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Guiding Questions: How can we help students expand their composition practices and rhetorical toolkits 
by integrating technology and multimodality into our writing classes? 
 
How can we help students realize and leverage “all available means of persuasion” through greater 
attention to multimodal and technological affordances? 
 
 
Introduction 
Over the past four decades, technology and digital environments have dramatically changed the genres, 
audiences, and purposes of our communications. The variety of communicative modalities we now have 
to choose from, along with the speed, frequency, public nature, and complex social dimensions 
involved, have also had a significant impact on writing and writing instruction. Composition teachers are 
increasingly responsible for integrating technology into their pedagogy, including incorporating 
computers, mobile devices, online applications, and social media platforms, and for making space for a 
broader view of what constitutes “writing” and “text”. For instructors new to the field, having to include 
digital and multimodal writing in an already-packed curriculum can seem overwhelming, or worse, an 
unnecessary distraction from the “real” work of teaching writing. As the discussion below illustrates, 
however, facility with a variety of types of technologies, writing processes, modalities, and texts is 
critical for communicative success in the 21st Century.  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to offer an introduction to digital and multimodal writing instruction and 
how these areas fit within the primary learning goals for teaching Composition. Rather than viewing 
these responsibilities as yet more to cover, digital and multimodal writing actually offer a number of 
possibilities for assisting students in becoming more rhetorically-savvy communicators, helping them 
leverage what Aristotle famously called “all available means of persuasion”. An increasing aspect of our 
job as contemporary instructors of writing and rhetoric is to help students recognize and employ these 
practices in thoughtful, deliberate, and productive ways. 
 
To be sure, the research-based argumentative essays traditionally taught in many Composition courses 
are still a critical and important set of (largely academic) literacies and the need for this type of writing 
isn’t going anyway anytime soon. In fact, the ability to read and analyze critically, and to communicate in 
informed, credible, source-based ways is perhaps more important than ever. However, developing 
proficiency with this genre and its attendant writing processes is only one part of learning how to 
communicate effectively and persuasively in an array of contemporary contexts. Authors also need to 
develop critical and flexible composing practices so they can utilize whatever digital or multimodal 
resources are most strategic for making meaning in a given rhetorical situation.  
 
This chapter provides an overview of central theoretical and pedagogical issues in digital and multimodal 
writing, major areas of focus in the teaching of Composition. I begin by discussing terminology for issues 
of digital and multimodal writing and the ways in which these concerns are in conversation with the 
larger field of writing studies. I then offer a brief history of scholarship surrounding each of these 
concepts and the ways this evolving research has informed classroom practice over the past four 
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decades. Building on this historical context, I then identify and discuss three key issues in contemporary 
theory and pedagogy for digital and multimodal composition, providing prompts for discussion and 
ideas for classroom integration along the way.  
  
 
The Importance of Terminology: What Do These Terms Mean and Why Do They Matter? 
Digital writing, multimodal writing, computers and composition, digital rhetoric, multimedia, 
multiliteracies, new media… and the list goes on. Do all of these terms refer to the same thing? If not, 
what are the differences and why do they matter? Before starting a review of the field, it is important to 
discuss and specify terminology. You may have noticed that the chapter title refers to two kinds of 
writing: digital and multimodal. While they are often used interchangeably and do overlap in some of 
their concerns, they also have distinct emphases, histories, and disciplinary lineages that shape their 
usage and potentials for classroom integration.  
 
Discussion Question: What terms make the most sense to you in relation to the kinds of “writing” you 
do with technology of various sorts? Why and in what ways do your terms change based on context or 
audience? Why are these distinctions important? 
 
As Claire Lauer (2009) argues, “Defining terms is an important and necessary practice in any field, 
including composition…. Defining terms is a situated activity that involves determining the collective 
interests and values of the community for which the definition matters” (225). In other words, terms, 
each with their own definitions and histories, are useful for establishing common ground and shared 
understandings so that our “conversations” are really centered on the same concerns. For the sake of 
time and because they are the terms most commonly in use as of this writing, this chapter focuses on 
the concepts of “digital” and “multimodal”, as defined below, but see Lauer’s 2009 article for an in-
depth discussion of differences in the concepts of “multimedia” and “multimodal” and her 2012 follow 
up on definitions for “New/Multi/Modal/Digital/Media Texts”. 
 
 
What Is “Digital” Writing and Why Does It Matter to Composition? 
When Composition scholars talk about “digital writing” or “digital rhetoric”, they are typically concerned 
with the relationship between writers and ever-evolving communication technologies. They want to 
better understand the affordances and constraints these technologies offer writers, as well as the 
implications these hold for writing processes, genre conventions, audience expectations, and the ability 
to communicate thoughtfully and persuasively using a variety of digital tools and environments.  As 
Sarah Arroyo (2013) argues,  

digital rhetoric does not just mean that more people write with computers or that more people 
are online. Rather, it entails larger cultural shifts in recognizing new patterns of thinking, 
rethinking familiar conceptualizations about both the self and human interaction, and re-
envisioning attitudes and expectations toward reading, writing, and rhetoric, regardless of the 
physical presence of machines. (114)  

In other words, while scholarship has addressed the integration of different forms of technology into 
writing instruction, a larger underlying focus is on the ways in which those technologies have changed 
our conceptions of and expectations for writing and human interactions. 
 
Although the work of teacher-scholars in the Computers and Composition subfield has grown and 
diversified since early calls for inclusion of technology in the writing class, the following list summarizes 
many of the key concepts, issues, and questions that have emerged: 
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1. Digital Pedagogies: How can the availability of various networked and stand-alone technologies 
be used to teach writing in classrooms, programs, writing centers, and online settings? 

2. Technological Literacies: How can students develop practical facility with and critical awareness 
of digital tools for communication and interaction expected for participation in academic, 
professional, and cultural contexts? 

3. Multimodality: How do the multiple modes for composing and meaning-making made available 
through technology broaden what counts as “writing”? 

4. Cultural and Systemic Changes in Communication: How do systemic changes to our cultural 
communication landscape reshape our relationships with others? 

5. Technological Access and Experience and the Digital Divide: How do issues of technology 
access and prior experience impact the writing classroom and student learning outcomes? 

6. Technological Identities: How can new communication technologies be used to allow the 
construction of new kinds of identities for students, instructors, and audiences?  

7. Writing in Online Environments: How can online social and instructional spaces shape and 
reshape types of interactions and communication between participants? 

8. Digital Privacy, Copyright, Ethics, and Intellectual Property: How do digital affordances and 
online sources create a complex ethical intersection between “remixed” compositions, fair use, 
plagiarism, and copyright? 

9. Interdisciplinary Connections to and Implications for Digital Writing: How do diverse fields, 
including art, literature, linguistics, graphic design, technical communication, geography, and 
media studies intersect with digital writing and pedagogy to allow for better understanding of 
available communicative affordances? 
 

Each of these themes call on composition instructors to consider how various technologies, platforms, 
modalities, and online spaces can extend writing instruction in critical and relevant ways. A more 
complete discussion of the history of scholarship and pedagogy in digital writing follows later in this 
chapter.  
 
Discussion Questions: Reviewing the themes and questions listed above, which interest you most and 
why? If you were to design a research study to investigate one or more, what would you want to find 
out and how would it relate to the teaching of writing? What other areas for inquiry are not included 
here that you think belong? 
 
What Is “Multimodal” Writing and Why Does It Matter to Composition? 
Writing words on paper or screen is obviously not the only way people communicate and persuade. ALL 
forms of communication and argument are multimodal, meaning that everything from written text, still 
images, video, and body language to color, sound, spatial arrangement, and more contributes to 
meaning and shapes how others are influenced by it. Being better aware of how multimodal composing 
choices influence an audience can help writers to be more critical of what others are saying to them, as 
well as to help them make use of these strategies in their own communication. 
 
The five commonly agreed upon modes of communication, as identified by Gunther Kress and Theo van 
Leeuwen (2001), are: 

• linguistic (words that are written or spoken) 
• aural/oral (sounds, spoken language) 
• visual (images, elements that can be seen) 
• gestural (body language, movement) 
• spatial (physical arrangement, layout) 
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While all the modes have their own affordances, or things they do well individually (e.g. a picture is 
worth a thousand words), it is the combination of modes that really gives them their rhetorical strength 
(e.g. the way a written caption and an audio clip can help an audience understand the meaning of an 
image in a deeper, more contextualized, more critical way). In composing multimodally, writers have to 
think carefully about their rhetorical situation (audience, purpose, and context) to choose the modes, 
media, and genres that will function most persuasively for a given situation. 
 
At first glance, it may seem that only the linguistic and maybe the visual are related to what we typically 
think of as “writing.” However, as the kinds of texts we encounter on an everyday basis continue to 
expand, so do the modalities upon which we rely to make meaning. For example, even a word-based 
webpage, utilizing only the linguistic mode, is still exploiting the spatial (e.g. in the alignment of words 
on screen, the breaks between sentences or paragraphs, and the location and arrangement of 
navigation elements) and visual (e.g. in the choices of font, color, and textual emphases such as bolding 
and italics) modes to make and convey meaning.  
 
As I will discuss below, a primary focus of the “multimodal turn” in composition is the way in which 
writers can learn to leverage, both alone and in conjunction with one another, the affordances of 
multiple modalities. You can think of the modes as a set of meaning-making resources from which 
writers can select, consciously, depending on their specific rhetorical goals. The intention is not to try to 
use multiple modes for their own sake, but instead to make intentional decisions about which modes 
might be most appropriate and effective for a given subject, purpose, audience, and context.  
 
Discussion Questions/Activities: Take 10 minutes to walk around your school, building, or home and 
make a list of every kind of multimodal communication you encounter. Don’t worry about the content of 
the messages being conveyed or even if you are the intended audience, but instead focus on how that 
text communicates. Consider, for example, the meaning of different sounds in your environment, such 
as your phone, toaster, microwave, and other electronics. Consider the arrangement of furniture, the 
body language of others you encounter, the ways in which colors are coded for specific messages, and 
any other element or text that is attempting to communicate something to someone. Compare your list 
with a partner or small group, paying specific attention to modes of communication that don’t overlap 
between the lists. Finally, discuss why, how, and in what ways you might want to incorporate attention 
to some of these modalities in the writing classroom.  
 
 
Does Digital = Multimodal? 
Before moving on, I want to make a quick point about an important difference between the concepts 
“digital” and “multimodal” because while they share a lot in common and are often used 
interchangeably, they don’t mean the same thing. Conflating these ideas can cause us to miss the 
pedagogical potentials that study of these terms, each through their own lens and approach, can offer.  
 
The rise of digital communication and tools for composing has led, in part, to an expanded definition of 
what constitutes a “text”. Previously, we thought of “text” as written words, something that looked like 
a traditional essay or a report or a newspaper article. As we’ve come to realize the persuasive power of 
different modalities, however, and as we’ve gained access to increasingly easy-to-use editing tools, the 
kinds of things we’ve come to see as a text have broadened. Cultural theorist Barry Brummett (2014) 
argues, “we can think of a text as a message, as a collection of verbal and nonverbal signs that create 
meaning” (4). Other rhetoric scholars, such as Sonja Foss (2017), have suggested use of the term 
“artifact” as a way of emphasizing that any action, event or object “perceived as a unified whole” can be 
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crafted to inform and persuade. Everything from the opening credits of a TV show to a streaming music 
playlist to an athlete’s victory dance can be read symbolically and rhetorically as a collection of meaning-
making signs, as a kind of text. 
 
Just as our definition of “text” has expanded, so too has our understanding of what constitutes 
“writing”. The “writing” we do today is often attentive to and inclusive of the potential meaning-making 
contributions of a number of communicative modalities. It is also conscious of the technological tools 
and affordances that are available for contemporary composing practices. Whether one is writing a blog 
entry, a social media post, a newsletter, a podcast, or any other digital communication, there remains a 
similar iterative composition process for creating a rhetorically purposeful text, but the means to that 
end is more diverse than in a word-privileged era.  
 
However, while all digital texts are multimodal (as illustrated with the word-only webpage example 
above), not all multimodal texts have to be digital. Think, for example, of visually- and textually-rich 
flyers on a crowded bulletin board, each crafting their persuasive message through rhetorical choices 
relating to color, text, image, and more. They use multiple modes (visual, linguistic, and spatial) to 
compete for the audience’s attention and to convey their messages. Although they may have been 
designed digitally, they are read or consumed in an analog setting. This distinction between the digital 
and multimodal is significant, particularly in classroom or institutional settings that lack access to 
technological resources. As Daniel Anderson (2008) points out in his article, “The Low Bridge to High 
Benefits: Entry-Level Multimedia, Literacies, and Motivation,” students can still develop critical 
multimodal analytical skills and composing practices without the aid of computers or mobile devices, 
though their availability obviously offers additional potentials for composing. 
 
Discussion Questions/Activity: Take a few minutes to brainstorm ways you could bring attention to the 
rhetorical and meaning-making opportunities available in specific examples of multiple modalities that 
are not reliant, at least directly, on technology. What ways can you think of that could help classmates 
or students to be more conscious of the affordances and constraints of different modalities, either 
through observation and analysis of texts produced by others or through creation of one’s own non-
digital multimodal text? 
 
Further, as Jody Shipka (2011) argues in her book Toward a Composition Made Whole, “to label a text 
multimodal or monomodal based on its final appearance alone discounts, or worse yet, renders invisible 
the contributions made by a much wider variety of resources, supports, and tools” (52). Discussing 
Shipka’s argument and her workshop-based classroom approach, Claire Lutkewitte (2014) writes that 
“This process-focused approach encourages students to experiment with multiple modes and rhetorical 
appeals in a way that broadens their understanding of what effective communication entails” (3). The 
work of Anderson, Shipka, Lutkewitte, and other multimodal scholars reminds us as composition 
teachers that we should continue critical exploration of how digital tools AND multimodal resources, 
both alone and in combination, can help students develop necessary 21st Century communication 
practices.    
 
 
WPA Outcomes 
To illustrate how issues of digital and multimodal writing are relevant, and indeed central, to the 
concerns of the larger field, I next want to briefly discuss their relationship to the WPA Outcomes 
Statement. In an effort to establish collective, regularized learning goals for the teaching of first-year 
Composition based on best practices in the field’s research, theory, and practice, the Council of Writing 
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Program Administrators (WPA) established its “Outcomes Statement”. Now in its third iteration, the 
2014 Statement identifies four interdependent areas of focus. I have listed each below, along with short 
explanations of the ways in which digital and multimodal writing share these same learning outcomes. 
 
Of particular note is that the Outcomes Statement does not include a separate focus on digital or 
multimodal issues because both are so integral to every part of today’s writing practice. The authors 
argue, “’composing’ refers broadly to complex writing processes that are increasingly reliant on the use 
of digital technologies” and where writers now have to attend to issues of design, image or sound 
incorporation, spatial layout, and other modal considerations beyond the written word.  

• Rhetorical knowledge concerns abilities to analyze and negotiate contexts, purposes, and 
audiences in composing a variety of texts. Success for any kind of written, digital, or multimodal 
text must be composed with the rhetorical situation in mind. 
 

• Critical thinking, reading, and composing is the ability to analyze, synthesize, interpret, and 
evaluate ideas in the work of others and in composing one’s own work. Clearly, such critical 
capabilities are important and applicable to the writing of any persuasive text, whether it is a 
word-based essay or a digital or multimodal project. Modalities beyond print can offer new 
paths to understanding an issue through research and in communicating findings to others.  
 

• Knowledge of Processes concerns the ability to utilize multiple, flexible, and iterative research, 
drafting, and revising processes for writing. Writing rarely proceeds in a linear and fixed pattern 
from invention to final product. Instead, each and every text that writers compose is unique and 
may require multiple recursive cycles to research, draft, and revise. Successful writers need 
conscious understanding of and control over each stage of the writing process and when, how, 
why, and in what order they should be put to use. 
 

• Knowledge of Conventions includes the ability to understand, analyze, and negotiate the formal 
rules and informal audience expectations of communications in different genres, digital settings, 
and contexts. Successful writers develop a clear understanding of the rules and expectations 
audiences have for texts in particular rhetorical situations and they develop strategies for 
figuring out those conventions when composing for new audiences, genres and venues. Such 
knowledge is applicable to traditional word-based text, in all its variations, as well as to digital 
and multimodal compositions.  

 
The WPA Outcomes Statement is often used by writing programs as the foundation for establishing their 
own programmatic student learning outcomes (SLOs). The Statement’s existence has helped to move 
the scholarly and pedagogical conversations about digital and multimodal writing instruction into higher 
education classrooms across the country. Despite these efforts, however, attention to these issues and 
their integration into writing pedagogy is still a work-in-progress. A large-scale survey of writing faculty 
in 2006 found that only 24% of respondents indicated that multimodality was an integral part of their 
writing program’s overall curriculum (Anderson et. al.).  
 
Further, these researchers found that 84% of respondents reported that multimodal composition takes 
place within individual classrooms rather than on a larger programmatic level (Anderson et. al., 2006, p. 
69), meaning that universal instructional attention in this area is far from complete. What this means for 
writing teachers and writing programs is that there is still much work to be done in educating and 
supporting faculty as they learn more about the rhetorical possibilities of digital and multimodal 
composing and how that fits into the work and responsibilities of Composition instruction.  
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Discussion Questions: Search your department’s website or ask your Writing Program Director or 
Department Chair for a copy of the Student Learning Outcomes that guide the work of first-year writing 
classes at your institution. In what ways do these outcomes synch up (or not) with the WPA’s Outcomes 
Statement? In what ways, if any, do they reference or make space for digital and/or multimodal writing? 
 
A Caveat: A key assumption underlying most scholarship in digital and multimodal writing is that 
pedagogical considerations, not technological ones, should drive the integration of technology and/or 
multimodality in the teaching of writing. That is, this work does not advocate the use of new 
technologies and text types for their own sake, but rather because they offer a potential to address 
pedagogical needs and goals. For example, teacher-scholars working from this perspective would not 
simply make use of a new social media platform because of its cultural popularity or its technological 
bells and whistles. Instead, such a platform might be adopted because it offers specific features or 
affordances that support student learning, such as synchronous and asynchronous team communication 
capabilities, cloud storage and online tools to facilitate collaborative writing in and out of class, and 
access to a large public audience to share final texts and receive feedback from real-world users, giving 
students new avenues and rhetorical considerations to employ in their own writing processes. Although 
teachers and scholars from Composition are often on the bleeding edge of classroom technology 
integration, they are also thinking continually about their pedagogy and what Kress (2005) describes as 
the “gains and losses” as “we move from representation primarily through writing to representation” 
through visual and multimodal means (5). 
 
 
Digital Writing: A Brief History 
Although a number of emerging scholars began investigating the impact of technology on writing in the 
late 1970s, most histories mark the field’s formal establishment with Cynthia Selfe and Kathleen Kiefer’s 
inaugural issue of Computers and Composition: An International Journal (C&C), first as a newsletter in 
1983 and then as a scholarly journal in 1985. According to the C&C blog, during the late 1980s and early 
1990s, the journal began to move away from its early focus on “brief narratives about classroom 
experiences using technology, descriptions of working with drill-and-skill programs, and software 
reviews” and toward longer scholarly articles, “that more fully incorporated pedagogical and rhetorical 
theories and boldly confronted the complexities of merging computer technologies with classroom 
practices” (C&C blog, “History”). While C&C remains one of the top scholarly venues in the discipline, 
journals such as College Composition and Communication, College English, and Technical Communication 
Quarterly, have helped to introduce these concerns to the broader Composition, English Studies, and 
Language Arts communities. Additionally, newer publications in both print and digital formats have 
enlarged and diversified these conversations. Among others, these journals include Kairos: A Journal of 
Rhetoric, Technology, and Pedagogy, Enculturation: A Journal of Rhetoric, Writing, and Culture, 
Computers and Composition Online, Hybrid Pedagogy, and Harlot: A Revealing Look at the Arts of 
Persuasion. 
 
Discussion Questions: Log onto your library’s database of scholarly journals and search for one or more 
of the journals above. Review the titles from the last three years’ worth of issues. Make a list of the top 
three or four themes that seem most interesting or relevant to your studies/teaching. What is significant 
about these themes and why? Be prepared to share and discuss your themes with classmates.  
 
What follows in this section is a brief overview of the computers and composition field and its focus on 
digital writing. This discussion offers only broad strokes of the discipline’s history, unfortunately glossing 
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over many interesting nuances and controversies. However, this selective review is intended to provide 
a backdrop for the contemporary issues I will cover in more depth in the next section. If you are new to 
the field or would like to find out more about this history, I have included suggestions for a number of 
detailed histories in the selected readings section below that will supplement the references cited at the 
end of this chapter.  
 
Late 1970s through Mid-1980s: Early Explorations of Writing with Computers  
Early work on the intersection of writing and technology began with the efforts of intrepid researchers 
working first with room-sized mainframe computers and punch cards and later with the technological 
affordances of the first wave of personal computers into homes. Some histories point to Ellen Nold’s 
1975 College Composition and Communication (CCC) article, “Fear and Trembling: A Humanist 
Approaches the Computer” as the first piece of published scholarship in the field. Others suggest that 
Hugh Burns’ 1979 dissertation on computers and writing was the first disciplinary contribution 
(Hawisher, et. al., 1996, p. 198). No matter where its beginning is marked, though, it is clear from 
reviewing the early archives of C&C and other sources that a number of scholars seized upon the idea 
that personal computers, in their growing accessibility in homes and classrooms, could be useful in the 
teaching of writing.  
 
Late 1980s through Early 1990s: Investigating Widening Access to Computers and What It Meant for 
Writing Instruction  
According to the C&C Blog’s “History” page, early writings in the emerging field of computers and 
writing featured “authors who focused on innovative technologies (e.g., hypertext and electronic mail) 
and their attempts to situate them within classroom contexts” (C&C Blog, “History”). With the addition 
of Gail Hawisher as Co-Editor in the late 1980s, “the journal began to feature special-edited issues that 
focused on such diverse areas as writing centers, synchronous CMC [computer-mediated 
communication], computer programming, intellectual property rights and professional concerns such as 
tenure and promotion” (C&C Blog, “History”). A review of the archives points to interests in the 
potentials of word-processing software (e.g. Paul LeBlanc’s 1988 article “How to Get the Words Just 
Right: A Reappraisal of Word Processing and Revision), the ways in which computers could support a 
process-based approach to writing (e.g. Timothy Weiss’s 1989 article “A Process of Composing with 
Computers”), and the pedagogical and administrative logistics of creating computer-based learning 
spaces (e.g. Stephen A. Bernhardt’s 1989 article “Designing a Microcomputer Classroom for Teaching 
Composition”). 
 
1990s: Examining the Growing Ubiquity of Computers and the Pedagogical Potentials of the Early Web 
As computer access in homes and classrooms continued to expand, perhaps the most significant 
technological advance during this period was Tim Berners-Lee’s development of the technologies that 
created the World Wide Web in 1989 and the release of the first web browser, NCSA Mosaic, in 1993 
(World Wide Web Foundation, “History of the Web”). Although text-based internet connectivity had 
been available for government and scientific work earlier, these advancements opened access to anyone 
with a computer, a modem, and a phone line. Exploring the affordances of Web connectivity opened a 
world of new possibilities for students, teachers, and researchers, and for writing itself.  
 
Importantly, this period intersected roughly with the larger Composition field’s turn toward a social-
epistemic approach to writing and away from current-traditional models. The growing interest in a 
collaborative and socially-constructed view of writing fit well with new technological affordances such as 
local area networks and wide area networks, allowing student writers new modes of interaction with 
their peers (e.g. Sirc &. Reynolds, 1990), and eventually, a larger internet public. Additionally, a growing 
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interest in social considerations in the writing classroom, including issues of race, gender, class, and 
sexuality, were taken up in research and pedagogy, particularly in relation to how digital literacies and 
environments could challenge or reshape the status quo of classroom, cultural power dynamics, and 
identity (see Janangelo, 1990; Regan, 1993; Selfe & Selfe, 1994).  
 
Another significant area of inquiry during this time revolved around the changing nature of texts 
themselves. A core affordance of the web is its ability to hyperlink. This allows writers to connect their 
ideas, in an intertextual and visually-explicit way, to what others have said (Barrett, 1988; Bolton, 1990; 
Brent, 1997). Further, because links embedded within a webpage can offer readers multiple paths 
through content, scholars studying hypertextual writing investigated the ways it could influence how we 
make arguments, how we establish ethos, and how it could transform the role of readers into one of co-
authorship, constructing their own version of the text based on the non-linear links they chose to follow 
(see DiPardo & DiPardo, 1990; Kaplan & Moulthrop; 1990; Slatin, 1990; Bernhardt, 1993; Landow, 1994; 
Heba 1997).  
 
From Web 1.0 to Web 2.0: Late 1990s-Mid 2000s 
Although the issues discussed above were taken up for their relation to writing instruction, much of this 
early work focused on reading, interaction, and analysis of static webpages, rather than on composition 
of these digital, mostly word-based texts by students themselves. As the web matured and editing and 
production software and platforms became increasingly user-friendly, some emphases in the writing 
classroom began shifting toward issues of digital production. Contributions such as Cynthia Selfe’s 
(1999) Technology and Literacy: The Importance of Paying Attention, Sean D. Williams’ (2001) “Thinking 
Outside the Pro-verbal Box,” and Kathleen Blake Yancey’s “Made Not Only in Words: Composition in a 
New Key” (2004) all worked to be more inclusive of digital and multimodal texts. They also pushed 
Composition theory and pedagogy to focus more on critical, deliberate production practices, rather than 
just analysis and consumption. 
 
The Birth and Ubiquity of Social Media: Mid-2000s to Present 
The rise of social media in the early 2000s offered new digital environments and expanded 
communicative modalities for teachers and students of writing. Although the first social media platform, 
Six Degrees, launched in the late 1990s, popular usage didn’t really explode until the development and 
widespread availability of MySpace in 2003, Facebook in 2006, and Twitter in 2007. The early part of this 
period also saw the release of wikis, blogs, and digital photo sharing sites such as Flickr, each offering 
potentials for teaching writing and digital literacies. More recent iterations of social media platforms 
have included YouTube, SnapChat, Instagram, and a variety of encrypted direct messaging applications 
such as WhatsApp.  
 
Because each of these social media innovations allows for communication to be mediated through a 
variety of technologies and modalities, studying resulting shifts in cultural literacy practices is vital to 
understanding how writing and writing instruction are changing as a result. Among the issues scholars 
have been discussing during this time include the potentials and pitfalls of working with social media in 
the writing classroom (Maranto & Barton, 2010), the collaborative composition possibilities of specific 
technologies such as wikis (Lundin, 2008), the decline of design abilities with the rise of standardized 
website templates (Arola, 2009), the integration of digital and multimodal rhetoric into graduate 
education (Graupner, Nikoson-Massey, and Blair, 2008), folksonomies and social tagging (Nicotra, 2009), 
and how pedagogy can be adapted when writing classes or writing tutoring move online (Hewett & 
Ehman, 2009; Warnock 2009;). 
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The shift from the static web pages of the Web 1.0 era to the dynamic, interactive, user-generated, and 
socially-connected sites of Web 2.0 over the last 15 years or so, has offered new digital environments 
and expanded communicative modalities for teachers and students of writing. Cloud storage, such as 
Dropbox, GoogleDrive, and OneDrive provide new opportunities for collaboration among student 
writers and offer new possibilities for addressing time and location constraints for meeting. 
Microblogging platforms, such as Twitter, have encouraged new forms of writing that are more 
condensed, inclusive of hashtags and linked media, and networked into large, diverse audiences who 
may respond to a writer’s contributions from a variety of perspectives. Media editing platforms for 
image, sound, and video, including those available on mobile devices, have become increasingly robust 
and easy to use for composition and for publishing resulting digital texts through various social media 
channels. Researchers have also investigated the potential role of digital games in writing studies (Gee, 
2004; Bogost, 2010), as well as, a still- elusive Web 3.0 that might make use of “the internet of things” 
(Zappen, 2018) or the “semantic” or “contextual” web (McClure, R., 2011). Scholars have begun 
investigating these issues and more in relation to writing studies in the hope of helping students to be 
more critically aware of their communicative and rhetorical options, no matter what technology or 
platform they are using.  
 
Discussion Questions: Take a few minutes to brainstorm questions about the writing and digital literacy 
dimensions of your favorite technology or social media platform. If you were to begin an investigation 
into these practices, what kinds of issues might you explore and why? Once you’ve finished 
brainstorming your ideas, share and discuss with classmates. 
 
Suggested Readings in Digital Writing/Computers and Composition 
Alexander, A., & Rhodes, J. (Eds.). (2018). The Routledge Handbook of Digital Writing and Rhetoric. New 

York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Hawisher, G. & Selfe, C.L. (Eds.). (1999) Passions, pedagogies, and 21st century literacies. Logan, UT: Utah 

State University Press.  
 
McKee, H. & De Voss, D. N. (2007). Digital writing research: Technologies, methodologies, and ethical 

issues. New York, NY: Hampton Press. 
 
Selfe, C. L. (1999). Technology and Literacy in the 21st century: The importance of paying attention. 

Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press. 
 
Sheridan, D. M., Ridolfo, J., & Michel, A. J. (2012). Available means of persuasion: Mapping a theory and 

pedagogy of multimodal public rhetoric. Anderson, SC: Parlor Press. 
 
 
 
Multimodal Writing: A Brief History 
The history of scholarship on multimodality in writing studies is neither linear nor reliant on work in a 
single discipline. Instead, its lineage can be traced through contributions from rhetoric, literacy studies, 
composition, linguistics, media studies, and more. Some scholars point to a growing interest, starting in 
the late 1970s, in visual communication and visual rhetoric as a first step toward a broader 
understanding of writing (Eyman, 2015). Others suggest that the work of literacy scholars, pursuing the 
study of what it means to be literate, to be able to read and write in various cultures, as opening a focus 
on non-discursive forms of communication (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001). Still others (Zappen, 2005; 



Sheppard “Multimodal and Digital Writing”- DRAFT 8.18 11 

Eyman, 2015), consider the intersection of rhetorical theory, emerging technology, and Composition as 
the impetus for a focus on “identifying characteristics, affordances, and constraints of new media” 
(Eyman, 44). Although all of these perspectives likely informed one another and shaped the ways we 
now think about multimodality, it is nonetheless useful to know a bit about what these disciplinary 
strands have focused on and why. What follows in this section is a quick review of key influences and 
scholarship on multimodal writing. It is by no means comprehensive, but this chapter’s references and 
the suggested readings I provide below will point interested readers toward more robust histories and 
discussions. 
 
Semiotics, Literacies, and the Social and Multimodal Turns 
One of the most influential contributions to conversations about multimodality came out of work 
published in 1999 by the New London Group (NLG), a collective of well-regarded literacy scholars. Their 
call to expand instruction from “literacy” to “multiliteracies” represented a broader focus on the 
practices needed to consume and produce the diversity of multimodal communications we encounter in 
everyday life. These scholars, along with others in the New Literacies Studies (Barton & Lee, 2013; Cope 
& Kalantzis, 1999; Dorr, 1994; Gee, 1996; Gee 2004; Heath, 1983; Knobel & Lankshear, 2007; Kress, 
2003; Scribner & Cole, 1988 ; Street, 1984), advocated for seeing writing not as a singular monolithic 
literacy, but as a plurality of literacies, and for understanding a “text” to be constituted not just by 
words on page or screen, but as any unified communicative artifact comprised of any relevant mode. 
What this means for teachers, according to the New London Group, is that “literacy pedagogy now must 
account for the burgeoning variety of text forms associated with information and multimedia 
technologies” (9). That is, teaching traditional word-based writing is no longer sufficient for the needs of 
our students. Instead, a primary emphasis for anyone teaching writing in the 21st century must include 
significant attention to helping students develop critical fluency with multiple communicative modes 
and literacies. 
 
Following just a couple years after the NLG’s influential article, Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, in 
their prescient 2001 book, Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of Contemporary 
Communication, used a semiotic lens to introduce and explore principles of multimodal communication 
in everyday life. They were particularly interested in the idea that “within a given social-cultural domain, 
the ‘same’ meanings can often be expressed in different semiotic modes” (1). Whereas modal specialists 
used to be responsible for producing specific, discrete kinds of content (e.g. written words from a copy 
writer, photos from a photographer, and page layout from a graphic designer), digital communication 
tools have allowed, and increasingly require, that work to be completed by a single author. 
 
What this shift means for Kress and van Leeuwen is that our culture’s long history of privileging the 
linguistic mode above all others has to broaden in ways that recognize the semiotic or communicative 
power of multiple modes. They argue,  

we move towards a view of multimodality in which common semiotic principles operate in and 
across different modes, and in which it is therefore quite possible for music to encode action, or 
images to encode emotion…. [I]n the age of digitization [sic], the different modes have 
technically become the same at some level of representation, and they can be operated by one 
multi-skilled person, using one interface, one mode of physical manipulation, so that he or she 
can ask, at every point: ‘Shall I express this with sound or music?’ ‘Shall I say this visually or 
verbally?’, and so on. [It is] the question of how this technical possibility can be made to work 
semiotically (2). 
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In other words, Kress and van Leeuwen suggest that to be fully literate in the digital era requires the 
ability to communicate the same meaning through different modalities depending upon what one is 
trying to convey for a particular audience or purpose. Although Kress and van Leeuwen focus on 
theoretical arguments about how meaning is made across different modes of representation in 
contemporary culture, their work, as well as that of other scholars in Semiotics, Linguistics, and Literacy 
Studies has been significant in shaping pedagogy, classroom practice, and research in Composition.  
 
Visual Rhetoric, Visual Communication 
Interestingly, work on multimodality from a variety of disciplinary perspectives, initially focused on the 
communicative potential of the visual mode. In his book, Digital Rhetoric: Theory, Method, Practice, 
Douglas Eyman cited Roland Barthes’ 1977 article, “The Rhetoric of the Image,” as a “touchstone for the 
turn to the visual in rhetorical studies” (49). In this piece, Barthes argues that images can be read 
rhetorically, rather than just aesthetically, by examining their linguistic (written words), denotative 
(explicit), and connotative (implied) messages. This contribution to rhetorical theory expanded the 
artifacts/modalities considered research-worthy from an exclusive focus on written and spoken 
language and offered an initial analytical framework for understanding how the visual mode functions to 
communicate and persuade.  
 
John Berger’s 1977 Ways of Seeing is also seen as a significant scholarly and cultural influence on the 
necessity of incorporating serious, critical attention to the visual in education. As Diana George (2002) 
suggested about Berger’s work, it was “radical” because of “his insistence on breaking down the barriers 
that separated high culture (in this case art history) from low (advertising)” (23). This publication began 
to shift scholarly focus on visual analysis away from the realm of modal experts and high culture texts 
(e.g. fine art) and toward one that sought to understand how everyday visual images/artifacts were read 
by ordinary, everyday people. This shift also brought the kinds of texts available for (and in need of) 
study into the domain of writing teachers where they would be responsible for helping students read 
and write a range of persuasive messages utilizing textual and visual modes.  

Following the work of Barthes, Berger, and others, Sonja Foss (2005) was influential in defining a critical 
schema for analyzing how visuals convey meaning. She contends that using existing rhetorical theory, 
developed for speech and writing, does not allow analysts to attend to all communicative and 
persuasive features of visual artifacts. Instead, she argues, some features of visual images clearly require 
attention to different elements and a different treatment of those elements from what discourse does 
(150-151). She maintains, that “visual images provide access to a range of human experience not always 
available through the study of discourse” and that it is therefore incumbent upon rhetoricians to be 
inclusive of the visual mode and how it can be utilized for persuasion (143).  

Working from a Composition perspective, Diana George’s 2002 article, “From Analysis to Design: Visual 
Communication in the Teaching of Writing,” argues for the necessity of training students to be critical 
producers of visual texts, not just critical consumers. She writes, “For students who have grown up in a 
technology-saturated and image-rich culture, questions of communication and composition absolutely 
will include the visual, not as attendant to the verbal but as complex communication intricately related 
to the world around them.” (32). George’s work echoes broader calls in rhetoric and Composition to 
shift from an examination of how multimodal signs themselves convey meaning to how writers utilize 
those meaning-making resources in their literate practices. She also made the important point that we 
should not approach the visual as a kind of add-on, appended at the end of the composing process, to 
somehow decorate or support the “primary” written text. Instead, her approach suggests that students 
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need to begin their composing processes by considering their specific rhetorical situation. Only then, 
should they consider the visual and linguistic modalities at their disposal to address that situation.  
 
Making a similar argument from a rhetorical perspective, Eyman (2015) contends, “If we see digital [and 
multimodal] rhetoric as a productive art, then nearly all digital texts can be seen both as objects of 
study for analysis (using digital rhetoric methods) and as products of digital rhetorical practices (9, 
emphasis mine). He continues, “While many rhetorical theorists focus primarily on the analytical 
capacity of rhetoric, it is the value for production that I see as a key resource for the formulation of 
digital rhetoric” (17, emphasis mine). That is, Eyman suggests, if we as teachers of writing and rhetoric 
are working to assist students in developing critical, kairotic, and persuasive understandings of digital 
communication, we fail in part of our duty if we focus only on analysis of texts and not also on their 
composition. “Digital rhetoricians,” Eyman contends, “must explore both the theory and the technology; 
critical engagement alone is just as insufficient as a curricular approach as would be practical application 
without the provision of tools for understanding how technologies work within social and cultural 
contexts” (113, emphasis in original). 
  
From Visual to Multimodal 
At this point, you might be thinking (hopefully) that this all sounds interesting, and is maybe even an 
accurate description of how we make meaning now, but that your job is to teach writing, the 
development and arrangement of words, not visual design or podcasting or whatever new 
communicative technology comes along tomorrow. However, as Selfe (2009) argues, such a limited 
understanding of what constitutes writing in contemporary culture does a disservice to the students we 
teach. She writes, 

As faculty, when we limit our understanding of composing and our teaching of composition to a 
single modality, when we focus on print alone as the communicative venue for our assignments 
and for students’ responses to those assignments, we ensure that instruction is less accessible 
to a wide range of learners, and we constrain students’ ability to succeed by offering them an 
unnecessarily narrow choice of semiotic and rhetorical resources. By broadening the choice of 
composing modalities, I argue, we expand the field of play for students with different learning 
styles and differing ways of reflecting on the world; we provide the opportunity for them to 
study, think critically about, and work with new communicative modes. Such a move not only 
offers us a chance to make instruction increasingly effective for those students from different 
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, but it also provides an opportunity to make our work 
increasingly relevant to a changing set of communicative needs in a globalized world. (644) 

 
As Selfe suggests, a multimodal approach to Composition presents an abundance of opportunities for 
learners to experiment and make meaning. Additionally, it offers potentials for improving access to the 
curriculum for students with a variety learning styles, providing support so that they can be more 
successful as well.  
 
Another influential voice in the multimodal turn in Composition is Kathleen Blake Yancey (2004). Her 
Conference on College Composition and Communication Chair’s address and its resulting publication in 
CCC addressed a broad cross-section of writing teachers and scholars, particularly those who had not 
previously thought much about their work in a digital and multimodal context. Yancey’s 2004 call for 
action is still just as relevant and important today. She writes,  

A little more than twenty years ago we talked about “winds of change” (Hairston, citation in 
original); today the changes are those of tremors. These are structural changes—global, 
educational, technological. Like seismic tremors, these signal a re-formation in process, and 
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because we exist on the borders of our own tectonic plates—rhetoric, composition and 
communication, process, activity, service and social justice—we are at the very center of those 
tremors. (Yancey, 321) 

 
Yancey points to the ways in which digital possibilities and their global implications are not simply re-
shaping writing, but are calling into question the very processes, practices, and foundations on which we 
base our teaching, learning, and interaction with the world. Failing to acknowledge these 
communicative and cultural shifts, by holding stubbornly to monomodal texts and traditional 
understandings of writing, for example, we leave our students ill-equipped for the actual critical and 
communicative demands they will face.   
 
A significant additional contribution to the conversation came in the National Council of Teachers of 
English’s (NCTE) 2005 “NCTE Position Statement on Multimodal Literacies”. It argues that, “[i]ntegration 
of multiple modes of communication and expression can enhance or transform the meaning of the work 
beyond illustration or decoration” and that “[t]he use of different modes of expression in student work 
should be integrated into the overall literacy goals of the curriculum and appropriate for time and 
resources invested (NCTE, “Position”). This professional statement was, and continues to be, particularly 
noteworthy because it is addressed to the broader field of English Studies at both the K-12 and higher 
education levels, rather than just the post-secondary writing studies community more specifically. This 
move works to improve curricular alignment between different educational stages, expands and 
standardizes some aspects of contemporary literacy practices, and offers students opportunities to 
develop critical multimodal literacy skills at a younger age.  
 
Importantly, though the statement offers a rich and inclusive definition of multimodal literacies, it also 
demonstrates awareness that communicative practices are still very much influx. By focusing on the 
practices needed to read and compose through multiple modes, rather than on specific digital tools, 
genres, or modalities, the statement has remained an important touchstone for educators.  
 
Despite the well-established scholarly calls for more attention to multimodality in Composition, 
implementation of that change in writing pedagogy has been slowed by a host of constraints, such as 
faculty, administrators, and institutions wedded to traditionalist models of writing, outdated learning 
outcomes, and lack of technology resources. Writing Studies scholars Karla Kitalong and Rebecca Miner 
(2017) argue,  

Nearly two decades later, we are, as a profession, still turning toward multimodality in 
composition teaching, research, and administration.... What we do seem to agree on is that 
effective multimodal composing, like effective composing in a single—usually written—mode, is 
more than simply accumulating bits of information one upon the other, more than merely 
including multimodality within composition (Alexander & Rhodes, 2014, p. 4, cited in original). 
The goal with multimodal composition, as with composition in any single mode, is for students 
to practice so that they can synthesize modes, genres, ideas, and skills, and become ever more 
fluid and flexible composers. (39-40, emphasis mine) 

 
To address what they see as a stagnancy in moving from theory to classroom practice, Kitalong and 
Miner propose looking at multimodality for its potential to offer enhanced opportunities for student 
writers to exercise increased agency. They offer three suggestions for creating such classroom 
composing possibilities. First, prompts and assignments should explicitly encourage students to exercise 
personal agency through selecting issues of interest to them (53). Second, as students begin 
incorporating multimodal elements into their research and composing, Kitalong and Miner suggest 
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a pause to reflect and consider alternative ways to express an argument before they resume 
their textual production… opens up new avenues for argumentation. We believe that allowing 
this valuable time for reflection enables students to learn from their experiences as well as from 
each other (e.g. in peer reviews or in conversation outside of class). (53)  

 
Finally, they argue that while “encouraging free invention and fostering creative thinking” may leave 
some instructors uncomfortable with a loss of classroom control, “the excitement of being free to 
compose in multiple modalities generates students’ engagement in their own learning, which leads 
them toward reflectiveness and self-awareness” (p. 53). Further, they contend,  

as college composition students experiment with multiple modalities, they learn (as do 
professionals in complex work environments) that it is okay to struggle and beneficial to make 
changes in response to critiques of their work…. [U]ltimately, the work of rhetorically analyzing 
and revising their projects generates more precise and potentially more powerful messages that 
reveal elements of personal agency, especially evident in their reflections. (53) 

 
Although all of the contributions highlighted in this section offer critical tools and frameworks for 
understanding multimodal rhetoric and writing, each also reminds us that genres and practices for using 
digital tools and environments compose multimodally are still very much evolving. These scholars and 
many more have worked to help us and our students see how meaning is made in our everchanging 
communicative landscape, by focusing not on the newest social media platform or type of digital writing 
but on how to recognize and make use of the persuasive and meaning-making potentials they might 
hold.  
 
Suggested Readings on Multimodal Writing 
Alexander, J., & Rhodes, J. (2014). On multimodality: New media in composition studies. Urbana, IL: 

National Council of Teachers of English. 
 
Arola, K. L. & Wysocki, A. F. (Eds.). (2012). Composing(media) = composing(embodiment): bodies, 

technologies, writing, the teaching of writing. Boulder, CO: University of Colorado Press.  
 
Ball, C. E., Sheppard, J., & Arola, K. L. (2018). Writer/Designer: A guide to making multimodal projects. 

(2nd ed.). Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s. 
 
Bowen, T. & Whithaus, W. (Eds.).  (2013). Multiliteracies and emerging genres. Pittsburgh, PA: University 

of Pittsburg Press. 
 
Miller, S. M. & McVee, M. B. (2012). Multimodal composing in classrooms: Learning and teaching for the 

digital age. New York, NY: Routledge. 
 
Palmeri, J. (2012). Remixing composition: A history of multimodal writing pedagogy. Carbondale, IL: 

Southern Illinois University Press. 
 
Selfe, C. L. (Ed.). (2007). Multimodal composition: Resources for teachers. New York, NY: Hampton Press. 
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Being a Digital Pedagogue: On Myth and Reality in What It Takes to Be a Digital Writing Teacher 
Before turning to a discussion of current issues in digital and multimodal writing, I first want to address 
three of the common myths and fears teachers of writing often experience as they encounter the 
digital/multimodal Composition class for the first time.  
 
Issues of Expertise: On (Not) Being a Technology “Expert” 
Over the past 15 years, I have worked with new graduate students and teaching assistants, as well as 
with seasoned instructors and administrators, at conferences, workshops, community colleges, and 
research universities, on the integration of technology and multimodal writing into their classes. 
Whether they were facing this challenge of their own accord or because they were being pressured to 
update their curricula, pedagogies, and/or learning outcomes, many have been apprehensive, 
particularly about their perceived lack of technical or mode-specific skills. Trying to demonstrate or 
utilize unfamiliar practices in front of a student audience, who may or may not already be familiar with 
it, is likely nerve-wracking for most of us. This is a valid set of fears, particularly when it intersects with 
other issues related to teacherly identities, classroom power dynamics, and personal inclinations toward 
technology more broadly. 
 
The alternative perspective I offer usually includes some version of the following. First, as a field, we 
have largely abandoned the “banking” model of education in which we see the empty minds of students 
waiting passively to be filled with the instructor’s knowledge (Friere, 1970). Instead, Composition has 
embraced a critical and social view of writing and pedagogy in which instructors function more as 
facilitators, introducing content and guiding students’ development of knowledge and practices just on 
the edge of their competence (Vygotsky, 1968; Lave & Wenger, 1991; New London Group, 1999), while 
also learning from and working in concert with students. In such a model, the classroom is likely to be 
more student- rather than instructor-centered, as well as more likely to embrace contributions of 
student expertise and interest. Rather than seeing this as a threat to their authority or an abdication of 
their professional responsibilities, such instruction practices what it preaches by demonstrating the 
collaborative, connected, and socially constructed nature of communication and learning.  
 
What this perspective means in practice is that when students come to our courses and curricula with 
technological literacies or experience we don’t possess, we can find ways for them to take the lead and 
teach us and their classmates. We don’t have to try to know everything. Further, the act of trying to 
teach something to others often helps teachers and students to strengthen and clarify their own 
understandings. As boyd (2014) and many others have pointed out, today’s students engage with 
countless hours of diverse technologies, software, and modalities of their own motivation, so why not 
leverage this when possible? What we as Composition instructors have to offer in such a situation is a 
critical lens, helping students to be conscious and intentional in the digital or multimodal choices they 
make as they utilize these tools. Further, as the New London Group (1999) suggests in their four-part 
multiliteracies pedagogy, beyond “overt instruction” and “situated learning,” we also need to push 
students toward “critical framing” and “transformed practice” with the intention of helping them to 
reflect on what worked and what didn’t in their meaning-making efforts and to consider how they might 
apply such learning in new, novel contexts in the future (31).  
 
Second, even if instructors are fluent in today’s most popular literacies and technologies, those skills are 
likely to be passé tomorrow and keeping up with each new release seems more impossible all the time. 
While it is certainly helpful to be familiar with available tools and the affordances they offer, instructors 
being wedded to a single mode or set of applications can limit the imaginations of students and the 
meaning-making resources available for their composing. Instead, many digital teacher-scholars (Ball, 
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Sheppard, Arola, 2018) advocate focusing first on what students want to say in their particular rhetorical 
situation, and only then deciding on which modes or technologies might be most productive. In such a 
scenario, student writers are free to explore and utilize the modes and tools that are best suited to their 
rhetorical needs. They are also, then, responsible for using or learning how to use those tools on their 
own or through collaboration with other students.  
 
Finally, there has never been a time when more learning and support resources for using technology 
have been available online and for free. On YouTube alone, students can find demos and mini-lessons 
for editing images, audio, and video, utilizing specific software tools, and more. Learning how to find and 
use these resources, and developing a mindset in which self-sponsored technology/software/digital 
practices research is an expected part of all composing processes is critical to today’s digital literacy 
capabilities. Additionally, this approach has a benefit for students in that they are accessing relevant 
support on a just-in-time basis rather than receiving direct instruction in applications or technologies 
that may not have applicability to their specific projects. 
 
 
Issues of Experience: Myth of Digital Natives and Digital Immigrants 
Related to concerns over instructors’ technology expertise are the popularized concepts of “digital 
immigrants” and “digital natives”.  In 2001, Mark Prensky coined the now-problematized term “digital 
native” to refer to the supposed innate digital literacy skills for anyone born after 1980. Prensky 
suggested that because kids “have spent their entire lives surrounded by and using computers, 
videogames, digital music players, video cams, cell phones, and all the other toys and tools of the digital 
age, … today’s students think and process information fundamentally differently from their 
predecessors” (Prensky 1, emphasis in original). By default, many instructors might then see themselves 
as “digital immigrants”, struggling to develop a fluency with technology later in life that appears to come 
so naturally to younger students. While Prensky’s contention that today’s students are “born digital” 
and thus have an innate ability to use and create digital and multimodal texts has found a hold in 
popular conversation, many scholars have taken issue with this supposition and its implications, 
including danah boyd (2014).  
 

As a technology and social media researcher who studies teens’ digital habits, boyd argues, 
Teens may make their own media or share content online, but this does not mean that they 
inherently have the knowledge or perspective to critically examine what they consume. Being 
exposed to information or imagery through the internet and engaging with social media do not 
make someone a savvy interpreter of the meaning behind these artifacts. Technology is 
constantly reworking social and information systems, but teens will not become critical 
contributors to this ecosystem simply because they were born in an age when these 
technologies were pervasive…. Becoming literate in a networked age requires hard work, 
regardless of age. (177) 

 
Echoing the concerns of a number of scholars, boyd’s work emphasizes the fact that ubiquitous 
exposure to technology does not necessarily equate to critical awareness of what digital/multimodal 
texts say or how such communicative practices can be put to use for students’ own rhetorical purposes. 
Instead, as Selfe (2004) suggests, it is the responsibility of educators to help students understand, “the 
implications of such cultural trends as well as manag[e] their own communicative efforts in ways that 
are rhetorically effective, critically aware, morally responsible, and personally satisfying” (642). 
Additionally, as boyd suggests, developing digital literacies requires explicit commitment to learning 
functional and rhetorical possibilities. As with any other form of professional development, digital 
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fluency necessitates that instructors put in the effort to learn and to consider the pedagogical 
applications for such practices. 
 
 
Issues of Access and Equity- Realities of the Digital Divide 
In her 2016 article, “Multiliteracy Centers Spanning the Digital Divide: Providing a Full Spectrum of 
Support,” Joy Bancroft defines the digital divide as the “gap between those who [have] access [to] and 
use computers and the Internet and those who do not” (47). She contends, “In the same way that 
limited knowledge of grammar and mechanics creates barriers to academic success, limited knowledge 
of basic digital literacy skills inhibits success in higher education, and both skillsets are essential to 
meaningful, empowering communication in the 21st century” (46). She continues, writing that while the 
digital divide “has narrowed as broadband Internet and mobile internet usage has spread across the 
nation, … availability and use of a home computer, Internet, or broadband service continues to depend 
on age, gender, race, education, employment, and disability status” (National Telecommunications and 
Information Administration [NTIA] & Economics & Statistics Administration [ESA], 2014, citation in 
original). That is, far from the dream that technology could support greater parity among learners from 
diverse cultural, racial, and economic backgrounds, issues of access persist, and in many cases, 
perpetuate long-standing social and educational inequities.   
 
Although we might perceive technological literacy and access to the internet as universal in American 
culture given the ubiquity of computers and mobile devices, an educationally-significant digital divide 
remains among our students. According to the Pew Research Center’s 2018 “Internet/Broadband Fact 
Sheet,”  

For some demographic groups – such as young adults, college graduates and those from high-
income households – internet usage is near ubiquitous. Even so, adoption gaps remain based on 
factors such as age, income, education and community type…. As is true of internet adoption 
more broadly, home broadband adoption varies across demographic groups. Racial minorities, 
older adults, rural residents, and those with lower levels of education and income are less likely 
to have broadband service at home. (“Internet/Broadband”) 
 

What these findings mean in the context of the digital and multimodal writing classroom is that 
instructors must be attentive to the wide continuum of digital experiences and literacies among our 
students. Without regular access to technology in both school and home environments, students may be 
unable to develop the comfort and fluency that results from instructional and self-sponsored digital 
activities. If our goal as writing faculty is to help students develop the critical abilities and literacies 
needed for informed, persuasive communication, we must develop inclusive pedagogies that support 
the rhetorical and technological needs of all students.  
 
Rather than framing the digital divide as simply one of access, however, researcher Stephanie Vie 
(2008), questions our assumptions about what exactly the digital divide is for today’s students. She 
writes,  

The problem is not so much providing access for Generation M [millennial] students surrounded 
by technology but rather to effectively integrate technological literacy instruction into the 
composition classroom in meaningful ways. Compositionists should focus on incorporating into 
their pedagogy technologies that students are familiar with but do not think critically about: 
online social networking sites, podcasts, audio mash-ups, blogs, and wikis. (9) 
 



Sheppard “Multimodal and Digital Writing”- DRAFT 8.18 19 

In other words, Vie suggests that critical digital literacy should be the focus of our conversations about 
equity rather than just physical access or lack thereof to computers, mobile devices, and technology. 
Further discussion of the need for critical digital literacy and ways we can support these practices in our 
writing courses follows in the next section.  
 
 
Current Questions/Areas of Interest for Digital Writing 
This section offers a brief discussion of three issues that have arisen for Composition in the current 
digital environment and the ways in which scholars have begun to address these. New technologies and 
multimodal affordances will continue to evolve and writing researchers and instructors will continue to 
consider these areas of inquiry in relation to the guiding questions that started this chapter: How can I 
help students expand their composition practices and rhetorical toolkits by integrating technology and 
multimodality into my writing class? How can I help students realize and leverage “all available means of 
persuasion” through greater attention to multimodal and technological affordances? 
 
1. Critical Thinking/Critical Stance-Taking/Critical Digital Media Literacies 
As illustrated by the 2016 U.S. presidential election and the still-unraveling investigations in 2018, digital 
propaganda and social media manipulation have the potential for profound effects on broad 
populations of internet users. Beyond the deceptive advertising and slick marketing manipulations that 
inspired media literacy education campaigns in the 1970s and 1980s, today’s sophisticated hacking and 
online influence operations are far more insidious and effective. According to the U.S. Intelligence 
Community’s conclusions, in their “Assessing Russian Activities and Intentions in Recent U.S. Elections” 
report, Russian hackers in the lead-up to the 2016 election were able to target and infiltrate social 
networks, spread deceptive messages to inflame animosity between voters from various political 
perspectives, and ultimately, disrupt and (likely) bias the ballot choices of the American electorate. By 
relying on a combination of hacking and spearfishing operations to steal data, illegal use of detailed 
personal information collected by social media platforms about their own users, sharing of fake or 
remixed multimodal content, reliance on bots to amplify false or propagandistic messages, and a keen 
understanding of how to exploit divisive social issues, the intelligence assessment found that Russian 
operatives were able to have a significant influence on American voters. The agencies write, 

Moscow’s influence campaign [during the 2016 presidential election cycle] followed a Russian 
messaging strategy that blends covert intelligence operations—with overt efforts by Russian 
Government agencies, state-funded media, third-party intermediaries, and paid social media 
users or “trolls”. (ii) 

 
Far from being a one-off, the Director of National Intelligence’s 2018 Worldwide Threat Assessment 
argues that such cyber-espionage efforts are the “new normal”. The assessment warns,  

The potential for surprise in the cyber realm will increase in the next year and beyond as billions 
more digital devices are connected—with relatively little built-in security—and both nation 
states and malign actors become more emboldened and better equipped in the use of 
increasingly widespread cyber toolkits. (5) 

 
While the political and technological power to block such efforts is far from the realm of writing 
instruction, Compositionist still have an important role to play in this arena and many others in our 
digital environment. By helping students develop a set of critical tools for questioning and assessing all 
media they encounter, writing faculty can provide a level of protection against such efforts. Many of the 
traditional, digital, and multimodal practices we teach, including identification and analysis of persuasive 
appeals, careful evaluation of source credibility, and critical consideration of the messages conveyed 
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through multimodal content can support students in developing deliberative, informed consumption 
practices. Further, as students hone these critical consumption practices, we also need to help them 
understand the implications of their own contributions to the digital landscape. 
 
Discussion Questions: Consider and discuss the following questions with a small group of classmates: 
What are some potential consequences or implications for users’ contributions in a variety of digital 
environments? Why might it be important to help users be critical of their individual or collaborative 
contributions to digital spaces? In what ways could we facilitate conscious awareness of these 
considerations among students? 

 
Jones and Hafner (2012) offer one approach for supporting these practices through their concept of 
critical or conscious stance-taking. Such a model positions readers and writers to “‘interrogate’ the 
ideologies and agendas promoted in the texts” they “encounter via digital media and by digital media 
themselves” (98). That is, critical stance-taking helps learners to evaluate the agendas of the content 
they encounter, as well as that of the technology, mode, or medium itself. Such work is important 
because both the content (the “what” of a communication”) and the mode or technology (the “how” of 
a communication) convey and shape meaning. “The problem with ideologies,” they argue, “is not that 
they are necessarily bad, but that most people are unconscious of them, taking the particular ideology 
they subscribe to as the ‘truth’ rather than simply as one of many possible ‘versions or reality’” (98). By 
developing strategies for identifying and questioning these embedded ideologies, we can help students 
to exercise greater agency over what they know and how they communicate.  

Discussion Questions: The affordances offered through multimodal means for stance-taking (posts, 
likes, follows, images, videos, emojis, etc.) in the networked and social media world has added 
immeasurable complexity to the possibilities for expressing one’s own views and responding to those of 
others. “Thus, at a broader level, understanding acts of stance-taking is crucial to understanding how 
identities are constructed in new online spaces” (Barton & Lee, 31). In a small group, discuss the 
following questions in relation to stance-taking, identities, and affordances: 

• What social media platforms do you use most often and why? In what ways does your intended 
audience or purpose shape your choice of what one to use when? 

• What are the stance-taking affordances and constraints of your most used social media apps? 
That is, what affordances or means do they offer for expressing your views through interactions 
such as your original contributions, shares/retweets, likes, comments, emojis, and more?  

• What considerations do you have in mind as you think about your potential audience and the 
kinds of responses you want to elicit when posting or sharing your own content? In what ways 
is this specific to a particular platform? 

• What considerations do you have in mind as you think about your interaction with content 
produced by others (e.g. what are you trying to say when you “like” a photo or write a 
comment or “follow” an account?)? 

• In what ways do these questions relate to your identity or the parts of your identity you want to 
construct for particular audiences and contexts? 
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2. Digital Identity and Rhetorical Agency  
In the early days of the computers and composition field, there was a heady optimism about not just the 
technological possibilities of computers in the classroom, but also about the social and identity 
potentials. Reviewing this history, Eyman (2015) writes,  

Identity has been a concern for digital rhetoric since the advent of networked technologies, and 
quite a few scholars have theorized how digital space complicates, facilitates, or subverts the 
very notion of individual identity. Early works tended toward a quasi-utopian view that the 
digital self, represented through conscious choices in and across networks, would leave behind 
the body, with its attendant baggage of race, class, and gender. (77-78). 

 
By the early 1990s, however, utopian aspirations matured as Composition researchers took a more 
critical approach. One of these scholars, Lester Faigley (1992), writes that while teaching his first course 
in a networked classroom reproduced many of the same idealized characteristics suggested by Eyman, 
“subsequent experiences … problematized the concept of a student-centered classroom” and caused 
him to question more critically if, and in what ways, computers and networked communication in the 
classroom was realigning potentials for student agency and identity (167). 
 
Connecting back to the importance of critical thinking and stance-taking activities in relation to issues of 
agency and identity, Selfe (2009), reminds us that digital and multimodal writing offers students 
opportunities for self-expression and identity-shaping. Perhaps more importantly, though, she argues 
that “For students, the stakes are even more significant. Young people need to know that their role as 
rhetorical agents is open” (643). Further, these stakes 

involve fundamental issues of rhetorical sovereignty: the rights and responsibilities that 
students have to identify their own communicative needs and to represent their own identities, 
to select the right tools for the communicative contexts in which they operate, and to think 
critically and carefully about the meaning that they and others compose. (618)  

Discussion Questions: Literacy scholars David Barton and Carmen Lee (2013), suggest the concept of 
“presentational culture” as one lens for examining people’s digital and multimodal practices in social 
media and other online spaces. They define presentational culture as the “new opportunities for people 
to document and display their everyday lives in the form of writing and other modes” that are often 
shared with varied audiences and through varied platforms and in which writers “constantly pay 
attention to how they present themselves” (68). In small groups, discuss the ways in which the concept 
of presentational culture is applicable to your use of two or more social media applications. What kinds 
of considerations shape the identities you craft on different platforms and why? Finally, what ideas do 
you have for how you might incorporate attention to online identity in a writing class?  

Writing from a New Literacy Studies perspective, Rodney H. Jones and Christoph A. Hafner (2012) 
suggest that while understanding the affordances and constraints of particular technologies is 
important, developing digital literacies requires more than mastery over tools and technologies. “It also 
means using those tools to do something in the social world and these things we do invariably involve 
managing our social relationships and our social identities in all sorts of different and sometimes 
unpredictable situations” (13, emphasis in original). That is, the creation and re-creation of our digital 
identities is highly mutable. These identities represent who we are, who we want to be, and how we 
want others to see us in a variety of contexts. Each time we construct these digital identities, they are 
based not just on our desires for self-representation, but also on our rhetorical situations, digital tools, 
and social media platforms. This interaction requires a complex negotiation of contexts, audiences, 
affordances, and constraints each time we, as writers, engage with a digital environment.  
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As Eyman, Selfe, Jones and Hafner, Barton and Lee, and others suggest, issues of identity and rhetorical 
agency in the teaching of digital and multimodal writing are complex and ever-changing. Encountering 
them in the writing classroom not only influences relationships among students and between students 
and instructors, but also has significant implications for writers beyond the classroom. Helping students 
to be conscious of and intentional about the ways they construct identities and interact with others is 
critical to their development and empowerment as writers in a digital era. As with many other aspects of 
the field, technologies make possible a whole host of opportunities for exploring one’s own identity and 
the multitude of ways it can be represented online, but these potentials are realized most constructively 
with active attention to and reflection upon these possibilities.  
 

3. Assessment of Digital and Multimodal Projects 
One of the most frequent topics of discussion, and often concern, among teachers new to digital and/or 
multimodal writing is assessment of students’ work. Most Compositionists, after all, are trained to 
evaluate written language. It is no wonder, then, that many of us feel unprepared to offer 
developmental feedback or to judge the merits and shortcomings of such projects. However, as this 
chapter argues throughout, what we always bring to our pedagogy is an awareness of how authorial 
choices shape meaning. This is where our expertise in understanding argumentative structures, use of 
evidence and support, knowledge of persuasive appeals, and more can help us help our students to be 
more aware and intentional in their writing choices. There is rarely a singular “right” way to compose a 
text. Instead, an author’s perspective, a text’s message, and its reception by an audience is always a 
complex, nuanced intersection with the particulars of the rhetorical situation. The more we can assist 
students in recognizing and leveraging these choices, regardless of mode or technology, the better we 
equip them for communication in contemporary settings. 
 
As the “NCTE Position Statement on Multimodal Literacies” argues, “The additional dimensions of 
multimodal work add increased complexity to the tasks of teaching, learning, and, therefore, the 
evaluation of those learning experiences. What this means for teaching,” the statement continues, is 
that the “complexity of multimodal work suggests that an assessment process must be developed and 
refined collaboratively by students, teachers, administrators, parents, and other stakeholders over time” 
(NCTE, “Position”). This argument is significant because it acknowledges that while multimodal texts 
often “blur traditional lines of genre, author/audience, and linear sequence,” instructors still need to 
define and articulate the learning goals and expectations for projects they assign.  
 
Further, since so many texts, genres, modalities, and technologies are constantly evolving, we as 
instructors must work with students and other stakeholders to collaboratively and flexibly to develop 
evaluative criteria. In other words, as we outline and refine our assessment practices, we need to ask 
questions such as the following: what pedagogical goals do we want to achieve through a particular 
curriculum or assignment? What might “success” on such an endeavor mean or look like and why? Is 
there flexibility in the modalities, technologies, and/or approach students use or have these been 
specified explicitly for learners in assignment prompts and directions?  In what ways does assessment of 
students’ research, analysis, composing, and revision practices fit with larger institutional, societal, or 
professional expectations for student literacy and communicative competence?  

 
Writing with colleagues Kristin Arola and Cheryl Ball, I have argued for “creating flexible assessment 
strategies that mirror the hands-on and multimodal learning students do in our classes” (“Multimodality 
as a Frame”). By this, we mean that rather than defining and applying a set of standard assessment 
criteria regardless of context, genre, or modality, our students’ learning is better served when we offer 
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feedback and evaluation that are tailored to each unique learning and rhetorical situation. Additionally, 
we suggest,  

These assessment strategies should make learning explicit to students. To move from implicit 
practice to explicit understanding allows students to make conscious, purposeful choices in their 
projects. It also provides space for self-assessment, allowing students to consider what worked, 
what didn’t and how they might alter their approach in the future. If one of our primary goals as 
teachers of writing and communication is to help students be successful in any number of 
rhetorical environments beyond the classroom, pushing them to be mindful of their own 
practices and the tools in their repertoire is an important component of our work. (Arola, Ball, & 
Sheppard)  

 
Beyond helping students understand our pedagogical goals, being explicit about our assessment 
expectations models for students the importance of awareness of and control over authorial choices 
and practices. Additionally, including a self-reflection component in course projects encourages students 
to develop self-assessment practices to improve future performance.  
 
Rather than beginning with a question of how to assess multimodal texts in a standardized way, the 
Multimodal Assessment Project (MAP) group began their research with the question, what would 
assessment of digital and multimodal writing “look like if the language of assessment was closely aligned 
with the language used by the creators and readers of digital compositions?” (Eidman-Aadahl, et. al.). As 
a result of their 18-month project funded by the National Writing Project, the 10 authors advocate for 
assessment that is inclusive of “five domains—context, artifact, substance, process management and 
technique, and habits of mind—that link the language of assessing multimodal writing with acts that 
drive the creation and reception of digital texts” (Eidman-Aadahl, et. al).  
 
Reviewing the MAP group’s recommendations, Sohee Park (2015) summarizes the five domains of 
multimodal assessment as follows: 

• Artifact is the finished product of digital multimodal composition. A well-created product 
conveys a coherent message to audiences by using appropriate structure, medium, mode, 
and technique.  

• Context involves the rhetorical and physical surroundings of the artifact. Purposes, 
audiences, composing environment, and modes are elements to consider around context. 

• Substance refers to the quality and significance of content and ideas presented in the digital 
multimodal composition. The credibility and accuracy of information presented are also 
important criteria to evaluate the substance of an artifact. 

• Process management and technique are related closely to composing skills and processes. 
To compose a digital multimodal text, students should be able to use not only digital devices 
such as laptops or tablet PCs but also Web 2.0 tools such as iMovie or MovieMaker. 
Students also need to manage the entire composing process from planning to publishing.  

• Habits of mind refer to students’ behaviors or attitudes that develop over time while they 
compose digital multimodal texts. Creativity, persistence, risk taking, mindfulness, and 
engagement are examples of important habits of mind. 

As the MAP group discusses, these domains overlap with each providing a critical but necessarily partial 
means for reading and assessing a digital or multimodal text. Further, the group argues, considering 
these dimensions collectively rather than individually, “offer[s] multimodal authors and those providing 
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feedback and evaluating multimodal works with a framework for discussing both a single piece and a 
writer’s development over time” (Eidman-Aadahl, et. al). 
 
The digital/multimodal assessment approach advocated by the MAP group is very much in line with best 
practices in the field of Composition more broadly. The CCCC’s Committee on Assessment first 
established its “Writing Assessment: A Position Statement” in 2006 and most recently reaffirmed it in 
2014. Although its terminology focuses almost exclusively on written texts, its guidelines nonetheless 
have application to digital and multimodal writing. In part, this relevance is so apparent because of the 
statement’s emphasis on assessment as a formative pedagogical instrument rather than just a 
summative evaluation tool. Among the principle’s most applicable guidelines is the assumption that 
“Best assessment practice is informed by pedagogy and curricular goals” and “is useful primarily as a 
means of improving teaching and learning” (CCCC Committee on Assessment). What this means is that 
standardized assessment for writing, any kind of writing, is often problematic because it fails to leave 
space for local, rhetorical, and pedagogical needs. Instead, assessment of any kind of writing should 
remain open to revision and negotiation so that they keep pace with the unique authorial demands of 
ever-evolving types of texts and writing.  
 
 
Conclusion- So What and Why Does this All Matter? 
In the introduction to Multimodal Composition: A Sourcebook, editor Claire Lutkewitte (2014) works to 
illuminate the pedagogical benefits of digital and multimodal writing advocated in various contributions 
to the collection. She argues that these chapters  

encourage instructors to think of multiple possibilities for writing that challenge traditional and 
canonized beliefs about what writing should be and do. Using multiple modes often results in a 
break from thesis-driven print culture, a culture which prevents us from composing with all 
meanings and does not adequately prepare students for the kinds of creating they will do 
outside of the academy. (Lutkewitte 14)  
 

For her and many other teacher-scholars in Composition, the affordances of digital and multimodal 
writing offer students opportunities to leverage all available means of persuasion and to explore what 
relevant and persuasive communication might look like for different audiences and purposes and in a 
variety of settings, genres, and modalities. Further, as digital communication and tools for composing 
become even more pervasive in the world beyond the classroom, failing to prepare students for more 
diverse approaches to writing has the potential to limit their professional readiness.  
 
Importantly, and even more broadly, Cynthia Selfe suggests that failing to prepare students for the 
diverse and ever-changing digital and multimodal world will hurt them not just on an educational or 
professional level, but also on a political and social level. Rather than letting our own biases and 
limitations as teachers yoked to more traditional understandings of writing foreclose students’ 
rhetorical agency, Selfe argues, we too must adapt. She contends, students  

need a full quiver of semiotic modes from which to select, role models who can teach them to 
think critically about a range of communication tools, and multiple ways of reaching their 
audience. They do not need teachers who insist on one tool or one way. Students, in sum, need 
opportunities to realize that different compositional modalities carry with them different 
possibilities for representing multiple and shifting patterns of identity, additional potential for 
expression and resistance, expanded ways of engaging with a changing world. (Selfe (“Air”) 

 
More conclusions to come- connect back to WPA outcomes and intro 
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Cindy Selfe- “As composition teachers, deciding whether or not to use technology in our classes is simply 
not the point— we have to pay attention to technology. When we fail to do so, we share in the 
responsibility for sustaining and reproducing an unfair system that, scholars such as Elspeth Stuckey and 
Mike Rose have noted in other contexts, enacts social violence and ensure continual illiteracy under the 
aegis of education” (Paying Attention, p. 145). 
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