refer to Appendix A) attempted to help students 
develop a fuller understanding of the genres of writing that take place inside and outside of 
their discipline and how to best communicate to their audience. There were five assignments 
students completed over the course of the semester, and while each assignment helped 
students build their writing skills and gain knowledge about their disciplines, the assignments 
themselves remixed long-standing traditions in academic writing in that they incorporated 
opportunities for alternative composing forms (including multimodal composingτusing 
programs like VoiceThread, Piktochart, and Preziτand art-makingτthrough methods like 
collaging, drawing, and painting). I chose to integrate transgenre and multimodal composing 
into the course to give students many more elements and tools to work with; in doing this, I 
hoped students would explore and learn more about making sound rhetorical choices and 
reflecting on how those choices benefit their projects and their audience(s). 
 
 

Transgenre Student Projects from the Course  
Here, I focus on a few examples of the artwork students created in the course to accompany 
the written portion(s) of their assignments. Figure 7 features two collages by the same student, 
whom I will refer to as Jane; the first collage is a depiction of an interview the student did with 
a faculty member on campus (Project #1), and the second collage was a visual explanation of a 
conversation Jane explored about architecture in a public forum (Project #2). As Sullivan (2012) 
notes, normative forms of composiƴƎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜŘ ōȅ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ άōȅ 
ƛƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ŀǊǘέ όǇΦ нύΦ Further, as Sullivan (2012) states, collage 
ŀƭǎƻ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ {ǳǊǊŜŀƭƛǎǘ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ άōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻŘŜǎ ƻŦ ƳƛƳŜǎƛǎ ŀƴŘ 
the aesthetics of coherence, and exploring the language of the irrational and the chance 
ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊΩέ όǇΦ млфύΦ ²ƘŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜǎΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ  



89   JoMR 5.2 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Jane's collages. 
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ƴŜǿΣ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǘƘŜƛǊǎΦ WŀƴŜΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 
with form/materials and her identity as an architecture scholar, and reading her written work 
while referring to her visual(s) created an altogether new reading/viewing experience.  

Figure 8 is a collage that a student, whom I will refer to as Kayla, created to accompany her 
Ŝǎǎŀȅ ǊŜŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ όtǊƻƧŜŎǘ ІпύΦ YŀȅƭŀΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ 
in that it combines several of her own pieces of artwork, including multiple drawings and a 
photograph of her posing with one of her architecture projects. This collage was completed as  

Figure 8: Kayla's collage. 
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part of Project #4, which asked students to use transgenre composing to convey their journey 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦ YŀȅƭŀΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ 
noted in her essay how much her love of art and drawing contributed to her pursuing a degree 
in architecture. Her collage showcased that artwork and, through the artwork and writing, she 
told a more complete story of her path to becoming an architect (a story that would not have 
been as engaging or intriguing with text alone). The artwork brings the reader-viewer into the 
narrative and better communicates her message. 
 
CƛƎǳǊŜ ф ƛǎ ŀ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ŦŀŎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ όǿƘƻƳ L ǿƛƭƭ 
refer to as John) personal and professional identities (Project #4). John (also an architecture 
student) used his drawing and sketching talents to create the artistic component of his 
transgenre Project #4. During a conference after the project was complete, he informed me 
that his ink drawing took him over ten hours to complete. While the Project #4 assignment 
called for students to discuss/illustrate the path that brought them to their academic fields (and 
where they saw themselves in a future career), John queered the assignment a bit. He said his 
love of art certainly contributed to him pursuing an architecture degree, but that there was so 
much more to his identity as a person and a professional that he wanted to convey through the  
 
 

 

Figure 9: Johnôs drawing (the studentôs name was spelled out in the circles, so those 
circles have been blacked out). 
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project. He decided to create this drawing, which is made up of small circles with different 
symbols in each one; for John, these symbols show who he is as a person and the multiple 
identities he inhabits on and off campus. The symbols show his spirituality, his love of nature 
and hiking, his interest in architecture, and more. John very specifically chose to do an ink 
drawing as opposed to other art forms because he thought it best helped to illustrate his essay, 
his story, and his identity. Further, as I was reading his essay, the art worked together with the 
narrative to give me a fuller picture of who John is as a person. John shared a draft of his 
drawing with the class during workshop/peer review time and many other students were 
inspired by his drawing and wanted to create ŀ ƳƻǊŜ άŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎέ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ  
projects. He was proud of his work, and he enjoyed the opportunity to utilize his skills and 
talents as an artist. His creativity was contagious, as well, and once other students saw the 
various forms the art could take, they were more open to trying it themselves. 

Finally, Figure 10 is a comic strip that illustrates how this student, whom I will call Mary, 
became a computer science student (Project #4). After introducing Project #4 and 
brainstorming with Mary in my office, she said the best way for her to tell the story of how she 
became a computer science major was through a comic strip. Mary described herself as a non-
artist, but said she enjoyed sketching and doodling from time to time. Her comic is wonderfully 
drawn and does a great job of narrating the story of how she came to study computer science. 
While her essay component was well-written, the combination of image and text in the comic 
told a better story than the alphabetic alone ever could, and Jason Helms (2017) talks about 
this unique storytelling experience created by comics in Rhizcomics: Rhetoric, Technology, and 
New Media Composition. Helms (2017) writesΣ ά¢ŜȄǘ Ƴŀȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƻƴƭȅΣ ōǳǘ L ŀƳ 
indicating the woven nature of [comics], distinct modes overlapping in a unique composition 
ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜȄǘǎ όŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻƴŘƛǎŎǳǊǎƛǾŜύ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘǎΦέ 
While Mary said she was anxious about her drawing skills and creating a comic, she stepped out 
of her comfort zone and created a transgenre composition. Her project was a wonderful 
representation of what I was attempting to teach students by encouraging them to intersect art 
and writing: to become aware of the various composing methods available to them to 
communicate, and to use the method(s) best suited for their projects to create unique, 
multifaceted, and interesting compositions.  

Lƴ Ǉŀǎǘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ LΩǾŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ 
were to art-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ 
άƎƻƻŘέ ƻǊ άƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎέ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘhe student population in 
the ENG 2070 course I describe here was about 50% architecture students. Art is already so 
much a part of what architecture students do, so many of them excitedly brought their artistic 
skills into our class for several of their assignments. The results were stunning, and the artwork 
greatly improved their projects. In addition, the students reported enjoying the assignments 
more, were proud of their work, and frequently shared the work with the class. When I asked 
for permission to include the student artwork in this essay, they all enthusiastically agreed. 
While Jane and Kayla were excited from the beginning about the artistic components of the 
projects, John and Mary were initially unsure (but they were open to it). When I conferenced 
with John and Mary and they had the opportunity to map out their projects with me and  
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Figure 10: Maryôs comic strip (with some identifying information blacked out). 



94 
 

 
 

brainstorm the possibilities, creating art became an approachable and exciting prospect for 
them, and their art and overall projects reflect that. I also modeled art-making for them, 
brought in examples of my own artwork, and allowed students to ask questions about my 
rhetorical decision-making processes.  

¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘǊansgenre projects were a wonderful showcase of creativity, artistic 
ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ άǘƘƛƴƪ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄέ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ L ǎŀǿ ŦƛǊǎǘƘŀƴŘ 
how transgenre composing encouraged them to approach their assignments in new ways, and 
the art-making gave them excellent opportunities to describe their composing process(es) to 
me. When prompted, they were able to clearly articulate why they chose the art form they did, 
why they chose specific materials/colors/ arrangements, and how they were working to better 
engage their audience with both the art and the writing. Further, they were able to talk about 
ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ άŦǊŜŜ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΦέ 
 

 

Creating, Reading, and Viewing Transgenre Work: A H euristic  
!ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƘŜǳǊƛǎǘƛŎ for how you can think about, consider, and 
άǊŜŀŘέ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴŜύΦ Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴŀŎǘ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
approach, students should consistently be reminded of why they are doing this work and how 
they should read/experience their own transgenre compositions and the transgenre 
ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ άǊŜŀŘέ ǘǊŀƴǎƎŜƴǊŜ compositions and 
fully engage with them so they know how to approach/create them?  

1) Reading/viewing transgenre work: Read/view the individual aspects of the transgenre 
ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ ¢Ǌȅ άǊŜŀŘƛƴƎέ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƭŜft, 
top to bottom, and bottom to top. How did your understanding/perception of the 
composition change/evolve/expand when reading/viewing the composition from all 
directions? 

2) Creating transgenre work: Think about your goals as a writer and an artist. How might 
you constellate words and images to challenge (or queer) your reader-ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ 
perception of the composition? How might you use unlikely pairings of text and image 
to work toward the overall goal of your composition?  

3) Reading/viewing and creating transgenre work: Helms (2017) writes that scholar 
aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭ aŎ[ǳƘŀƴ όάǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜέύ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 
άǊŜŀŘƛƴƎέ ŎƻƳƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƛǎ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƛŎ ƳƻǊŜ 
ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜȄǘΦέ !ǎ ǎuch, carefully consider the individual 
aspects of the composition you are reading/viewing or creating, then think about the 
ways those individual aspects work together to create the whole. Why did the 
writer/artist (or you as the writer/artist) choose that layout or those specific colors, 
ƛƳŀƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΚ ¢ƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
separate entities. How does this impact your perception of a composition or the way 
you approach creating a transgenre composition? Just like Dada and Surrealist work, 
transgenre compositions encourage reader-ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ άǘƘƛƴƪ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ōƻȄΦέ LǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ 
to feel uncomfortable or not understand what you are reading/seeing at first and, as a 
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ǿǊƛǘŜǊκŀǊǘƛǎǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜpt of creating something new and 
different.  

Above all, transgenre compositions embrace the messiness of composition; give students the 
space to be truly creative, and encourage them to take risks.   
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Appendix A: Materials from ENG 2070 Intermediate Writing 
Course  

 

ENG 2070 ς Intermediate Writing: Understanding Identity and Queer Theory in Academic 
Communities (Abridged Syllabus) 

 
Required Texts 

¶ Writing about Writing (Second Edition) ed. by Elizabeth Wardle and Doug Downs 

¶ Additional readings will be posted on Canvas throughout the course of the semester 

Course Description 
This course introduces students to key terms, concepts, theories, and approaches to rhetoric 
and writing and asks students to draw on that knowledge to analyze and produce a variety of 
genres, both alphabetic and multimodal, for a variety of audiences and purposes. As a gateway 
to the Writing Minor, this course provides a broad theoretical framework intended to help 
students critically analyze authentic texts characteristic of their discipline/major as well as texts 
that circulate beyond and across traditional academic boundaries. Students will develop a 
nuanced understanding of concepts and practices widely used by contemporary rhetoricians to 
better understand and manipulate the discourses that suffuse their literate worlds. Major 
course projects include critical analyses of rhetorical practices in and across academic settings, 
developing a communication strategy for intervening in an ongoing public dialogue, as well as a 
culminating reflective project in which students assess their own learning trajectory throughout 
the semester and describe the features of their emerging expertise in rhetoric and writing. 
 
Queer theory will provide a critical lens/theoretical framework for this course. Queer theory is 
all about identifying and remixing (or reimagining) long-standing divisions, dichotomies, and 
categories, and we will particularly be using queer theory as a lens for seeing how texts cross 
boundaries and how we can critique those boundaries. In addition, one of our assignments will 
further discuss the crossing of boundaries by using queer theory to analyze the ways that the 
public and private are eroded through the use of social media/public forums. In an effort to 
stay true to the goals of queer theory, our discussions, assignments, and the overall structure of 
the course will be queered. Queer theory will be used in two ways throughout this course: first, 
we will be using queer theory to open up new ways of teaching/experiencing a writing course 
and, second, students will actively use queer theory as they work toward becoming active 
members of their discipline. As Jacqueline Rhodes and Judith Butler note, queer teaching makes 
room for a number of possibilities and leaves room for students to discover some of those 
possibilities themselves.  
 
Learning Outcomes 

¶ Students will critically analyze how the principles of rhetoric work together to promote 
effective communication by inserting themselves into the conversations taking place in 
rhetoric and composition studies as well as in their own disciplines 
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¶ Students will participate in the rhetoric and composition discipline and their own 
discipline through an application of queer theory and queer rhetorics 

¶ Students will construct materials which respond effectively to the needs of a variety of 
audiences and will demonstrate critical thinking, reading, and writing strategies when 
crafting written work that synthesizes multiple points of view 

¶ Students will be critical of what it means to participate in a classroom space, read a text, 
and complete an assignment and use queer theory in their own lives to build inclusion, 
value diversity, and see the ways identities intersect 

 
Assignments 
 
Project #1: Interview of a Faculty Member and Analysis of a Written Work in Your Discipline ς 

100 points 
This project will give you the opportunity to further explore writing in your discipline. You will 
perform an interview with a faculty member in your discipline at Bowling Green State 
University.  

¶ Here are some questions to guide your interview (but you can certainly ask other 
questions in addition to these) 

o What does the faculty member do?  
o Who are they as a researcher and a scholar?  
o Iƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊ άŘƻέ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΚ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿǊƛǘŜ ŜƳŀƛƭǎΣ 

how are they written and who are they written to?  

¶ You can also think about questions through a queer theory lens by asking about 
prescribed academic practices 

o What are the established ways to be an academic?  
o How has their writing been influenced by their history?  
o How is gender/sexuality treated in the discipline? 

After completing the interview, find an article written in your discipline; you will explore the 
rhetorical practices characteristic of the discipline and analyze the genre(s) produced by people 
ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴΦ  

¶ What writing genres are unique to your discipline?  

¶ What types of writing are happening in your discipline that othŜǊ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 
doing?  

¶ Does the writing in your coursework and in your discipline/field match? 

The assignment will be completed in two parts. The first part of the assignment will take the 
form of a formal report (4-5 pages) in which you analyze your chosen article. However, we will 
be queering the assignment when it comes to conveying the interview. You will discuss the 
interview using multimodal means: a video recording, an audio recording, a Prezi, a 
VoiceThread, a Piktochart, etc. In the multimodal part of your project, you will 
discuss/convey/portray the interview and your thoughts about the interview and writing in 
your discipline. If you are unsure about how to queer your project or if your idea is acceptable, 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜ ƻǊ schedule an appointment in my office. 
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Project #2: Writing Across Boundaries ς 100 points 
For Project #2, you will pull an interesting issue or topic from Project #1 and think about it in a 
public space outside of academic boundaries. You can choose something that you find 
interesting in your specific field of study or something that led you to study in your discipline 
(ex. an engineering student might choose to examine car design). You will focus on how this 
particular issue or topic is discussed in a text outside of academia (Reddit, Twitter, Facebook, 
Tumblr, a magazine article, etc.).  

¶ Analyze the communication strategies taking place in that venue 
o ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ƻǊ ǘƻǇƛŎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜΚ  
o In what space is this topic discussed? What is the space like?  
o In what ways are people communicating about the topic?  
o Do you know anything about the people participating in this forum? 

One aspect of this project should involve thinking about the ways this topic was discussed in 
Project #1 (academic space) and how it is discussed in Project #2 (public, non-academic space). 
This assignment will be completed in two parts. The first part will be a traditional written 
component (3-4 pages) and the second part will take the form of a multimodal (physical or 
digital) project that will be used in a brief (3-5 minutes) presentation of your results to the class. 
The second part of this project is up to you: create a Piktochart, a collage, a video, a drawing, a 
poem, etc. 
 

Project #3: Communication in an Outside Space ς 100 points 
This assignment is similar to Project #2, but now you have the opportunity to participate in a 
conversation taking place in a public forum. You will be examining and analyzing a topic related 
to your field of study OR a topic in queer theory (related to gender, sexuality studies, a queering 
of the traditional, etc.) in a public forum (Reddit, Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr, etc.) and will get 
involved with the conversation taking place (by posting, commenting, Tweeting, etc.). The 
project will take the form of a written component (4-5 pages) that will explain the topic/forum 
(ex. queer theory on Twitter) and answer/discuss the following: 

¶ How did you enter the conversation? 

¶ How did you contribute to the conversation? 

¶ How did others in the forum interact with you? 

¶ What responses did you get? 

Feel free to include screenshots of the forum/conversation to illustrate your discussion, but 
these images should not be counted as part of the overall page requirement. 
 
 

Project #4: Assembling an Identity Kit ς 100 points 
¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ DŜŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƪƛǘǎΦ vǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿ 
ways of being in the world, and this project gives you the opportunity to be critical of your own 
ways of being and how those ways of being have been constructed and assembled.  

¶ Your disciplinary self is assembled by discourses ς what relationship does this have to 
writing?  
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¶ How do discourses inform/use us and shift across contexts?  

¶ How can we think about rhetoric and writing through the lens of queer theory?  

¶ What readings have you done outside of class that can inform this project?  

¶ What scholars/readings resonate with you? 

This project will be informed by the interview you performed and readings from the semester 
inside and outside of class. You can think of it as an inventory or an articulation of your learning 
όŀ άǘƘŜƻǊȅέ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎύ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ƳŀǇ ǘƘŀǘ 
illustrates your identity kit and a written reflective piece (4-5 pages) that explains your map and 
ǘŜƭƭǎ ƳŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ άǊŜŀŘέ ƛǘΦ ²ƻǊƪ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΥ ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ 
of your discipline? 
 

Project #5: Reading Journal ς 100 points 
You will be expected to maintain a weekly reading journal (physical or digital) where you will 
take notes and jot down your thoughts and ideas on the readings. There should be a new entry 
each week, and the goal is for you to use your journal as a springboard for in-class discussion 
and to help you keep track of reading questions, important/interesting concepts, and ideas for 
course projects. The reading journal will be turned in in its entirety at the end of the semester.  
 
In addition to completing the reading journal, part of your overall grade with this project is to 
complete a reading facilitation with a group during the Project #3 unit. You will choose a group 
and sign up for a day to facilitate. You and your group will choose a reading (or a multimodal 
project) related to queer theory, composition, identity, academic communities, etc. and will 
open up conversation at the beginning of class by discussing the reading and how it relates to 
the course. The reading can be a selection from the Writing about Writing textbook that we 
ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘ ȅŜǘ ŦƻǊ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ƻǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƴȅ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ όƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ necessarily have to be 
άǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅΣέ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƛŜŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ 
helps further the goals of the course). Your group should bring/electronically disperse a 
handout with some questions to guide our in-class discussion (this can be multimodal, as well) 
and you should reflect a bit on this group activity in your reading journal. This activity is a way 
ǘƻ άŦƭƛǇέ ƻǊ ǉǳŜŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
learning in the course and provide them with moments to teach their classmates and instructor 
(the learners become the teachers). This part of Project #5 will be graded holistically and, as 
stated previously, will be a part of your overall Project #5 grade.   
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ENG 2070 ς Intermediate Writing 
Identity and Queer Theory in Academic Communities  

 
Assignment Schedule 

The assignment schedule is subject to changes and amendments throughout the course of the 
semester. If you miss class, be sure to check with the instructor about what was missed and 
what needs to be made up.  
 
WAW ς Writing about Writing: A College Reader 
Canvas ς ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ άCƛƭŜǎέ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ /ŀƴǾŀǎ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǎƘŜƭƭ 
Online ς reading is available in an e-book format (search for the title in Google) 

Day Class/Due Dates  Readings/Homework 

Project #1 ς Interview/Writing in Your Discipline  

Week #1 
Monday 1/8 
 
 
 
Wednesday 1/10 
 
 
 
 
 
Friday 1/12 

Introductions, review 
syllabus 
 
 
Introduce queer theory, 
introduce Project #1 
assignment 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping 

wŜŀŘ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ wƘŜǘƻǊƛŎΚέ ōȅ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ 
Covino and David Jolliffe (pg. 325) in 
WAW, reading journal 
 
Read excerpt from Queer: A Graphic 
History ό/ŀƴǾŀǎύ ŀƴŘ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ 
5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ ōȅ WƻƘƴ {ǿŀƭŜǎ 
(pg. 215) in WAW, reading journal, work 
on Project #1 interview questions 

Week #2 
Monday 1/15 
 
 
Wednesday 1/17 
 
 
 
 
Friday 1/19 

No class, Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Day 
 
Review Project #1 
interview questions 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping 

 
 
 
wŜŀŘ ά{ǇŜŜŎƘ !ŎǘǎΣ DŜƴǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ !ŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ 
Systems: How Texts Organize Activity and 
tŜƻǇƭŜέ ōȅ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ .ŀȊŜǊƳŀƴ όǇƎΦ осрύ ƛƴ 
WAW, reading journal 
 
wŜŀŘ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ŦǊƻƳ Queer Theory: 
An Introduction (Canvas), reading journal 

Week #3 

Monday 1/22 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

wŜŀŘ ά[ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΣ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ [ƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎǎΥ 
LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ōȅ WŀƳŜǎ tŀǳƭ DŜŜ όŜ-
pages, PDF version also available on 



101   JoMR 5.2 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Wednesday 1/24 
 
 
 
 
Friday 1/26 

 
 
 
Project #1 rough draft due, 
in-class peer review 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping 

Canvas) in WAW, work on Project #1 
rough draft, reading journal 
 
wŜŀŘ ά[ƛƳƛǘǎ ƻŦ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέ ŦǊƻƳ Queer 
Theory: An Introduction (Canvas), reading 
journal, revise Project #1 based on peer 
review feedback 
 
Work on Project #1 final draft 

Week #4 

Monday 1/29 
 
 
 
Wednesday 1/31 
 
 
Friday 2/2 

Project #1 final draft due, 
introduce Project #2 
assignment 
 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping, sign 
up for conferences 

wŜŀŘ άDŜƴǊŜ ŀǎ {ƻŎƛŀƭ !Ŏǘƛƻƴέ ōȅ /ŀǊƻƭȅƴ 
R. Miller (Canvas), reading journal 
 
 
wŜŀŘ ά{ǇƻƴǎƻǊǎ ƻŦ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅέ ōȅ 5ŜōƻǊŀƘ 
Brandt (pg. 43) in WAW, reading journal 
 

Project #2 ς Writing Across Boundaries  
Week #5 

Monday 2/5 
 
 
 
 
Wednesday 2/7 
 
Friday 2/9 

No class this week, meet in 
my office (East Hall 360) 
for your scheduled 
conference 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
wŜŀŘ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέ ŦǊƻƳ Techne: Queer 
Meditations on Writing the Self (online), 
reading journal 

Week #6 

Monday 2/12 
 
 
 
 
 
Wednesday 2/14 
 
 
 
Friday 2/16 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Sign up for presentations 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping 

wŜŀŘ ά¢ǊŀŎƛƴƎ ¢ǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΥ 
wŜǇǳǊǇƻǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ hƴŜ {ǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ 
5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ tǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎέ ōȅ YŜǾƛƴ 
Roozen (pg. 157) in WAW, reading journal 
 
 
wŜŀŘ άwƘƛȊƻƳŜǎέ ŦǊƻƳ Techne: Queer 
Meditations on Writing the Self (online), 
reading journal 
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Week #7 
Monday 2/19 
 
 
 
 
Wednesday 2/21 
 
Friday 2/23 

In-class presentations 
 
 
 
 
In-class presentations 
 
In-class presentations 

wŜŀŘ ά5Ǌŀǿ aŜ ŀ ²ƻǊŘΣ ²ǊƛǘŜ aŜ ŀ 
tƛŎǘǳǊŜέ ōȅ Thomas Newkirk (pg. 76) in 
WAW, reading journal, work on Project 
#2 rough draft 
 
Work on Project #2 rough draft 
 
Work on Project #2 rough draft 

Week #8 
Monday 2/26 
 
 
Wednesday 2/28 
 
Friday 3/2 

Project #2 rough draft due, 
in-class peer review 
 
In-class workshopping 
 
Project #2 final draft due, 
introduce Project #3 
assignment 

Revise Project #2 based on peer review 
feedback 
 
Work on Project #2 final draft 
 
wŜŀŘ ά²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ ²Ƙŀǘ aŀǘǘŜǊǎΥ ! {ǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
Struggle to Bridge the Academic/Personal 
5ƛǾƛŘŜέ ōȅ Emily Strasser (pg. 199) in 
WAW, reading journal 

Project #3 ς Communication in an Outside Space 

Week #9 

Monday 3/5 
 
Wednesday 3/7 
 
Friday 3/9 

No class, Spring Break  

Week #10 

Monday 3/12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wednesday 3/14 
 
Friday 3/16 

Sign up for reading 
facilitation with a group 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping 

wŜŀŘ άtǊƻǎǳƳŜǊƛǎƳΣ tƘƻǘƻ aŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
ŀƴŘ vǳŜŜǊ {ǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜέ ŦǊƻƳ On 
Multimodality: New Media in 
Composition Studies by Jonathan 
Alexander and Jacqueline Rhodes 
(Canvas), reading journal 
 
Student reading choice, reading journal 
 
Student reading choice, reading journal 

Week #11 

Monday 3/19 
 
Wednesday 3/21 
 
 

 
 
Project #3 rough draft due, 
in-class peer review 
 

Student reading choice, reading journal 
 
Revise Project #3 based on peer review 
feedback 
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Friday 3/23 In-class workshopping Work on Project #3 final draft 
 

Week #12 

Monday 3/26 
 
 
 
 
Wednesday 3/28 
 
 
 
 
Friday 3/30 

Project #3 final draft due, 
introduce Project #4 
assignment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In-class workshopping 

Student reading choice, reading journal 
 
 
 
 
wŜŀŘ άLŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
²ǊƛǘŜ ƛƴ bŜǿ ²ƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜǎέ ōȅ 5ƻƴƴŀ Yŀƛƴ 
and Elizabeth Wardle (pg. 273) in WAW, 
reading journal 
 
Student reading choice, reading journal 

Project #4 ς Assembling an Identity Kit 

Week #13 

Monday 4/2 
 
Wednesday 4/4 
 
Friday 4/6 

In-class workshopping 
 
In-class workshopping 
 
In-class workshopping, sign 
up for conferences 

Student reading choice, reading journal 

Week #14 

Monday 4/9 
 
 
 
 
Wednesday 4/11 
 
Friday 4/13 

No class this week, meet in 
my office (East Hall 360) 
for your scheduled 
conference 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Work on Project #4 rough draft 

Week #15 

Monday 4/16 
 
 
Wednesday 4/18 
 
Friday 4/20 

Project #4 rough draft due, 
in-class peer review 
 
In-class workshopping 
 
Project #4 final draft due 

Revise Project #4 based on peer review 
feedback 
 
Work on Project #4 final draft 

Week #16 

Monday 4/23 
 
Wednesday 4/25 
 

 
 
Project #5 due 
 

Prepare to turn in Project #5 
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Friday 4/27 Last day of class 
 

Final Exam Week 
 

4/30-5/4, no exam   
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artifact:  
a comic essay about a revision of a revision 

assessment rubric for student writing 

Karah Parks, San Francisco State University 
----- 

 
Abstract  
Many scholars have examined the ecosystem of the writing process in pursuit of more effective 
composition pedagogies over the past forty years. Of current interest are ways of applying 
community-centered, participatory approaches to the assessment and revision stages of writing 
as a non-linear process, uniquely traversed by each individual within a larger discourse 
community. Several recent studies have demonstrated that this kind of approach to revision and 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀǎ 
a discrete part of the writing process. However, despite these findings both past and present, 
revision continues to be taught as an afterthought at the end of the writing process, and many 
students lack confidence to both produce and engage meaningful feedback that leads to better 
revision work, and, eventually, better writing. The content of this comic essay is a metacognitive 
journey about my revising of an assessment rubric of revision work performed in an advanced 
writing course for English speakers of other languages (ESOL) at the community college level. It 
reviews and integrates what scholarship has taught us about revision and assessment starting 
with foundational writing process theories and ending in their relationship to current social 
justice pedagogies in composition courses that seek to empower students by involving them in 
the assessment cycle. Along the way, I reflect on ways I have practically applied these theories in 
my own classroom, and in the process, share what was learned, reinforcing what the literature 
up to now has stated: allowing more time and space to teach and practice revision, providing 
regular assessment of feedback throughout the writing process, and designing assessment in 
ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴΣ Ŏŀƴ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
confidence as writers.    
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