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Teaching Multimodal Rhetoric and Writing: Concepts and Activities for 
Working with Writer/Designer: A Guide to Making Multimodal Projects 
Dr. Jenny Sheppard, San Diego State University 
 
What Is Multimodal Rhetoric and Why Does It Matter to the Teaching of Writing? 
Writing is not the only way people use rhetoric- ALL communication and argument is multimodal- meaning 
that everything from images, video, gestures, body language, color, sound, spatial distance, and more 
contributes to meaning and shapes how others are persuaded by it. Being better aware of how multimodal 
rhetorical choices influence an audience can help you to be more critical of what others are saying to you, as 
well as to make use of these strategies in your own communication. These notes and activities are excerpted 
from Writer/Designer: Making Multimodal Projects by Kristin Arola, Jennifer Sheppard, and Cheryl Ball. 
  

• Mode- a semiotic resource or means of 
communication  
 

• Multimodal- the ways we combine 
different ways (or modes) of 
communicating in everyday life 
 

• Text- the artifact that results from 
communicating in any mode or 
combination of modes (words, images, 
sound, etc.) 
 

• To produce a successful text, writers 
must be able to consciously use 
different modes both alone and in 
combination 
 

• Each mode plays a role individually in 
the overall message, but it’s their combination that creates the full feel and function of the text 
 

• Five modes of communication: 
o Linguistic- the use of language (word choice, delivery of spoken text, organization of writing or 

speech into phrases, paragraphs, sentences, etc., the development and coherence of individual 
words and ideas) 
 

o Visual- images and other characteristics that can be seen (size, color, layout, style, etc.); very 
good at communicating how something looks or how someone is feeling, how to do something 
 

o Aural- focuses on sound as a means of communicating and/or understanding information (music, 
sound effects, ambient noise/sound, silence, tone of voice in spoken language, volume of sound 
emphasis, accent)- sound signals information 
 

o Spatial- physical arrangement (layout, organization, proximity between people and/or objects) 
 

o Gestural- includes facial expressions, hand gestures, body language, interaction between people- 
provides an important way of making or understanding meaning, responses, and relationships 
 

• Medium/Media- the specific expression of communication within a given mode (water color would 
be a medium in the mode of visual expression) 
 

• Affordances- the strengths and weakness of individual modes or media in a given rhetorical situation 
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One way to think about the different modes of communication is as a set of tools. You may not use all of them 
in a single project because each mode has its own affordances and constraints (strengths and weaknesses)- 
just like a wrench is probably more useful for fixing a faucet than a hammer. Sometimes, though, modes can 
be used productively in ways they weren’t intended (like using a screwdriver to open a can of paint). 
 
While all the modes have affordances on their own, it is the combination of modes that really give them their 
rhetorical and multimodal strength. As a writer/designer, you have to think carefully about your rhetorical 
situation (your audience, purpose, and context) to choose the modes, media, and genres that will function 
most persuasively for your given situation. 
 
 
Class Activity  
Compare and contrast the modes, communicative choices, and rhetorical appeals and strategies in the two 
Obama statements below and discuss as a whole class: 
 

• Video- Obama’s Statement after Sandy Hook Elementary Shooting, December 14, 2012 
• Video- Obama's Statement after Umpqua Community College Shooting, October 1, 2015 

(interesting contrast in tone, purpose, setting, genre conventions/expectations, and overall 
rhetorical strategy from most post-mass shooting statements) 
 

Optional Extension 
This activity could be extended by having students analyze and compare the rhetorical impact and 
persuasiveness of multimodal texts on issues of gun violence. The following sources offer helpful examples for 
looking specifically at the modal affordances and constraints at work: 
 Textual: 

o "Do We Have the Courage to Stop This?" by Nicholas Kristof,  New York Times, 12/15/12 
o "Preventing Mass Shootings Like the Vegas Strip Attack" by Nicholas Kristof,  New York 

Times, 10/2/17 
 

Multimodal 
o “477 Days. 522 Mass Shootings. Zero Action from Congress," by the Editorial Board, New 

York Times, 10/2/17 
o “Nine Rounds a Second: How the Las Vegas Gunman Outfitted a Rifle to Fire Faster" by Larry 

Buchanan, John Huang, and Adam Pearce, New York Times, 10/2/17 
o “Behind the Bloodshed: The Untold Story of America's Mass Killings,” USA Today  

 

Analyzing Design Choices 
One of the ways we can better understand how writers/designers communicate meaning through multimodal 
texts is to examine its design elements. As we look more closely at the types of choices a designer makes, we 
focus on six key design concepts: emphasis, contrast, color, organization, alignment, and proximity. These 
terms aren’t the only ones you could use to talk about choices, but they give you a start.  
 
Although many of these concepts refer to visual issues, they can easily be applied to other modes of 
communication. For example, emphasis, as a visual strategy focuses on characteristics like bolding or italics to 
call attention to important content. Similarly, in thinking about the auditory mode, emphasis could describe 
the how the sound of a fire alarm emphasizes the need to evacuate a building or the way that background 
music fades to allow viewers to hear dialogue between characters. We ask you to think about how design 
choices such as these are or are not effective in supporting a multimodal text’s message in a given rhetorical 
situation. Below we define these terms and provide a few quick examples.  
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Emphasis 
In speech or writing, emphasis means stressing a word or a group of words to give it more importance. In 
visual texts, it means the same thing; emphasis gives certain elements greater importance, significance, or 
stress than other elements in the text, which can guide your reading of the text as a whole.  

Contrast 
Contrast is the difference between elements, where the combination of those elements makes one element 
stand out from another. Contrast can be determined by comparing elements in a text. Color, size, font, 
bolding, placement, shape, and content can all be used to create contrast. It also plays a large role in 
emphasis, in that the most contrasted element often appears to be the most emphasized. Finally, contrast can 
be used to create a hierarchy within a text that helps readers know their location within the content and to 
navigate through the text as a whole. 

Color  
Color can be extremely helpful when determining emphasis in a visual text. Visual emphasis can be accorded 
to how bold or large, or how much black compared to the white or gray background, is used. Although color 
theory indicates that different cultures interpret colors differently around the world, warm colors are usually 
read as more emotionally intense—think fire, sun, and summer—and are used to elicit emotional reactions in 
audiences. Cool colors are usually read as calming and are used to create less emphasis than warm colors in a 
visual composition.   
 
Analyzing a text for color means noticing not only what colors are being used, but to what effect. Do the colors 
create a certain mood or feeling? Do they work to emphasize a particular element? Or do they work to 
highlight certain elements on the page in relation to each other?  

Organization 
Organization is the way in which elements are arranged to form a coherent unit or functioning whole. You can 
talk about an organization of people, which puts people into a hierarchy depending on their job title and 
department, or about organizing your clothes, which might involve sorting by color and type of garment. You 
can also talk about organizing an essay, which involves arranging your ideas so as to make the strongest 
argument possible. Or you can talk about organizing the multimodal elements of a Web site to support the 
purpose of the text.   
 
Consider the most recent redesign of your favorite social media site. Where did the designers move the direct-
messaging feature? The group chats? The media upload buttons? The editing features? How long did it take 
you to reorient your gestural navigation to find the information you wanted? Helping users understand the 
organizational structure of a text is important to ensure audience engagement.  

Proximity 
Proximity means closeness in space. In a visual text, it refers to how close elements (or groupings of elements) 
are placed to each other and what relationships are built as a result of that spacing. The relationships created 
by the spacing between elements help readers understand the text, in part because readers might already be 
familiar with similar designs of other texts. Proximity can apply to any kind of element in a visual text, 
including words and images, or to elements of an audio text, such as repeating rhythms or the verses and 
chorus. 
 
Analyzing proximity in a text means thinking about how elements are grouped together, where they are 
placed on the page or screen in relation to one another, and how placement suggests purpose. One way to 
figure out how elements are grouped together into like categories or relationships is to squint your eyes and 
count how many major groups you see. Proximity is also relevant when managing multimedia elements in an 
animated text such as an audio or video file. Consider how a soundtrack element and a filmic element might 
need to meet up in a video-editing timeline to achieve a text’s purpose. Or, think about how annoying it is 
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when you’re watching a movie or TV show and the audio track isn’t synced properly with the video! The 
proximity of the multimedia elements matters a lot for audience understanding of purpose.  
 
Class Activity: Analyzing a Web Site’s Rhetorical Design Choices    

• A Web site can serve many purposes and often appeals to some audiences more than others. Visit 
your favorite Web site or app—one whose purpose you are familiar with—and notice what 
information is on the landing page. Why do you think this is the case? What does this say about who 
the primary intended audience is and their needs? Take note of the design choices that stand out to 
you, paying attention to the following: 

• What elements does the design of the Web site emphasize? The logo? A certain picture? The 
navigation bar? Why would the design of these elements speak to the intended audience?  

• How is contrast used on the page? Does the use of contrast help to emphasize certain elements? 
Does the use of contrast create a certain feeling or help the designer reach a certain audience?  

• How do certain colors emphasize certain elements or encourage certain emotional and cultural 
responses? 

• Notice the organization of elements on the page. What comes first? What comes last? Why do you 
think the designer chose this order? How does it assist in communicating the context and purpose of 
the site?  

• What elements are aligned on the page? Does this alignment help you navigate the page? Does it 
cause your eye to travel in a certain direction on the page? How does this choice help the designer 
communicate the site’s purpose?  

• How are elements positioned in proximity to one another? Why do you think the designers of this 
page put certain elements in close relation to one another while placing others farther apart? What 
does this proximity communicate about the Web site’s primary purpose?  

 
 
 
Why Should Multimodal Composing Matter to You?  
Multimodal projects are fun! But they’re not JUST that. They’re useful and flexible and timely—just as writing 
is—while also doing double or triple the communicative work of writing because of the multiple layers of 
meaning that the modes of communication carry.  
 
Take, for example, the two images below. Artist Katherine Young was unhappy with the way girls’ magazines 
portrayed their needs and goals in a way that only emphasized fashion and friends, so she redesigned this 
magazine cover to emphasize girls’ needs and goals that are career, health, and community oriented. By re-
using an existing design for the teen magazine genre and making smart choices for text, font, color, image, and 
layout, Young made a multimodal feminist statement – without needing to explicitly state the issue or her 
stance. 
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The original Girls’ Life cover (left) and Young’s redesign (right)  
 
In the world, in your everyday life, texts are never monomodal, never just written, but are always designed 
with multiple media, modes of communication, and methods of distribution in mind. Learning how to analyze 
and compose multimodal texts prepares you for that kind of writing—the kind you will use every day of your 
life. Whether you work from home, in a large corporation, a small non-profit organization, or some other 
professional or personal setting, you will need to write. And writing in the 21st century is always multimodal.  
 
This whole book is about the what and how of multimodal composition, but the why is the motivation for it. 
We draw inspiration from a group of multimodal communication scholars (called the New London Group, 
discussed more in Chapter 2) who explain the why this way: Multimodal composition allows us to become 
makers of our social futures. That sounds pretty exciting, doesn’t it? But what exactly does it mean? By 
learning to compose multimodal texts instead of re-hashing the limited use of written essays, writer/designers 
can communicate in more globally aware, digitally driven, ethical, and accessible ways. The magazine cover 
redesign above is a great example of using multimodality to (re)make our social futures.  

 
Research-based writing typical of college essays is a critical and important literacy that you WILL NEED to 
succeed, but it’s only one part of learning how to communicate persuasively in contemporary settings. 
Authors need to be flexible and draw on any possible way to communicate that might be effective. This is a 
contemporary update on Aristotle’ definition of the purpose of rhetoric more than two millennia ago as “the 
faculty of observing, in any given case, using all available means of persuasion”. That is, writers have at their 
disposal an array of tools to influence and persuade audiences and their success, in part, depends on using the 
modes and strategies that best fit the rhetorical situation. 
 
In this way, the fundamental goals in teaching rhetoric, writing, and designing are the same. Such pedagogy is 
intended to help students to:  

• think critically about the kinds of communication that are needed in any given situation (determining 
a communication’s audience, purpose, context of use)  
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• choose information sources and media assets that will help create an effective and persuasive text 
(making source selections based on the argument being made and the kinds of support you need to 
back it up)   

• work within and fulfill your audience’s needs and goals (figuring out what your audience wants and 
needs from your communication) 

• improve communication through moving from initial ideas, drafts, and revisions to finished text 
(utilizing a recursive cycle of brainstorming, researching, drafting, and revising) 

• create change or encourage positive action through a text (fulfilling the persuasive purpose and 
promise of a communication to have a desired impact on the audience) 
 

 
Class Activity: Design and Rhetorical Changes to Girls’ Life Cover 
Using the two magazine covers for Girls’ Life shown above, begin by identifying at least five design and 
rhetorical changes made in the redesign. Describe how each change influenced the meaning and overall 
messages of the new version. That is, what effect did changing elements like the story headlines or the 
identity of the cover model make in how you understand the audience and purpose of this publication? What 
additional changes, such as using a girl of color on the cover instead of a blond haired, blue eyed girl, could be 
made to further the messages and argument the new cover is making? 
 
 
Class Activity: Analyzing Visual Persuasion 
Begin by reading Jake Romm’s article, “Why Time’s Trump Cover Is a Subversive Work of Political Art,” 
published in Forward on December 8, 2016. Next address the following questions and be prepared to share 
your responses in small groups/whole class discussion. 
 

Trump Time Cover Image: 
 

o In what ways are rhetoric and visual elements working together to convey a message?  
o Are there other ways this image can be read besides the one Romm presents? If so, what are 

they and what specific elements can you point to to support your case? 
o What is most interesting or disturbing to you about this image/article and why? How is this 

response related to visuals elements of this cover? 
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“Why Time’s Trump Cover Is a Subversive Work of Political Art” by Jake Romm 12/8/16 
http://forward.com/culture/356537/why-times-trump-cover-is-a-subversive-work-of-political-art/ 

Time Magazine’s annual “Person of 
the Year” announcement is, year 
after year, grossly misunderstood. 
Time Magazine is clear on its sole 
criterion – “the person who had the 
greatest influence, for better or 
worse, on the events of the year” 
– yet, do a simple search on Twitter 
and you will find countless people 
who seem to think that the “Person 
of the Year” selection is tantamount 
to an endorsement. Previous winners 
have included Joseph Stalin (1939, 
1942), Ayatollah Khomeini (1979), 
Adolf Hitler (1938), and other 
figures who I think it is safe to 
assume the Time staff does not 
endorse. 

This year, it should come as no 
surprise that President-elect Donald 
Trump was chosen to grace the 
cover of Time’s annual issue (shot 
by Jewish photographer Nadav 
Kander). “For better or worse,” 
Trump, during his campaign and 
now after his election, has certainly 
been among the greatest influences 
on the events of the year. For clues 
as to how Time feels about that 
question — is it “for better or 
worse?” — we can look to the 
image chosen for the cover of the 
issue. The decisions that Time made 
regarding how to photograph Trump 
reveal a layered, nuanced field of references that place the image among, in this viewer’s opinion, the 
magazine’s greatest covers.  

In order to deconstruct the image, let’s focus on three key elements (leaving aside the placement of the ‘M’ in 
‘Time’ that makes it look like Trump has red horns): the color, the pose, and the chair: 

The Color 
Notice how the colors appear slightly washed out, slightly muted, soft. The palette creates what we might call a 
vintage effect. The image’s sharpness and detail reveal the contemporaneity of the picture, but the color 
suggests an older type of film, namely, Kodachrome. Kodachrome, the recently discontinued film produced by 
Kodak, was designed to create accurate color reproduction in the early 1900’s. It was immensely popular 
between the late 30’s and 70s, and its distinctive look defines our common visual concept of nostalgia. 

By reproducing a Kodachrome color palette, the Time cover makes us reimagine the cover as if it were an 
image from the era of Kodachrome’s mass popularity. (Where your mind goes when thinking about leaders 
from the era of World War Two, segregation, and the Cold War era is up to you.) This visual-temporal shift in a 
sense mirrors a lot of the drives that fueled Trump’s rise. Trump ran a campaign based on regressive policies 
and attitudes — anti-environmental protection, anti-abortion, pro-coal, etc. This election was not just about 

Figure 1 Nadav Kander / Time Magazine 
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regressive policy choices, but also about traditional values (defined primarily by the Christian right), about 
nostalgia for American greatness and security, about nostalgia for a pre-globalized world. 

The Pose 
Trump’s pose can be read as a subversive play on a traditional 
power-portrait pose (look to Delaroche’s portrait of a defeated 
Napoleon for another wonderfully subversive take on the pose, 
though the tone there is elegiac as opposed to scheming). 

Paintings of seated monarchs can be seen to hold two aesthetic 
functions — to ground the association between the sitter and the 
throne, thus solidifying the metonymy, and to heighten the sense of 
servitude in the viewer. The viewer must approach the monarch, the 
monarch does not rise for the viewer. 

In our post-monarchic time, the power of the throne is largely gone, 
but the power of a seated figure remains. The chair itself is 
unimportant, it is the act of sitting that matters. By placing a portrait 
in this tradition, the chair assumes the role of the throne, and the 
sitter the role of king (or queen) — the visual effect is the same. 

Consider the following image of the Lincoln Memorial (for further 
reference, view these images of Vladimir Putin and LL Cool J: 

The image of the Lincoln Memorial (and the other two images) is an 
exaggerated version of the traditional pose. We see our subject head 
on, but, most importantly, we see the subject from below. The angle forces us to look up at the subject, which in 

turn creates the impression that the subject is looking 
down at us. This pose and angle, with the viewer 
seemingly (and literally in the case of the Lincoln 
Memorial), at the subject’s feet, makes the subject 
appear dominant, powerful, judging. 

But, flip the image around, and suddenly we have a 
whole new set of connotations. On the Time cover, 
instead of seeing Trump head on and from below, 
we see him seated from behind and roughly at eye 
level. The power relation has shifted entirely. 

Trump’s turn towards the camera renders the tone 
conspiratorial rather than judgmental. There are two 
images at play here — the imagined power-image 
taken from the front, and the actual image, in which 
Trump seems to offer the viewer a conniving wink, 
as if to say, look at how we hoodwinked those 

suckers in the front (both Trump and the viewer are looking down on those in front). By subverting the typical 
power dynamic, Time, in a sense, implicates the viewer in Trump’s election, in his being on the cover in the 
first place. 

In another layer, much of what we know about Donald Trump has been gleaned through images. He is a master 
of branding, a reality TV star who has long been a tabloid favorite. By choosing not to shoot Trump head on, 
the Time cover almost offers us a “behind the scenes” glimpse of the man who has spent so much of his time in 
front of the camera – heightening the conspiratorial tone and complicity of the viewer. The highly posed and 
processed nature of the photograph offers yet another level of irony. 

Figure 2 Le Gall 1990 / Reproduction rights: 
Musée de l'Armée - Paris 

Figure 3 Mark Wilson / Getty Images 
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Finally, we must note the ominous shadow lurking on the backdrop. It’s a small, but important and clever detail. 
Just as this image provides us with two theoretical points of view, it also provides us with two Trumps 
— Trump the president-elect, and the specter of Trump the president, haunting in the wings, waiting to take form. 

The Chair 
Figure 4 Nadav Kander / Time 
Magazine 

The masterstroke, the single 
detail that completes the 
entire image, is the chair. 
Trump is seated in what looks 
to be a vintage “Louis XV” 
chair (so named because it 
was designed in France under 
the reign of King Louis XV in 
the mid 18th century). The 
chair not only suggests the 
blindly ostentatious reigns of 
the French kings just before 
the revolution, but also, more 
specifically, the reign of 

Louis XV who, according to historian Norman Davies, “paid more attention to hunting women and stags than to 
governing the country” and whose reign was marked by “debilitating stagnation,” “recurrent wars,” and 
“perpetual financial crisis” (sound familiar?). 

The brilliance of the chair however, is visual rather than 
historical. It’s a gaudy symbol of wealth and status, but if you 
look at the top right corner, you can see a rip in the upholstery, 
signifying Trump’s own cracked image. Behind the bluster, 
behind the glowing displays of wealth, behind the glittering 
promises, we have the debt, the tastelessness, the demagoguery, 
the racism, the lack of government experience or knowledge 
(all of which we unfortunately know too well already). Once 
we notice the rip, the splotches on the wood come into focus, 
the cracks in Trump’s makeup, the thinness of his hair, the 
stain on the bottom left corner of the seat — the entire illusion 
of grandeur begins to collapse. The cover is less an image of a 
man in power than the freeze frame of a leader, and his 
country, in a state of decay. The ghostly shadow works 
overtime here — suggesting a splendor that has already passed, 
if it ever existed at all. 

Taken together, these elements add up to a profound portrayal 
of anxiety for the coming years. We have the implicit 
placement of Trump in the mid 1900’s (looking through the 
Time Magazine cover archives, no images really resemble this 
cover, save the one seen on the left [a purely visual comparison]). We have a suggestion of the scheming, sordid 
underside of power. We have the crumbling facade of wealth, which, like “The Picture of Dorian Gray” 
suggests more than just a physical deterioration. 

As a photograph, it’s a rare achievement. As a cover, it’s a statement. 
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Infographics: One Example of 
Multimodal Rhetorics  
A brief overview of Infographics as a genre, their rhetorical 
purposes, and their affordances 
 
ALL communication is multimodal, meaning that everything from 
images, video, gestures, body language, tone of voice, color, sound, 
spatial distance, written words, and more contributes to meaning 
and shapes how others are persuaded by it. Being more aware of 
how multimodal rhetorical choices influence an audience can help 
you to be more critical of what others are saying to you and how, 
as well as to make strategic use of these strategies in your own 
communications. 
 
One interesting place to see multimodal rhetorics at work is in the 
increasingly common genre of infographics. As Curtis Newbold 
suggests, “The power of infographics comes in complex details 
coupled with opportunity for storytelling” and the more complex 
the data and storytelling, “the more likely the infographic will be 
able to compel us to think differently about something”. That is, 
the multiple modes available for use in infographics give 
writers/designers a set of affordances with the potential to make 
information more accessible and inviting to a larger audience 
through placing those ideas within a story. 
 
In their book Infographics: The Power of Visual Storytelling, authors 
Jason Lankow, Josh Ritchie, and Ross Crooks argue that 
infographics have become so popular because they:  
1. are fun to look at (“appeal”) 
2. help us understand information quickly and easily 
        (“comprehension”) 
3. help us remember things (“retention”)  
 
With these genre considerations in mind, a writer/designer 
creating an infographic still has to make rhetorical and multimodal 
choices to best fit her audience, purpose, and context. One of the 
cardinal rules of an infographic is to keep it concise, stripping away 
everything except the essentials. At the same time, every element, 
from font style, size, and color to the use of photographs, charts, 
and graphs has an impact on how an audience will make sense of 
information and respond to an infographic’s message. To make the 
most of these possibilities, infographic writers/designers have to 
balance ways of making their texts visually appealing and 
informative with the need to communicate ideas, data, and 
arguments clearly, concisely, and persuasively.  
 
One other important consideration comes from longtime 
information design advocate, Edward Tufte. He suggests that all 
good visual displays of information a macro (overall, big-picture 
perspective) and a micro (close-up detailed perspective) reading of 
a given situation. That is, in infographics and other visual displays, 
the designer should give audiences both an understanding of the 
whole text/argument AND small, detailed examples to help  
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support it. Just as you would provide readers a preview of your argument and structure in a written essay, a 
strong infographic must also help to situate the audience and give then a clear understanding of what you’re 
arguing and how you’ll get there.  
 

o A writer/designer creating an infographic needs to prioritize message, retention, and ease-of-
reading based on the rhetorical situation. 
 

o Infographics are one of the most effective ways to present a lot of information in an interesting, 
concise, and easily digestible way. It’s much faster to get the gist of something by scanning an 
infographic than reading several paragraphs of text.  
 

o The more data and complex the storytelling, the more likely an infographic will be able to compel us 
to think differently about something, whether the infographic is telling a news story or is simply 
trying to provide useful information. 
 

o Most infographics make explicit arguments about their subject, as well as subtle arguments about 
culture, society, government, politics, and values. With careful analysis of infographics, you’ll start to 
interpret events and draw conclusions about our society, the choices we make, what we value, and so 
forth.  

 
Class Activity- The interaction of text, visuals, and design elements 

1. In small groups, read and discuss “Gun Violence in America, Explained in 17 Maps and Charts” on Vox 
(https://www.vox.com/2015/8/24/9183525/gun-violence-statistics)  
 

2. Read at least one multimodal infographics related to gun violence from the list below:  

o Weaponry of Mass Shootings 
o USA Today: Behind the Bloodshed 
o Pinterest: Infographics on Gun Violence 

3. After reading the Vox piece and one infographic from the list, discuss the following questions with 
your group and be prepared to share your insights with the rest of the class: 

o What are the similarities and differences between the Vox piece and your chosen 
infographic(s)? 

o What arguments are made and how?  
o In what ways are the different modes used here (make a list)? Are they more or less 

effective than the written or spoken texts we’ve encountered so far on this issue? How and 
why? 

o What are the affordances and constraints of the different modes used (that is, what can 
individual modes do well in addressing the rhetorical situation and what can they do less 
well?)? 

 
Optional Extensions for Discussing Infographics’ Multimodal Rhetorics or Having Students Create their Own 
You may also want to refer to:  

• Diana Adam’s “8 Types of Infographics & Which One to Use When” to figure out the best option for 
your chosen type of information. 

• Karl Gude’s “Seven Design Tips for Making Great Infographics” 
• Rachel Banning-Lover’s “How to Make Infographics: A Beginner’s Guide to Data Visualization” 
• Piktochart’s The Anatomy of a Winning Infographic (register for free access) 

 
Inspiration and Brainstorming Resources 

• Information is Beautiful   
• Flowing Data 

• Daily Infographic  
• Pinterest 
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Tools for Designing and Building Infographics 
There are many free or low-cost options for creating your own infographics online. Sites, such as Piktochart, 
have a set of free templates or the option to join at an educational discount (around $40 for the year) with 
access to hundreds more templates. 
 

• Piktochart 
• Infogr.am  
• Easelly 

• Visme 
• Canva 

 
 
Major Project: Infographic Assignment Directions 
 
 “Technology has enabled us to amass greater and greater amounts of 
data and there is an accompanying growing desire to make sense out of 
all this data. Being able to visualize data and tell stories with it is key 
to turning it into information that can be used to drive better decision 
making.” -Cole Knaflic 
 
“Infographics are powerful because they do three things: they are fun to 
look at (appeal), they help us understand information easily and quickly 
(comprehension), and they help us remember things (retention).” – 
Curtis Newbold 
 
Overview 
Displaying complex information in a way that is both easy to 
understand and inviting to look at requires a lot of research, planning, 
trial and error, and creativity. This assignment calls on you to design an 
infographic or data visualization on the subject or set of data of your 
choice. Your purpose is to gather information/data and visualize it to 
tell a story for your readers so that it is more comprehensible, 
engaging, and persuasive. 
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Pre-composition: The Infographic Scavenger Hunt 
This activity is intended to help you identify and apply the concepts 
from our recent readings on infographics to real world examples and to 
help you develop a common vocabulary for discussing the rhetorical 
effectiveness of specific design choices.  
 
1. Begin by reviewing the Diana Adams article, “8 Types of Infographics 
& Which One to Use When” and then search for the best infographic 
you can find for each of the eight categories she identifies. Post your 
samples to our class Facebook group. 
 
2. Your homework for Thursday (this is Design log posting) is to look 
through the examples posted to Facebook and comment on your three 
favorites. Work to articulate what, specifically, makes each infographic 
so appealing to you based on its appropriateness to the rhetorical 
situation and its use of best practices as we read about in Knaflic’s 
Storytelling with Data and Piktochart’s The Anatomy of a Winning 
Infographic. 
 
Project Directions 
Begin by deciding on a topic and then conduct research to gather at 
least three sets of data/details about it. I encourage you to find a topic 
of interest to you either professionally or personally and to select a 
topic about which you can locate complex information. You are 
welcome to work with a partner to create your project, though each 
person will still turn in an individual reflection.  
 
 
 

Here are a few topic ideas, but your options are fairly unlimited.  
• Research and compile data about the recent enrollment growth of the RWS undergraduate major to 

make a case for hiring more faculty/developing more course offerings. 
• Use data available from the SDSU Office of Analytic Studies 

and Institutional Research to make a 
visualization/infographic/argument about enrollment, majors, 
graduation rates, or other characteristics of SDSU students. 

• If you currently have a job or internship, consider data you 
have access to there and work to create an infographic/data 
visualization to tell a story about the organization or to 
advocate for some kind of change. 

• Redesign and visualize teaching materials on rhetoric and 
writing strategies for one unit of RWS 100 or 200. (find 
materials at http://sdsuwriting.pbworks.com/) 

• Find data about the job market for your future professional 
field to make help beginning students prepare. You might 
include something like degree types/fields, starting salaries, 
and best locations for your profession.  

• Create a visual representation of work you have done (or are 
doing currently) in another of your classes.  

• Collect, analyze, and display data on representations of 
identities in a tv show, movie, or awards show.  
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During your composing and design process, you may also want to refer back to the following sources:  
• Cole Knaflic’s Storytelling with Data: A Data Visualization Guide for Business Professionals 
• Piktochart’s The Anatomy of a Winning Infographic (linked from our course schedule) 

 
Assessment 
Your infographic/data visualization will be assessed on its ability to  

• engage your target audience 
• communicate complex information/data in a clear and accessible way 
• tell a story and/or make an argument about the data you are presenting  
• connect the dots and to help your audience answer the “so what?” question 
• offer a clear macro-micro reading, allowing readers to see both the big picture (the macro) and the 

small details (the micro) at one time  
 

In addition, you will write a two-to-three page explanation of your research and development process, 
detailing the specific rhetorical, analytical, and design challenges you negotiated. 
 

Inspiration and Brainstorming Resources 
There are thousands of examples of infographics online and I encourage you 
to spend time finding infographics you find appealing and working to figure 
out why. Pinterest is a great source of inspiration on this subject. 
Information is Beautiful, Flowing Data, and Daily Infographic are also 
excellent resources. 
 
Tools for Designing and Building Infographics 
There are many free or lowcost options for creating your own infographics 
online. Many sites, such as Piktochart, have a set of free templates or the 
option to join at an educational discount (around $40 for the year) with 
access to hundreds more template. 

 
 
 

Major Project: Analyzing Visual and Multimodal Rhetorics in 
Monument and Memorial 
Design 

 
Overview  
In this project, you will work with a small group (no 
more than four people) to research and analyze 
the visual and multimodal rhetorics of a public 
monument or memorial. You will present your 
findings to the rest of the class in a short 6-8 
minute presentation and a thoughtfully-designed 
one page handout. Your goal is to help the class 
understand the rhetorical messages of the 
memorial’s visual elements, context, and 
significance to its multiple audiences.  

Photo by Southern Poverty Law Center: Civil Rights Memorial  
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Directions 
On our class schedule, I have provided links and resources for a number 
of memorials and monuments. You are welcome to select an alternative 
site, but please discuss your choice with me to make sure it will work for 
this assignment. I encourage you to select a memorial that interests you 
and about which others have generated analysis and/or scholarship that 
can help you develop an understanding of the meaning it makes through 
its visual rhetoric. I also encourage you to refer to language and 
approaches from our readings, including the Blair and Michel article on 
the Civil Rights Memorial at the Southern Poverty Law Center, the 
introduction to the visual rhetoric of memorializing and remembering by 
Olson, Finnegan, and Hope, and the strategies for visual rhetorical 
analysis suggested by Foss.  

 
You will have some time to meet and work with your group over the next two class periods. As you work on 
this project, consider the following questions to help with your analysis: 

• What does this monument/memorial ask viewers to remember or commemorate? 
o Why? 
o How? 

• What are the visual elements of this monument/memorial and how do these shape audience 
interaction and commemoration practices? 

• What are the spatial elements of this monument/memorial and how do these shape audience 
interaction and commemoration practices? 

• What are the gestural elements of this monument/memorial and how do these shape audience 
interaction and commemoration practices? 

• What are the textual/linguistic elements of this monument/memorial and how do these shape 
audience interaction and commemoration practices? 

• Are there any aural/auditory elements of this monument/memorial and, is so, what are they and 
how do they shape audience interaction and commemoration practices? 

• Who are the stakeholders and audience members for this memorial and how do their interests or 
needs impact the messages delivered by the monument/memorial? 

• Who decided on this representation and who created the design and artifact? 
• What kinds of disagreements happen(ed) over the making or other readings of this memorial? 
• What influence does landscape, placement/location, and context play in the memorial's/monument's 

meaning? 
• What role did kairos play in the design of the monument/memorial? 
• What elements, issues, or perspectives are left out or challenged by this monument/memorial? 
• In what ways does this artifact/site do the work all monuments/memorials must do: “make an event 

of the past- what the memorial marks- relevant to the needs and desires of the memorial’s own 
present”- (Blair and Michel, 33)? 

References 
Blair, Carole and Neil Michel (2000). “Reproducing Civil Rights Tactics: The Rhetorical Performance of the Civil 
Rights Memorial.” Rhetoric Society Quarterly, Vol. 30, No 2 (pp. 31-55). 

Foss, Sonja. (2005). “Theory of Visual Rhetoric.” In K. Smith, S. Moriarty, G. Barbatsis, and K. Kenney (Eds.) 
Handbook of Visual Communication: Theory, Methods, and Media. (pp. 141-152). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
Earlbaum. 
 
Olson, Lester C., Cara A. Finnegan, and Diane S. Hope (2008). Visual Rhetoric: A Reader in Communication and 
American Culture. Los Angeles: Sage Publishing. 
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Major Project: Analyzing Multimodal Rhetoric of/in Civic 
Advocacy 
 
The assignment offers opportunities to 
practice analyzing others’ civic 
discourse and to better understand the 
rhetorical strategies, contexts, 
situations, and communicative 
modalities that motivate civic 
engagement. Palczewski, Ice, and Fitch 
define civic engagement as “people’s 
participation in individual or collective 
action to develop solutions to social, 
economic, and political challenges in 
their communities, states, nations, 
and world.”  
 
The U.S. has a long history of civic 
engagement to advocate for changes in rights and policies. There is perhaps no better time to examine the 
formation, goals, membership, and actions of civic advocacy groups in the U.S. We are awash in renewed calls 
for action from existing groups such as MoveOn.org, The NAACP, and Black Lives Matter and from newly 
created movements such as the Women’s March on Washington, #MeToo, Standing Rock Resistance to the 
Dakota Access Pipeline, and Showing Up for Racial Justice.  
 

Your task in this assignment is choose a current civic 
advocacy organization/movement of interest to you and to 
analyze its message(s), its rhetors, texts, and rhetorical 
strategies, and its effectiveness in influencing discourse 
and/or actions related to its cause. Your analysis should 
include attention to messages in at least two modalities 
(e.g. textual, visual, aural, spatial, or gestural) and how 
those affordances work (or don’t) to change attitudes or 
actions within a specific rhetorical situation. Additionally, 
you will examine and evaluate how your chosen 

organization/movement engages new members and helps/encourages them to participate. This later part will 
be particularly interesting given the geographically-dispersed and decentralized nature of many 
groups/movements and the availability of many online technologies and social media for outreach and 
organizing. 
 
In his chapter, “How People Learn to Be Civic,” Michael Schudson 
argues that there are four ways people develop a sense of 
citizenship and civic obligation, including: 

1. If and when the civic penetrates into daily life 
2. By what we are called to attend to and what we are 

called to ignore 
3. By joining with others in common enterprise 
4. When civic infrastructure allows, encourages, and 

supports individual civic engagement 
 
As you explore your group/movement, keep these four ideas in mind to better understand why and how 
people are engaging in these civic activities and what kinds of rhetoric and persuasion result. 
 
Your project should be 6-8 pages (or equivalent if working in another medium). You are welcome to work with 
a partner, or to compose a multimodal project (e.g. a podcast, video, screen capture presentation, blog, etc.), 
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but these are optional. Your project should introduce your organization/movement and what it advocates, 
analyze the rhetorical strategies, rhetors, texts, modalities, and target audiences, and evaluate their 
effectiveness for achieving or striving towards their larger goals. You should also look specifically at their 
tactics for engaging and sustaining members and encouraging/supporting civic action. 
 
You are welcome to choose any civic advocacy organization that interests you, except those advocating hate, 
discrimination, or violence, which are not acceptable.  
 
 
Major Project: Unpacking the Rhetorical Work of Media 
Literacy Organizations 
Small Group Analysis and Presentation Project 
Purpose 
As we have been reading, critical media literacy skills have become increasingly important in our technological 
and globalized world. We are saturated with both traditional and digital media, particularly with the rise of 
social media. These changes in our everyday literacy practices, along with the more recent trend of “fake 
news,” have made the abilities to access, analyze, and respond to media critical to our educational, political, 
social, and personal communications and thinking.  
 
Overview 
Your task in this project is to work with a small group of classmates to research, analyze, and present your 
findings on a contemporary media literacy organization. At minimum, your project should address the 
following questions in detail: 

1. Who is your chosen organization and when, where, and why were they founded? 
2. What is the mission of the organization and what justifications do they offer for the why the 

skills/practices they advocate are necessary? 
3. What terms do they use to define the types of media literacy they advocate?  
4. Who is their audience and what do they want them to know/do/think? 
5. What kind of attention does the organization pay to digital/social media and to the affordances and 

constraints of different modalities? 
6. What resource does the organization offer and how effective do you think they are for their target 

audience? 
7. If the site has example assignments or sample student projects, choose one to share and discuss. 
8. In thinking back to the chapter we read, “Critical Media Literacy as Transformative Pedagogy,” by 

Steven Funk, Douglas Kellner, and Jeff Share, how does the mission/work of this organization match 
up with other efforts towards developing critical media literacy? Does your organization advocate any 
additional skills or literacy components or do they leave out any you think should be included? If so, 
what and why? 

9. If you had to give a grade to the quality of work and the relevancy of the resources provided by this 
organization, what would it be and why? 

10. Any additional notes, comments, or features you’d like to highlight? 
 
Requirements 
You will use the above questions to research and analyze your organization. You will then create and deliver a 
short presentation (5-8 minutes) to report your findings. The project will be evaluated on how deeply you 
engage the above questions and how well you organize and deliver your presentation. All members of your 
group must participate in the research and analysis of your organization and all must have a speaking role in 
the presentation. You should create a PowerPoint, Keynote, Prezi, or other visual aid to support your 
presentation and its key ideas/arguments. 
 
Possible Critical Media Literacy Groups to Research: 

• Media Literacy Project  
• Media Literacy Now  
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• Mediasmarts: Canada’s Centre for Digital and Media Literacy  
• Center for Media Literacy  
• The Critical Media Project  
• National Association for Media Literacy  
• The Global Critical Media Literacy Project  
• The News Literacy Project  
• Media Education Lab  

 
Timeline 

• 2/28- Class discussion of Funk, Kellner, and Share chapter 
• 3/5- Finish discussion of Funk, Kellner, and Share chapter, make collaborative list of practices they 

advocate 
• 3/7- In class time for group formation and media literacy organization selection 
• 3/9- In class time to begin research and planning 
• 3/14- In class workshop to continue research and planning 
• 3/16- Class cancelled for instructor conferences with groups 
• 3/21 – In class workshop on creating effective visual/presentation aids  
• 3/23 & 3/27- Group presentations 

 

Major Project: Multimodal Rhetorical Analysis  
So far this semester, we have read, discussed, and tried out a variety of methods for understanding the 
persuasive strategies of all kinds of everyday texts. Your task for this project is to continue developing your 
critical rhetorical skills by analyzing an artifact of your choice.  
 
There are two key differences for this project from the last. First, is that I want you to consider ways in which 
you can present your findings utilizing multiple modes of communication. This is an experimental, creative, 
and potentially fun opportunity to try out technologies and media as a way of making and supporting an 
argument. I offer a couple of options below for this project, but you are welcome to propose alternatives. 
Second, this will be a collaborative project. You may choose to work with a partner or in a small group (up to 
four people). You are also welcome to remix/re-mediate work you (or one group member) did on a previous 
project for this class. 
 
Option #1- Making a Multimodal Argument about Everyday Texts 
Rather than relying solely on words, multimodal communication allows you to use the affordances (the 
communicative advantages) of each mode to deliver your argument most effectively. For example, if your 
project analyzes body language and facial expressions within a particular TV genre, it will likely be far easier to 
show your readers a relevant clip than to try to describe these gestures in writing. Or maybe you are 
considering the ways in which a particular organization or business is utilizing social media to convince readers 
to take action or buy a product.  Maybe you are interested in how acquaintances construct their identity 
through images on Instagram or text on Snapchat and creating an annotated slideshow of posts would work 
most efficiently for presenting details of your artifact. The possibilities for subject matter and the use of 
multiple modes to analyze are endless.  
 
Option #2- Remixing a Textual Rhetorical Analysis and Making it Multimodal 
Re-mediating a project allows you to think more actively about the rhetorical choices you can make in 
communicating your ideas through various modes (linguistic, visual, aural, spatial and/or gestural). For this 
option, your task would be to revisit and extend one of your rhetorical analysis essays from earlier in the 
semester and to present your argument and examples through multiple modes. This is an opportunity to 
create modes of communication that go beyond the printed word and to consider alternative ways of 
informing and persuading your audience.  For example, your project might take the form of an infographic, 
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video, podcast, website, slideshow, photo essay, comic book, blog, magazine article, conversation in Tweets, 
Prezi presentation, or ... 
 
Option #3- Integrating Visuals and Using One of the Critical Rhetorical Methods We Read about 
If you are feeling a little apprehensive about jumping into a tech-centered project, you do have the option to 
complete a more traditional essay. While I would still require inclusion, at minimum, of several images within 
your text to help illustrate your ideas or examples, this option would allow you to write a traditional essay 
using a different method of rhetorical criticism than you did for paper #2. You would be welcome to use the 
same artifact or one that is similar to what you worked with before, but you must select a different critical lens 
for investigation (ideological, genre, cluster, feminist, visual, etc.) and follow the same structure laid out by 
Sonja Foss for organizing your paper (an introduction and description of the artifact, an explanation of the 
rhetorical/critical framework you are using, an analysis of the artifact using the focus of your chosen 
method, and a conclusion that wraps up the project and the significance of your analysis). 
 
Other Details: 
No matter which of these options you choose, your final project will have two components: 

1. A media-rich rhetorical analysis of an everyday text or artifact (whichever option you choose, the 
amount of analysis should be roughly equivalent to what you would do in a 4-7 page paper) 

2. A short reflective essay (2-3 pages) discussing your  
• composing and rhetorical choices and your justifications for making them 
• your challenges and successes with the project 
• how you might approach a similar project in the future given more time, technology skills, or 

other resources 

 

Major Project: Composing A Multimodal Argument Directions 
(these directions are adapted from the University of South Florida’s First Year Composition Program- 
http://hosted.usf.edu/FYC/1102-2/project-3/) 

Terms You Should Know 

• Multimodality: Using different means of communication (e.g. language, images, video, etc.) to 
construct cohesive and persuasive arguments in various media (i.e., advertisements, posters, news 
report, websites, films) 

• Non-engaged stakeholder: A person (or group of people) who is uninvolved in or unconcerned with 
the discussion about an issue and who is not interested or invested in taking action on that issue 

Project Description 
Now that you have researched your topic, as well as some of the stakeholders who are actively and publicly 
invested in that topic, you have become an engaged stakeholder yourself. In this project, you will persuade 
non-engaged stakeholders to care about the issue and engage with it by making a call to action. 

You will draw on research about your issue or topic and use your knowledge of rhetorical appeals to educate, 
engage and empower audiences using written, visual, and verbal strategies. You will stake your claim and 
make your call to action in two media: a) a website or video (as your instructor specifies); and b) a formal 
essay. You will present your work in class or a relevant public space (such as a community meeting). 

This project brings all you have done full circle. You will use the understanding of the rhetorical situation that 
you’ve developed throughout the semester to craft an effective argument that persuades the audience to take 
the action you recommend. Based on the understanding of multiple stakeholder perspectives developed in 
earlier projects, you will use evidence to educate the audience as a means of securing their engagement with 
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your issue. Finally, you will use the understanding of visual rhetoric that you developed through class activities 
to create a multimodal argument that advocates your call to action. 

Project Assignment 
This assignment is comprised of three parts. Note that while the goals of the while the goals of the multimodal 
and written arguments are the same, each argument achieves its goals by employing the different strengths of 
that media. 

1. Multimodal Argument: You will produce a multimodal argument (either a website or video, as specified by 
your instructors). This multimodal argument (a) educates an audience of non-engaged stakeholders about the 
issue or topic; (b) engages the audience by convincing them that they should care about this issue or topic; 
and (c) empowers the audience to take action in some way. By the conclusion of the essay, the audience 
should feel both engaged with the topic and empowered to act. The multimodal part of the assignment will be 
evaluated using either a website or video rubric developed in class. 

2. Formal Essay: You will compose an argumentative essay of 1200-1400 words that (a) educates an audience 
of non-engaged stakeholders about the issue or topic; (b) engages the audience by convincing them that they 
should care about this issue or topic; and (c) empowers the audience to take action in some way. By the 
conclusion of the essay, the audience should feel both engaged with the topic and empowered to act. The 
written part of the assignment will be evaluated using the Project 3: Composing Multimodal Arguments 
Rubric. 

3. Presentation: In the classroom or a relevant public space, students will present their multimodal 
remediation (or a portion of it) for an audience of their peers and/or stakeholders.


