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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 This portfolio exam contains four essays, a bibliographic essay, and a teaching 

philosophy, as well as attendant teaching materials in the appendices.  These materials work 

together to present one composition instructor’s position on non-standard composing practices 

and his decentered approach to classroom management.  Included in this thesis are two essays 

that deal specifically with multimedia composition (“Multimedia Composition, Process 

Pedagogy, and First Year Writing,” and “Why Not Hypertext?”), a bibliographic essay that 

serves as an introduction to alternate style, one student-centered pedagogical paper that addresses 

the hazy issue of “voice” in student writing, and a teaching philosophy paired with an essay that 

deals with the issues that gay teachers face in small composition classrooms.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

This portfolio exam contains several items, each explained in more detail below.  Together, these 

documents represent two year’s worth of scholarship in the field of composition.1 

 

“Multimedia Composition: Process Pedagogy and First Year Writing” 

 

 Multimedia composition fascinates me.  Students live in an environment in which society 

judges technologically illiterate as unacceptable, and I find that the academy and English 

departments are falling behind when it comes to incorporating ideas of multimedia literacy into 

their curricula.  The essay explores multimedia composition’s connection to process pedagogy, 

specifically, in what ways process pedagogy informs multimedia, and vice-versa.  The essay also 

works to persuade beginning teachers to embrace multimedia composition in their course plans 

as an effective promotion of process pedagogy.  I also discuss methods of implementation 

through example. 

 
 “Why Not Hypertext:  Converting the Old, Interpreting the New, Revising the Rest” 

 

 This essay (a student-centered, pedagogical one) fits well with my ideas about 

multimedia composition and alternate composing practices.  I enjoy writing for students in plain, 

non-standard academic language.  I find that students are many times confused by composition 

textbooks and uneasy or untrusting of what those same textbooks tell them for a variety of 

reasons (and the reasons range from a sense of rebellion against authority to boredom to 

confusion with the text). 

 Hypertextual revision is an emerging practice in composition.  As more and more 

classrooms become “smart” with computer consoles and multimedia capabilities, hypertextual 

revision becomes a very real option for students and teachers alike. 

 

                                                 
1 The following essays have either been published or are forthcoming: “Reasonable Relationships” (Feeling Our 

Way, Houghton/Mifflin, 2004), “Hearing Voices” (Boynton/Cook, The Subject Is Writing, 3e, 2003), “Why Not 
Hypertext” (Boynton/Cook, Acts of Revision:  Readings for Writers, 2004). 
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 Bibliographic Essay:  Alternate Style 

 

 In the fall of 2002, I became interested in theories of alternate style, particularly Winston 

Weathers’s notion of Grammar B.  The bibliography examines the current scholarship on 

Grammar B and alternate writing styles, but the books and articles included are not the only ones 

available, simply the most helpful to beginning scholars in the field. The bibliography is 

concerned with technique and theory of Grammar B:  how to implement it, explications of what 

it is and is not, and a few representative pieces written in alternate style. 

 I include the bibliography because of my interest in the field, especially its connection to 

hypertext theory and multimedia composition.  I believe that alternate style is effectively tied 

into multimedia composition and each area has much to learn from the other. 

 
 “Hearing Voices:  Mine, Yours, Others” 

 

 This essay represents work I did on voice during the summer of 2002.  Largely, it is 

pedagogical paper aimed toward beginning college writers who are often confused about the idea 

of voice in writing.  Voice has always been an area of interest for me in composition, both the 

development of my own and the development of others. 

 I include this essay because I believe that it shows my understanding of issues in the 

study of voice, and because it also shows my intense interest helping new-to-the-academy writers 

develop the voices that they need in order to succeed in the university. 

 

“Reasonable Relationships:  Gay Teachers and Straight Classrooms” 

 

 When I began teaching, I naively assumed that my sexuality was apart from my role as a 

teacher.  Students are still homophobic and uninformed, and gay teachers need the support of 

their peers and of their programs.  In this essay, which is largely anecdotal, I tell stories, offer 

advice, and relate responses from three of my best and most open-minded students (the students 

whom I contacted who have a negative view of homosexuality declined to be a part of the 

project).  It is a hopeful piece, and I think that it meshes with my teaching philosophy: I am an 

open and honest person with my students, and I think that this openness can create productive 

writing communities. 
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Teaching Philosophy 

 

 I include the teaching philosophy because I think it is important to delineate and 

rationalize for oneself and others the way a person teaches and why.  Teaching without any 

sustained self-analysis is foolhardy because doing so does not force an instructor to step outside 

of his or her classroom to see what he or she really values. 

 
Appendices 

 

 I have attached two appendices to this portfolio.  Appendix A is an excerpted syllabus 

from a class I taught entitled “Writing about Digital Discourse” in which I asked students to 

write in multimedia throughout the semester.  I count the class as one of my most satisfying and 

successful.  In Appendix B, I outline my proposal for an article and essay workshop in alternate 

style.  It is my hope that by combining texts that teach alternate style and texts that employ 

alternate style, my students and I will be able to work out for ourselves its usefulness within and 

without the academy.  These appendices are supplemental pieces that I use to augment my 

overall discussion of nontraditional composing practices. 

 

I hope that this portfolio exam will convince all teachers—seasoned and new—to try 

alternate composition pedagogies in their classrooms, writing or otherwise.  I have found these 

pedagogies infinitely enriching and productive.  I hope that others will, too. 



 

 4

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

 

MULTIMEDIA COMPOSITION, PROCESS PEDAGOGY, AND  

FIRST YEAR WRITING AT FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

 

 

You’re an incredibly overwhelmed person right now. You’re facing the unknown 

demands of this graduate program, and you’re (probably) in a strange and unfamiliar town 

centered in the middle of rural Florida. At the same time, you are enrolled in a short teacher 

orientation program that will familiarize you with the way the First Year Writing Program at 

Florida State functions. Here, though, you should consider yourself lucky—most writing 

programs are not funded well enough to provide a lengthy introduction to their policies and 

pedagogy; often, programs give students a whirlwind three-day orientation that consists of, “read 

and understand our policies; then, enforce them.”   

 On top of all of this, the English department expects you to be a student, first, while the 

writing program expects you to be an excellent teacher. You must juggle graduate-level 

coursework with the demands of teaching, and this is a relationship that is often nebulous—at 

what point do you stop being a student, and at what point do you begin to become a teacher?  

Are these two identities even separate? 

 Most of the first year writing staff understands that they are a hybrid of teacherstudent. 

Our program trains you to teach in a way that supports process theory (see Tobin, Elbow, and 

Murray). At the same time, it realizes that you also have other scholarly obligations. This essay 

focuses on multimedia methods of composition because instituting such a pedagogy allows you 

to emphasize the connections between current technologies and contemporary college 

composition—and the links are many. Multimedia composition, in short, utilizes digital and 

electronic modes of composing that takes advantage of students’ technological literacies. And, 

the relationship between multimedia composition and process pedagogy is closer than you might 

expect.  
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Our Students, Us, and Our Approaches to Technology 

 

Our students are hypertextual. For many, their daily life consists of a heavy use of the 

personal computer. They use it to compose their writing assignments; to control their banking; to 

communicate with their friends and family; to play games; to surf the Internet; as an 

entertainment center by downloading pirated music and movies, by playing DVDs and CDs, by 

using webcams to enjoy face-to-face, real-time interaction with their peers and parents. Our 

students use their computers every day, and the student who does not own or have access to one 

is a rare student indeed. 

Gunther Kress offers an observation about the current state of composition, and more 

largely English curriculums, that I think holds true for our students:  

. . . [T]he landscape of communication is changing fundamentally. This can’t be 

ignored in the school-curriculum. If English is to remain relevant as the subject 

which provides access to participation in public forms of communication, as well 

as remaining capable of providing understandings of and the abilities to produce 

culturally valued texts, then an emphasis on language alone will no longer do. 

English will need to change. (67) 

 The academy and its students are beginning to speak different languages. Kress argues 

that contemporary students (in all disciplines, but especially English) respond positively to a 

visual environment. So, then, the question is not: To what kinds of students are we teaching 

composition?  Instead, it is: How do we best teach our visually- and technologically-centered 

students?  

 I’m not arguing that we’re unsophisticated as teachers, or that our students are more 

sophisticated than we are. Simply, our students approach technology differently than most of us 

do. And, in relation to them, I don’t think that most of us exploit the Internet and computers in 

general as much as we could (or should). Will this always be the case?  Most likely not; we 

appear to be in a transition period where our students are reaping the benefits of a technology 

explosion that some of us missed by a slight margin, and because of this we may not be utilizing 

fully what computers offer us. Although the age gap between graduate teaching assistants and 

first-year writers can sometimes be as little as three years, that’s still enough time for different 

technological generations to develop, for different software, systems, and/or hardware to have 
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moved into popular use. Because students have grown up in an environment that stresses the 

benefits of technology, they are not only more receptive to new products and innovations, but 

also more accustomed to composing in a multimedia fashion. As a teacher, you want to take 

advantage of this familiarity, skill, and enjoyment, and doing so is not nearly as difficult as you 

might at first expect.  

 

Multimedia Composition: What Is It? 

 

Think of multimedia composition as a double-helix. It is the intertwining of technology 

and composition, and this combination strengthens contemporary pedagogy. Pictures might be 

worth 1000 words, but a picture paired with its 1000 words tells us something infinitely more 

interesting, infinitely more valuable than the picture alone. Students already see themselves as 

technologically sophisticated. The aim of process pedagogy is to make students also see that they 

are writers. When we encourage students to translate their confidence with technology into 

confidence in their abilities as authors, multimedia composition has served its purpose. In a 

sense, students can begin to climb this double-helix—using their solid steps on the technoliteracy 

side to help heft them up to the academic literacy side—because multimedia composition serves 

as a gateway for us to instruct our students in the language of the academy. I like to think of it in 

terms of grammar instruction:  we can repeat to our students endlessly that a comma separates 

two independent clauses, but some will never assimilate this rule into their grammatical 

repertoire. By encouraging out students to write using the media available to them, what we 

really do is slowly bring them into (not under) the influence of academic writing. When students 

are engaged with technology, engagement translates to being more receptive to composition 

classroom activities.  

 
Why Multimedia Composition Honors Process Pedagogy 

 

The FSU FYW program is premised on process pedagogy theory which stresses constant 

journaling and freewriting, multiple drafts, frequent workshops and conferences. We put writing 

at the center of the classroom, and we don’t follow models. In essence, process pedagogy 

continues to envision the teacher as a coach or senior learner and the classroom as a location for 

focusing on student writing. Process pedagogy has evolved since its origins in the early 1960s 
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and benefited from other pedagogical theories like expressivist (see Burnham, Britton, and 

Fishman), social constructionist (see Freire, Bartholomae), and collaboration theory (see 

Howard); teachers regularly integrate elements of workshop and conference (collaboration), 

focus on personal agency and help students develop an awareness of self inside the university 

(social constructionist), all while continuing to value the personal (expressivist). Really, our 

program tries to integrate the best practices from many theories into a whole that is productive 

for our students, and this is especially evident in the way the various composition strands 

described in the Teacher’s Guide synthesize the best of these pedagogies 

(http://writing.fsu.edu/fyw/tguide/index.htm). 

By focusing on multimedia composition, we accomplish the same program aims and 

benefit from an increased connection to our students. Consider the following: 

• (1-A) Process theory is recursive in that it asks students to enter the writing process at 

various stages (figure 1);  

• (1-B) Multimedia composition is recursive because it can mimic hypertext, and 

hypertext writing is itself a form of multimedia composition (see figure 2);1 

• (2-A) Composing a document with multimedia components is oftentimes not a linear 

process; the end result can be a hypertext document that does not follow a linear 

model; 

• (2-B) Process theory makes room for surprise and play in writing while 

acknowledging that a standard, straightforward essay isn’t always the most effective 

one;  

• (3-A) Multimedia composition can be a collaborative activity that draws on the 

technological strengths of all members of the group; these strengths can be anything 

from one member’s technological expertise, to another member’s sense of aesthetics, 

to another member’s organizational abilities; 

                                                 
1 Hypertext is a form of writing in which the reader experiences non-linear thought and text; that is, the reader 
chooses hyperlinks and directs his own reading experience by selectively clicking links to take him or her to 
different parts of the website. It mimics the recursiveness of process pedagogy because the reader can skip over text, 
re-read text, and reposition text according to his or her particular needs or desires. 
 



 

 8

 

Figure 1 – The Recursive Nature of Composing 

 
 
 

 

Figure 2 – The Recursive Nature of Hypertext Documents 
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• (3-B) Process pedagogy proposes collaboration between peers and the teacher, 

whether this collaboration takes place during draft-sharing, conferences, or informal 

invention; 

• (4-A) Because multimedia composition can be collaborative, it encourages a sense of 

community2 in the classroom; 

•  (4-B) Process pedagogy proposes community, and because of the comfortable 

environment that a positive writing community makes, students create engaged, 

productive, and proficient writing. 

As you’ll soon find out, FSU has adopted a proactive position regarding your inclusion or 

use of technology within your own classroom, so tapping the similarities between process 

pedagogy and multimedia approaches allows you to address writing program and university 

institutional goals simultaneously (as well as enjoy learning with your students). 

 

Pressures: Above and Below 

 

Florida State University encourages teachers and students to become more technoliterate. 

The Office of Distributed and Distance Learning offers in-service workshops to educate the 

faculty and staff in the nuances of Blackboard—a ready-made template to deliver to your 

students items such as your syllabus and course calendar, as well as recordkeeping tools such as 

a gradebook, class rosters, and e-mail delivery (http://campus.fsu.edu). Moreover, the libraries 

offer numerous workshops on ways students and faculty can manipulate the search engines and 

databases that are available to us (http://www.fsu.edu/library/explore/instruct/). The University 

further mandates that all students check their e-mail three times a week to receive official 

correspondence. 

 While the university’s motives for encouraging technoliteracy are probably more 

economic than they are altruistic (for example, processing memos to approximately 36,000 

students and staff is costly and time-consuming), it understands that the future of the university is 

a more digitized one. Really, the university understands this so well that it either has or intends 

to renovate virtually all of its classrooms into “smart” ones—they contain (or will contain) 

teacher computer consoles, multimedia stations, and projectors. And this is why I would 

                                                 
2 The idea of community, simply stated, is that students form relationships with one another that are not limited to 
their interactions with each other in the classroom. They look forward to working with their peers, and because of 
this positive attitude, the class seems to “gel.” 
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encourage you to make use of multimedia composition: the resources are there for you in many 

of our classrooms, and it requires relatively little extra effort on your part to transform one of the 

program’s standard text-based teaching strands into one that takes advantage of multimedia.3 

 
Converting the Strands 

 

 Remember, each time you teach ENC1101 or ENC1102, you have the option of choosing 

among strands outlined in the teacher’s guide. As you make your choice, think as well about how 

your strand—any strand—could make use of multimedia. For instance, the Visual Approach 

strand in our teacher’s guide is perhaps the most obvious one ripe for transformation.4   

Paper one, the “Vivid Narrative,” reads as follows: 

In this paper, the focus is creating vivid imagery for the reader. Whether it is 

descriptive detail of the setting, action, or emotional expression, readers should be 

able to "picture" the elements and "see" the story. This paper can be any story 

from the student’s personal experience, or it can be completely fictional (we 

suggest one of the following: an "adventure" paper; a narrative focusing on a 

particular "place" and its significance to the story; a "family story"–one that is 

circulated and retold frequently–and as a revision exercise, have students 

interview family members to get an alternative version of the same story). . . . 

(http://writing.fsu.edu/fyw/ tguide/p2/part2f.htm) 

If I were going to re-vision this paper with multimedia composition in mind, this is how I 

might do it: 

In this paper, the focus is creating vivid imagery for the reader. For invention 

purposes, ask students to bring to class with them pictures or images of family, 

friends, their home, their activities. Or, ask students to bring to class images from 

the media that profoundly influence them. Use these pictures as starting points for 

description. Ask students to “paint their photographs onto paper.”  Initially, don’t 

allow students to insert these pictures into the text. First drafts could consist of a 

pastiche or a collage of scenes from their life—almost flashes as Pat Belanoff and 

                                                 
3 While it’s true that we offer computer classrooms where the students have workstations, too, multimedia 
composition can work just as well in a regular smart classroom. 
4 Among the more traditional strands, there are also strands that are CWC (computer writing classroom) specific and 
more obviously integrate technology throughout the semester. 
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Peter Elbow outline in A Community of Writers. As drafting progresses, students 

can place these photographs alongside their text as a supplement. This project can 

be web-based or on paper. 

Paper three asks  

[s]tudents [to] choose a text with visual representations, such as a story with 

illustrations or a book’s cover, or they can focus on layers of written and visual 

text, such as in a film’s plot and dialogue combined with camera angles, lighting, 

body language, movement, scenery, etc. Possible approaches include a magazine 

article and its corresponding color illustration, a children’s story and its 

illustrations, a sitcom and its costuming, lighting, and posturing, etc., a CD and its 

cover art, a movie poster and the screenplay, etc. . . . 

Again, I might re-vision the paper as something like this: 

Students can choose a film that is influential to their life, focusing on a film’s plot 

and dialogue combined with camera angles, lighting, body language, movement, 

scenery, etc. Students should understand that this paper will be web-based and 

include actual clips from the movie they choose, as well as still images for 

illustration purposes. By asking students to integrate these clips and images, the 

reader will be able to simultaneously read the writer’s reactions as well as view 

the portions of the film that the writer refers to.5 

 Teaching multimedia composition isn’t limited to an exclusive focus on students’ papers. 

An effective way to show students the connection between their technoliteracy and the 

composition classroom is to ask them to compose their reading response journals as a small 

website. Of course, if you teach in one of the CWCs (Computer Writing Classrooms), students 

can, in class, post responses to their site directly.6  However, students can just as easily journal at 

home and post from there. The Visual Approach frames the journal as a writer’s notebook. 

                                                 
5 Obtaining film clips is much easier than you might at first imagine. Students often download music and entire 
movies via peer-to-peer networks like Kazaa and LimeWire. However, because it tries to keep costs low, the 
university is not pleased that students consume so much costly bandwidth. Alternatives to downloading include 
using software to record a movie from VHS or DVD, using a digital camcorder, or (perhaps the best solution) 
downloading at home. 
 
6 A student’s “site” can be one that she shares with a group of her peers or her own personal site space. To obtain 
site space for your students, see the Assistant Director of the CWC. Remember, too, that these postings don’t have to 
be online as such. Sites can work “locally” meaning that there is no need to post them. The student would instead 
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The Writer’s Notebook Reflection serves as a self-reflexive tool for analysis, 

critical reading, and explanatory writing, synthesizing the course objectives and 

providing students with a visual representation of the development of their 

writing, which is ever-so-appropriate for this strand! Students treat the Writer’s 

Notebook as a text, reflecting upon trends, themes, choices, risks, outcomes, and 

applications, commenting on the development of their writing and citing 

examples from the notebook. This also works as an exercise in citing examples 

from a text to draw support for claims. . . . These Writer’s Notebooks work well 

for giving students a handy reference source, for keeping them organized, and for 

allowing you (and them) to view their writing progressively. 

I would frame the journal this way: 

The Web Journal serves as a self-reflexive tool for analysis, critical reading, and 

explanatory writing, synthesizing the course objectives and providing students 

with a visual representation of the development of their writing. Students will post 

their reading responses, process memos, self analyzations, freewriting, exercises, 

and choice of visual media. Halfway through the term, ask students to reassess 

their journal by reorganizing their site. Ask students to draw connections between 

reading responses and exercises, or to associate visuals (pictures and graphics) 

with their writing.  Then, ask students to physically draw connections (via 

hyperlinks) between their site’s contents. This approach lets students see the 

connections between invention, drafting, revising, and response, and allows them 

to understand the recursive nature of composing—that what a student chooses to 

draft is often the result of the influence of class readings and freewriting. 

Optionally, students can integrate audio and video as well as image in order to 

“spice up” their journal. The Web Journal works well as a non-graded, 

progressive assignment that introduces students to the benefits of multimedia 

composition. 

 To best integrate multimedia composing practices into your own classroom, start small in 

order to prevent yourself from being overwhelmed. Reimagining the teaching strands is the 

                                                                                                                                                             
have a hypertext document/page that works from one computer (though this is not as convenient as it asks the 
student to work from one computer rather than the freedom of working from multiple ones). 
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easiest, least time-consuming way for you to do this. After some tinkering, you can then become 

more ambitious.  

Multimedia on Your Own 

 

Or, of course, you can invent your own assignments. While the First Year Writing 

program asks that during the first semester that you teach you follow the strands closely, you are 

still encouraged to make them your own. For example, one of my assignments in ENC 1101 is 

for students, through writing, to discover a new truth for themselves (for reference, this is paper 

number three in the Personal Discovery Strand). I asked them to identify a source of conflict or 

life tension that they have yet to resolve (or examine) for themselves in a satisfying way. I 

informed students that they could use any means of multimedia expression to write this paper, 

but that whatever they chose had to be paired with text. In this way, students and teachers both 

get something they want.  

One of my students (Chris) in a class I taught under the label “Digital Discourse” penned 

his views on religion using hypertext; that is, his text was viewable on the Web. He discussed his 

views, as a Christian, of other religions, and inserted as a background to his writing various 

pictures of religiously motivated turmoil. His text was a way for him to make sense of religious 

ideologies that sometimes culminate in deadly conflict—and the image that he used of 

Palestinians and Israelis in the Gaza Strip served to underscore his text.7  

 Of course, his text had little to do with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict directly; yet, 

indirectly, he tried to mediate for himself a sort of religious turmoil or opposition that he felt 

taking place inside of him (i.e., liberal education meets a fundamentalist Christian). The text he 

generated produced 1000 different words from the picture of Israeli soldiers in front of a dead 

Palestinian, but they worked in concert and together presented a metaphoric message to the 

reader. In effect, his choice of photograph set the tone of the paper before the reader had a 

chance to read it—a rhetorically sophisticated move indeed. 

                                                 
7 It can be uncomfortable not to be in control, and I think that many times our desire for control rests in the 
assignments that we give our students; that is, we restrict them (both the students and the paper) too much. Process 
pedagogy and multimedia composition work best together when we allow students a free hand in creating their own 
meaning. Some students will fail (and this is a learning experience for their writing), and others will excel, but in 
both cases, the situation is better than that of a class overrun with boring and static essays that are linear and 
formulaic. However, see my discussion of evaluation as well. 
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 What happened in this instance is that Chris put together his competence in web design 

with my requirements for a solid, self-analytical paper. We met halfway in that he integrated his 

expertise into the assignment, and I was willing to accept a web-based paper. The result, then, 

was a far more powerful paper than he could have written on paper alone, and something wholly 

academic. Through this paper, Chris began a sophisticated and sustained inquiry through 

writing—one of the purposes of the academy. 

Chris’s paper illustrates how students’ increasing comfort with technology can result 

from using multimedia as a component of your pedagogy. Process pedagogy relies upon putting 

pieces of knowledge together in order to create a better whole, a better end-product. Students, 

through their interactions with multimedia technologies, are putting together meaning for 

themselves. They are communicating with us and each other through e-mail, instant messenging, 

and cell phone; they are putting together modes of communication for particular audiences. 

Whereas e-mail might be good for their close friends, mom might prefer a phone call. Students 

learn and use those tools which effectively achieve for them the result that they want. Process 

pedagogy works the same way:  students must put together the correct set of tools to get what 

they want. Multimedia composition is one good way to do this, as Chris’s experience shows us. 

I should add, too, that our students are not the only individuals manipulating these 

technologies. Increasingly, academic life demands that its professionals make use of them as 

well.  

That said, when you begin to create your own assignments and writing prompts, think 

about including requirements for some of the following media that I outline below.  

Pictures. Pictures and graphics provide prompts. Students must ask themselves what the 

addition of a certain picture will do to the text. If a student writes about Cuban cuisine, what 

pictures are appropriate?  What meaning does he want to share with the audience?  The pictures 

that he chooses will largely influence the scope and direction of his paper. On the other hand, 

just looking at images to begin with can jump-start the creative process of writing. Students will 

look at what intrigues or excites them and run from there. 

Color Choice/Layout. With print-on-demand technologies, color publications are 

cheaper and more appealing. Readers are used to seeing the texts they read surrounded by full-

color pictures and non-white backgrounds. Blocky text is hard to read, and many students give 

up because there’s no white space or break—it seems too daunting. This is the opportunity for 
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students to take a text that they have created and manipulate its appearance in order to make it 

readable. Attention to color forces them to consider audience in a whole new light. Who will 

read this text?  Will a black background with neon green text be easy for all people of all ages to 

read?  Will angry colors like red and black change the tone of what it is I’m saying in my paper?  

And conversely, how might certain colors or textual arrangements enhance the tone I want to 

convey?   

Streaming Audio.8  We do not read in a vacuum. I often ask my students what they also 

do while they read. Remember, our students are multitaskers. Invariably, I’m told that “I listen to 

music,” or “I have the TV on in the background.”  These writers want their white noise. But. 

What if the author provides the reader with the reading music?  Although alternate media are 

about options, they can also be about limiting options, too. In different “drafts” you and your 

students may want to consider in what ways a forced aural experience can mediate a reader’s 

response to the text.9 

I’ve also asked students to record themselves reading a piece of writing. They then 

upload this audio file on the website and it plays as the reader engages the text visually. It’s 

interesting, to say the least. The reader can choose to mute the sound and read on his own, black 

out the screen and be read to, or read and listen to the same text. I enjoy this experience perhaps 

the most because the reader has intonation and inflection to experience. And the writer, as he is 

writing, hears various inconsistencies and troubled spots in his writing which reminds me of the 

work in miscue (or error) analysis that David Bartholomae and Robert De Beaugrande have done 

(see also Davenport and Stone). Since our goal is to help students transfer authority from their 

writing, offering them tools like this for detecting their own problems makes a lot of sense. 

Streaming Video. It inspires creativity—but above this, it breaks monotony. Though I 

never require video and audio components, I always emphatically encourage them. One group of 

students worked together to produce a short ten-minute film. They researched and wrote about 

the horror movie industry, and to top it off, they wrote their own script that incorporated all the 

stand-bys of the horror genre. They acted it out and presented it to the class. And writing is a 

                                                 
8 Streaming audio and video, of course, are web-based ideas, and probably more suitable for zine projects (think of 
them as magazines in which students collage ideas and writing)—but that shouldn’t discourage you from trying a 
zine (on paper, even) or starting out smaller. 
 
9 Of course, there are copyright issues involved here, but the area is by no means settled. I always encourage my 
students to attempt to get permission to use a copyrighted song as a part of their zine; on the other hand, I also 
encourage my students whose interests lie in musical literacies to compose on their own. 
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social behavior, after all. But, the script enhanced their writing, too. By incorporating into the 

script those elements of horror movie style, they were generating new ideas and new directions 

for their individual and collaborative papers. It was as much of an organizational tool as a 

writing tool. 

Teacher Beware 

 

Now that you understand how to manipulate teaching strands to follow a multimedia 

approach, it’s important that I also share some concerns and caveats. Perhaps the most important 

advice I can give is that you need to make some assignments and exercises free from 

evaluation—students are more apt to take risks and experiment when they understand that they 

won’t be penalized if their experiments fail. The primary advice that I have for instructors is that 

you need to demarcate some space in your classroom as an “evaluation-free zone” (403) when 

your students experiment with multimedia in their projects, much like Peter Elbow suggests in 

his essay “Ranking, Judging, Liking:  Sorting out Three Forms of Judgment.”  It is true that 

many of your students will excel, but some will inevitably fail, and it’s important for them to 

realize the educational benefit of the enterprise they have attempted. Product is important, but in 

this instance, the process is perhaps more so. Make certain that students know they have a free 

hand, but at the same time, understand that this doesn’t preclude you from responding to their 

work if you choose. Wendy Bishop offers a “hint sheet” in The Subject Is Writing, 3rd edition 

(267), as well as an essay in Elements of Alternate Style entitled “Responding to, Evaluating, and 

Grading Alternate Style,” which are both helpful for teachers who want to offer their students 

some input on nontraditional drafts and multimedia compositions.10  

When it does finally come time for evaluation, however, consider evaluating not the final 

product, but perhaps the student’s process narrative or an in-class presentation. This way, the 

student can explain to his audience (you and his classmates) exactly what he was attempting to 

do. You can take these into account along with the projects when you inevitably have to assign 

him a grade. 

 In the examples of how to transform a strand that I gave you earlier, I integrated 

multimedia into the entire course. Certainly, this is optional. I would encourage you, if you’re 

                                                 
10 Though not necessarily multimedia, alternate style is an interesting form and it can mirror work in multimedia 
composition. For an overview (albeit dated) of alternate style, see Weathers. 
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hesitant, to try doing one paper as a multimedia-based one to see how you like it. I’m confident 

that after you see the results and enthusiasm, however, that you’ll be eager to try more. 

 In multimedia composition there is always an element of chaos—chaos in that your 

students might be confused, you might be confused, the writing might be confused. Try not to let 

this worry you. Initially, whenever we try anything new, we go through a period of adjustment. 

Additionally, you might feel a loss of control at the hands of multimedia composition. Combine 

this to an already overwhelming life as student and teacher, and you might, perhaps, decide that 

it’s easier to teach traditional text-on-paper composition, to do only what has been done to you. 

Nevertheless, I encourage you—if not during your first term or first year, then soon—to explore 

some of the options. I still insist that we sometimes learn much more from a failing project than 

we do from one that is precisely and fluently executed, and it has been my experience that new 

teachers often attempt to assume more control than is healthy for them and their students—we 

don’t do this out of maliciousness or hubris, but because we want our classes to go as well as 

they can. In this case, less can be more. Try a semester or an assignment where you allow your 

students to assume more control and then assess. For instance, I often compile a list of objectives 

that I give to my students whenever I teach multimedia composition. Below is a short list of 

goals you might outline for your students. 

This multimedia project will help you realize the following about multimedia 

composition (and writing in general): 

• Writing is a messy and recursive process; 

• Readers read pictures (and other visuals) as much as they read texts; 

• Academic writing can be creative; 

• Academic writing can contain elements of the personal; 

• Straightforward and linear compositions are appropriate for certain situations (essay 

tests, technical writing—when it is important for to express to others your 

understanding or competency in an area); 

• Multimedia compositions are appropriate for others (perhaps literary analysis dealing 

with issues of gender and class, creative writing, reflective essays—when it is 

important that the “essence” of what you say comes through foremost). 

 And there are others. No matter how persuasive you are or how well you outline your 

objectives, there will invariably be, among all of the students who are technoliterate, some who 
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are not (though, I will acknowledge that these students are harder and harder to find), or who 

have a learning or physical disability that would prevent them from taking part in the assignment.  

In the past, I’ve handled it in a few different ways. In the case of the student whose mind 

is able but whose body is not willing, I tell her that her life outside the university depends on her 

successful manipulation of technology, and that to ask her to complete this assignment in class is 

more of a benefit than she realizes. She has no option in the case. In the case of the student who 

might have a disability, I make allowances and try to integrate as much multimedia into the 

assignment as we can, and then he and I work out the rest individually. You might consider, too, 

contacting the Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC: http://www.fsu.edu/~staffair/dean/ 

StudentDisability/) for any help it might be able to offer you.  

The reason that I try to keep all of my students on the same page—completing their 

version of a similar assignment—is because I try to build a community in my classroom. If some 

students are still writing paper-based essays and other students are experimenting with 

multimedia, I really have two classes and not the cohesive whole that I want. This prevents us 

from compounding our learning by discussing the way composing is changing. 

 I would also encourage you to view multimedia composition as an opportunity to open a 

dialogue between you and your students. Don’t be afraid to learn with them. No one person alone 

will ever understand all the options there are in multimedia composition, and we can’t anticipate 

everything (nor should we—this is how inventiveness works). Again, in a sense, you’re giving 

up some of your control over the classroom when you do this, but it helps build community 

because your students will see you as a co-learner rather than the ultimate authority. There is 

more respect in partnerships than dictatorships. 

On the other hand, though, you can’t be wholly ignorant of multimedia composition 

when you design an assignment using technology (which, hopefully, you’re now eager to do). 

Remember that the university offers innumerable workshops through ODDL (http://online. 

fsu.edu), ACNS (http://acns.fsu.edu), and the libraries. The staff of the CWC also holds 

workshops throughout the fall and spring semesters—designed particularly for our teaching 

staff—that address pedagogical innovations in the computer classrooms, but these meetings are 

just as open and relevant to instructors who teach in traditional classrooms.   Take advantage of 

them.11  When a student comes to you with a technology centered question rather than a writing 

                                                 
11 And, of course, these workshops have the added benefit of making you a better student, too.  
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one, you might not have the answer. This is fine. Students respect teachers who are able to say “I 

don’t know.”  But, of course, don’t leave it at that—work actively with your students to figure 

out the answer. 

This is the point where you can utilize your students as teachers. There will always be 

students in your classes who excel with technology, even more so than their peers who are 

already quite good. These students enjoy being able to share their knowledge with the class. In 

the past, I have asked students to lead a class-long workshop in web-page design and technical 

issues. I’ve also designated some students as “go-to” people in the event of technical trouble. 

Remember, your freshmen are usually one among the faceless masses, and your composition 

course is probably the smallest they will have for many years. Like all of us, they enjoy being 

acknowledged.  

 

Reprise: The Benefits of Multimedia Composition 

 

Although there are pitfalls to be wary of when you teach multimedia composition, the 

benefits are innumerable. For your students, multimedia composition takes some of the chore 

that they perceive out of writing. By asking students to utilize their proficiency with, say, audio 

files, students approach their compositions from a different and fresh angle; they understand 

literacy (and their experience and understanding of literacy) more broadly. Our program 

encourages you to create a class climate where students are excited about what they have to say, 

whether writing personally or academically.12   

 Moreover, we don’t want students to feel that the writing they do is “just for this class” 

and irrelevant to their future. Multimedia composition allows students to hone their analytic 

skills—and this is important: it links their technoliteracy to academic writing. In effect, it creates 

a bridge for students so that their knowledge is applied to the university setting in which they 

reside. Rather than viewing the computer simply as a toy, a word processor, or an e-mail 

machine, students begin to realize its potential for becoming a tool for increasing their literacy. 

 Realize that multimedia composition doesn’t benefit only your students. As a student 

completing advanced academic work, you are joining a field, English Studies, that relies more 

and more heavily on technology every year. Papers and proposals can (and sometimes must) be 

                                                 
12 College English devoted an entire issue to “personal writing” and its intersection with academic writing. (2001): 
64.1. 
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submitted electronically to review panels. Conferences regularly ask participants what audio-

visual equipment, if any, presenters need (and implicit in this statement is the notion that your 

presentation contains a hint of multimedia). Your master’s thesis and your dissertation cannot be 

on paper any longer. You must submit them to the Office of Graduate studies via Adobe PDF 

file, and you have to put it together yourself (http://etds.fsu.edu). By working with technology 

and seeing its role relative to composition, you’re placing yourself in a better position for 

attaining your future goals—virtually any job you apply for will say, at the bottom of the 

announcement, that all applicants should be technoliterate. And beyond the academy, most 

employers insist on the same abilities. In this sense, by incorporating multimedia into your 

classroom, you’re one step ahead of your peers who choose not to make use of the technology 

available to them. 

 Aside from practical benefits, though, multimedia composition can help you re-vision 

your own work as a writer and researcher. Ideas like hypertext theory (see Johnson-Eilola and 

Landau) can inform creative writing. The presentations that you will invariably give during class 

will hold more excitement if they’re media reliant, and the job talks you give when you finally 

get your PhD will have a more positive impact on your audience if your potential employer sees 

you as someone who can manipulate technology. 

 The greatest benefits for the overworked graduate teaching assistant however, are the 

ways multimedia composition may save you time. By employing these technologies, you 

organically focus on the process approach—it’s intuitive in these media. That means that you’re 

left with more time to work with your students and more time to approach your own work.

 And the first-year “papers” you get tend to be more complicated, more multiliterate, and 

more interesting for all involved to read together.  

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 

Multimedia composition gives students a free hand in their own textual construction; by 

studying their projects, we can see what they really value, and, have a better chance to help them 

write those things which really move and motivate them. At the same time, they continue to 

negotiate the process of writing because they can integrate their own expertise into the 

assignments that we give them.  
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When—in a multimedia based teaching strand—we present students with a writing 

assignment that does not fit their idea of what a college-level writing assignment might be, they 

are forced to create something new and inventive—both for us and themselves. In turn, we will 

often be unusually surprised or delighted with what glides across our desks.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

WHY NOT HYPERTEXT?  CONVERTING THE OLD,  

INTERPRETING THE NEW, REVISING THE REST 

 

 

 

This essay assumes one of two things:  You are writing with publishing to the Internet 

specifically fixed in your mind, or you’re working on your second hypertext draft. On the other 

hand, this essay assumes one of two other things if the first two don’t apply to you:  You have 

written something on paper and you want to convert it to hypertext format, or, you’ve plainly 

pasted your scribblings up on the Net and no one is reading them because they’re (choose all that 

apply) boring/listless, unnavigable/ unreadable.
1
 

 

So, What Is Hypertext? 

 

When we talk about hypertext, what is it, exactly, that we’re talking about?  Anything 

that fits on the Web?  HTML encoded documents?  E-mails?  Synchronous communication 

(instant messenging)?  In one way or another, I like to think that all of these (among others) have 

some elements of hypertext. When you write hypertext, you are conscious of how it differs from 

“regular writing,” or paper-based composition—and being conscious of the writing behaviors 

that you develop and tap into is what will make a difference when you actually go to revise and 

edit the piece of hypertextual writing that you have produced. 

When I say differs, I mean that you make conscious decisions about what to include or 

not include. Let’s take an Instant Message conversation, for example. You log on and talk to 

your friend from high school. You know and understand that shorthand expression (gtg, lol) and 

emoticons (☺ ) are acceptable ways for you to communicate together. Your reader/friend 

“gets” what it is that you’re trying to say with very little effort. In essence, she has internalized in 

                                                 
1
 I’ll have to make a small disclaimer here before we get started. Hypertext is a developing and broad field, so 

much so that I’ve tried to shy away from those things that I think will either not be relevant or those things that 

change too quickly. For instance, I don’t talk about how you should create a webpage. Mechanically, there are 

several ways to make one (HTML code, what-you-see-is-what-you-get editing programs that function a lot like 

word processors, templates . . .). 
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her the decoding mechanisms which make a conversation that consists of abbreviated language 

readable.  

Honestly, I come to hypertext as a sort of lone ranger (lone stranger?). Sure, I knew and 

know how to work and prod a word processing program, and I can browse the Internet. But, it 

never occurred to me that one day I would write anything “serious” that would make its way to 

the Web. Eventually, though, I was offered the opportunity to teach a class in digital discourse. It 

was a class that I had never taught before, the result of an overcrowded incoming freshman class. 

 

How Do You Read It? 

 

Whenever I introduce the concept of hypertext to my students, they look at me strangely 

and nod their heads to signify to me that they understand what I’m saying. Few of them ever 

really do know what I mean when I say hypertext, so I’m going to give you the same lecture that 

I give them. And bear in mind that this is only my interpretation of how hypertext can work. If 

you have one that works better for you, then I say go for it. 

 

The Newspaper Theory 

 

When I was younger, everyone said that the Internet would be the end of newspapers. 

People would, of course, get their news online. Many people in fact do this, but far more people 

don’t. For some, it’s the feel of paper in hand, and for others, it’s an economic or class 

problem—they simply don’t have access to the technology that can bring media like digital 

journalism to them. Yet, newspapers have not died out. I doubt that they ever will, because I 

think that hypertext owes its readability to newspapers. Think about is this way:  you buy or 

swipe a paper from somewhere. You bring it home, you sit down, and there you are. You’re 

reading a newspaper. Except that this newspaper is about 18 inches tall and a foot wide 

(unfurled). You might begin reading the headline. You might immediately turn to sports, the 

weather, or entertainment. You might read the whole page, or maybe just the cover story. Few, if 

any of us, reads every article in the paper, top to bottom, front to back, in order, beginning to 

end. In fact, if you were to read the New York Times Sunday Edition from front to back, it 

would take you over a week of uninterrupted reading in order to get through it all. 

As a reader, it’s all about being selective, and being able to be selective. Hypertext is like 

a newspaper. Often, you have a choice of what to read and what to leave behind. Certain 
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hyperlinks will take you to one section of the paper, and other links take you to another. The 

main index is like the front page of the newspaper: it gives you a rundown of what’s going on 

and where you can find it. Some individuals whom I know only read the business section and 

throw the rest away. As a writer, however, it’s all about providing yourself and your readers with 

direction and ease of navigation. And making your hypertext interesting.  

 

Elements of Hypertext 

 

Hypertext can be fluid, dynamic, confusing, chronological, spatial, a-temporal, rigidly 

structured, incomplete, thematic, disheveled—and on and on. 

Since hypertext can be all of these things and more, and since as a genre of writing it’s 

still a developing form of writing, I’m only going to mention or deal with two types of 

hypertextual writing. The first is one that reminds me of the roleplaying game The Sims. In it, 

you assume an identity, and the choices that you make within the game affect your interactions 

with your neighbors, your health, your romantic relationships, your workplace life, and your 

overall wellbeing. Hypertext is like roleplaying in a sense: the choices that you make so that your 

reader can make them are pivotal and have far-reaching consequences. How the reader is able to 

navigate your maze of writing speaks both to his choices and yours. 

The other type of hypertext writing is for those of us who want to present our writing, 

converted from bright white bond paper into something more digital and worldly—maybe to 

share with parents, or maybe because your teacher insists that you present him or her with an 

alternate format. Or, maybe you really do have something to say (as I suspect you all do), and 

setting up a website to communicate to the masses best serves your purposes—and it’s a damned 

good excuse to dust off that manifesto or diatribe and get some more mileage out of it. 

Overall, however, I think that hypertext essays are perhaps the most fun to read. You 

offer the reader definite choices, and you both get to play. Good play = good writing. 

 

Revision Opportunities 

 

Say that your instructor tells you that for your next paper you have to write for the Web. 

Fair enough. Traditionally, I’ve found that my students attempt this exercise by writing a paper 

as they normally would—either by long-hand or in a word processing program. What I stress to 

them, however, is that when they move to put this paper on the Internet, a whole new world of 
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revision options await them. I give them this list of items to consider when they work over their 

second draft: 

1. How will you convert the paper into a navigable hypertext document? 

2. How will you arrange and rearrange text to make the reading experience more fluid? 

3. What will you do with citations and the bibliography? 

4. Will you add a table of contents/navigation menu?  Should you? 

5. Why not, if you’re feeling ambitious, add hyperlinks—those usually-blue underlined 

bits o’ text? 

6. What about pictures and photographs and other media?  Are their additions 

appropriate—and what about copyright? 

7. What about ancillary material? 

It’s impractical for me to show you what my students have done to their papers in order 

to hypertextualize them (their being on the Internet and all, not to mention the oftentimes 

temporary and fleeting experience of hypertext in general), but I’ll describe as best I can the 

choices that a few of them have made. I’ll go through the list one by one, since I think each item 

is important for hypertext revision. 

 

Translating into Hypertext 

 

How will you convert the paper into a navigable hypertext document?  What are you 

going to do to your paper in order to make it readable on the Web? 

Largely, it’s the interpretation that’s the most fun when you think about how you’re 

going to rearrange your paper. It makes you think more consciously about what you write and 

where you put what you write. I think that that’s the aim of writing anyway. We need to learn 

about the decisions that we make and why we make them. Hypertext takes us out of our comfort 

zone and puts us in a place where knowledge of the whys and hows are imperative.  

I’ll talk later about navigation menus, so I think that this space would be best served if we 

talk about what you can do to the body of the document. Linear writing is fine (and, largely, 

linear writing is what we prize in America), and maybe I’m a rebel, but I’ve never liked being 

too linear. Hypertext is your chance to mix it up, if you want. (Farther down you’ll read about 

one of my student’s experiments with non-linear writing.)   
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Now, I know what you might say:  my paper has no need for rearrangement. Perhaps, but 

how do you know?  I’m not trying to second guess you, but we’re humans, and we don’t like 

change (even though some of the best learning comes through painful changes, I think). Do the 

old scissors trick. Take a printed version of your paper and arbitrarily cut out paragraphs. Shuffle 

the mess like a deck of cards, throw it up in the air, let a cool breeze float through them—

anything to lose the original order. Then, without looking, reassemble them. Don’t cheat and try 

to match up the jagged edges. See what you have—see what kinds of new connections you can 

make. If you hate it, then by all means go back to the original. You might be surprised with what 

you find, however; my students almost always are. 

Even if you don't get a wildly exciting paper out of this rearrangement exercise, at least it 

should help show you the ways in which people perceive hypertext writing to be chaotic and 

random. 

After all, remember the newspaper analogy. What in your paper do you prize?  What do 

you want your readers to know or see or understand above all?  Think of this as front-page 

business. What information do you present that relies upon fundamental concepts that you’ve 

expressed earlier in your paper?  How will you arrange the navigation menu or anchors in order 

to encourage your reader to follow the order you suggest?  Or, do you want go wild and create an 

experimental piece that can be read in any order? 

I think that it’s obvious by now that there are many, many different ways to go about 

assembling a print paper into a hypertext creation—but the freedom (the freedom!) that there is. 

Hypertext puts you firmly in control. You’re the newspaper editor. How will you arrange your 

copy?   

 

Fluidity 

 

Ahh, fluidity: an enemy or a friend?  Once you have made decisions about the new order 

of your paper (assuming that you have chopped the paper to death and have wildly rearranged 

it—otherwise, skip this part and move on to the next subheading), how do you reassemble a 

meaningful piece of writing? 

Realize that, like it or not, we live in a world of transitions. Papers live in this world, too. 

If I didn’t believe that hypertext weren’t valuable, I wouldn’t write what I’m about to (nor would 

I have written this piece at all, frankly): some of the most insightful and meaningful connections 
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that you will come up with in your writing will come from a scissored-up paper that you 

rearrange. Why?  New connections. You force yourself to mesh and meld and melt your ideas 

together. You’re synthesizing and analyzing. This is writing. 

And so, for fluidity, I have relatively little to say to you except that you’ll need new 

transitions when you hypertextualize a paper. Consider the visual breaks that you’ll leave in the 

paper when you transition. What do you do with the space that’s left (besides create a new 

transition)?   

Citations and Bibliography Work 

 

If hypertext revision was made for anything, this is it. If your paper uses them, the 

bibliography and in-text citations are the natural teammates of hyperlinks. And, with the 

increasing use of databases and websites as sources, the hyperlink makes sense. 

Paul wrote several papers about his enthusiasm for everything dealing with cars and 

motors. He used a ton of sources, and he quoted from them within his paper frequently. In the 

parentheses where the citation would normally go (you know, (Szczepanski 1)), Paul inserted the 

standard text, but linked it to his bibliography page at the end of the document. (This might be 

selfish, but as a teacher who checks sources, this is a fantastic timesaver.)   

Using a navigation menu, Paul even split his last paper down into four separate parts:  

first draft, second draft, last draft, and annotated bibliography. And, within the annotated 

bibliography, every site he used which he was able to access from the Internet had a hyperlink 

leading back to it. 

Beyond this sort of hyperlinking being easy for the teacher, it’s easy for you, too:  you 

know where your sources are, how you get to them, and how you point others to them, too. 

 

Navigation Menus and Tables of Contents 

 

You may rightly think that a paper you write is insufficiently long and couldn’t nearly 

require a table of contents. I might agree. But, when you look at the table of contents as a 

navigation menu, more possibilities emerge. 

One student, Chris, wrote a paper in which he chose to use different voices to address his 

views on religion. He took the stances of a Christian talking about Islam, and a Buddhist talking 

about Judaism (among others). Since he was familiar with most of the fundamental concepts of 

these religions, he was able to weave together a coherent, insightful paper about his relationship 
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with spirituality using a variety of different voices; however, many voices can be confusing to a 

reader. Chris’s first draft used a long narrative that was hard to follow, and it was mainly him 

addressing different religions with his own voice. By integrating a side-bar menu, he was able to 

split the paper into several sections. In fact, the idea to use different voices only occurred to him 

after he saw the possibilities of a navigation menu. For those of us who cannot for the life of us 

figure out what else to do to one of our papers, the conversion to hypertext often leads to 

innovative and inspirational ideas. 

Moreover, what I find even more interesting about this approach is that Chris realized 

that his paper functioned well as a non-liner representation of writing:  the reader could bounce 

back and forth, nearly at random, between Chris’s musings and still fully comprehend the 

message he was trying to get across. 

As if this story alone isn’t enough, consider this: I ask my students to assemble a 

portfolio of their semester’s entire work into one easy to manage website. In this instance, a 

navigation menu is a must. How else would I find whatever it is that I’m looking for?  And, the 

writer has the added benefit of being able to keep track for himself where on the site he posted 

his papers—he doesn’t continually have to remember the URL address of each individual page. 

A simple click, and there he is. 

 

Hyperlinks: Use Them 

 

Another of the papers that I asked my students to write was one in which they explained, 

to a lay person, how a specific piece of technology works. John chose to explain to his audience 

the way Flash—the animated sort of stuff you see on some webpages when you first log on to 

them—works in WebPages. Within the text, he integrated hyperlinks from other websites and 

corporations that demonstrate a sophisticated and not-so-sophisticated use of flash. With tree-

based media, there’s no way that John would be able to show the jumping around and animated 

nature of a flash introduction. His paper was enhanced greatly by his ability to demonstrate to his 

audience visually what exactly it is that he was writing about. He even used a flash introduction 

to his own site. 

Others of my students have integrated relevant hyperlinks into their documents. I once 

had a group of students write a webzine about the history of Wal-Mart. Naturally, including 

hyperlinks to Wal-Mart’s site seemed natural. The group also included links to sites that bash 
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Wal-Mart as a power-hungry, consumer’s nightmare, as well as Wal-Mart fan sites (they exist; 

I’ve seen them). 

What’s great about hyperlinking is that it allows readers to continue their own education. 

Your paper could very well be the inspiration for your readers to enhance their own learning and 

reading of a subject. Or not. Remember:  it’s all about options. 

 

Pictures, Photography, Other Media 

 

Are visual media appropriate for a hypertext document?  Don’t let the “text” in hypertext 

fool you. Text is only one of an astounding number of media options available. Let’s say that 

you’re writing a paper on the way jets circulate air within the passenger cabin. In your original 

paper, you painstakingly explain the way in which a turbine engine sucks in air, heats it, then 

releases it to the ventilation system aboard a Boeing 777. You spend paragraph after paragraph 

explaining what mechanisms do what. Why not use a picture; or, better yet, an animated gif file 

or small video file to illustrate what you’re talking about. 

Of course, detail is always welcome in your paper—but balance is also an essential 

element when you write. Why spend pages upon pages explaining how a concept or idea works 

when a picture will allow you to show, in a shorter space, what it is that you’re talking about. 

And, doing this also frees up space in your paper for you to address other topics that are 

especially relevant. 

And think about this, too:  a paper you write on music might very well be enhanced with 

a scholarly little clip of the songs you reference; art works you discuss might tell more on their 

own if you show them; the movie trailer of the film you’re reviewing might add depth to your 

analysis—in short, integrating media helps. 

On the other hand, you do have to be concerned about copyright infringement. The jury is 

still out on this one, so here’s the advice I give to my students. The Internet, though intended for 

military use, is now a common tool that untold numbers access daily. We use it to share 

information, and people (not private organizations) are often happy to spread the wealth. When 

you find an image that you want to include in your paper, it’s always polite to e-mail the 

webmaster of the site to obtain permission. Nine times out of ten, if the use you have for the 

picture is academic, the author has no problem. If you never get a response, and the picture is not 

marked with the copyright symbol (©), go ahead and use it. If it is marked with the ©, and you 
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don’t get a response, unfortunately, the image isn’t yours for the taking. Remember: you should 

at all times indicate the URL from which you’ve obtained the picture, and if you’ve made the 

image, give yourself the credit, too. 

 

Other Material 

 

Let’s take Trevor, for instance. I asked my students to write a paper in which they 

interviewed a friend or roommate about his or her computer/Internet habits. Trevor did so, and 

when he converted his paper to the Web, he also added the transcription of the interview (which 

he conducted through IM). Rather than placing the interview before or after the actual text of his 

essay, he hyperlinked it to the front. By doing this, Trevor is allowing the reader to make a 

choice:  do I read the interview or not?  And there are, of course, different reasons for a person 

wanting to read the interview:  perhaps the integrated quotes within Trevor’s paper are funny. 

Or, maybe Trevor didn’t explore a topic that the reader found particularly interesting enough, 

and the reader hopes that he can find the information within the text of the interview.  

Trevor’s was a novel idea. He augmented the scope and commitment to his paper by 

adding a simple, optional piece of text. 

 

So Ends the Benefits: What to Watch Out For 

 

A hypertext paper can explode in size and scope and lose its focus quickly if you’ll let it. 

Aside from other writing problems that you’ll encounter, I find only a few to be hypertext-

specific (I don’t count being blocked, poor topic choices, etc.), and they are: the incredible 

explosion of material that you’ll be tempted to add to your paper, the sometimes time-consuming 

process of making a hypertext document, the temptation to spend way way way too much time 

on a hypertext paper, and losing your work to an unknown act of your computer. 

With anything new, we tend to get excited. We throw in more graphics than we need, or 

we add video and sound clips that are only tangentially related to the aim of the assignment. 

Everytime you’re tempted to add a multimedia object to your work, or you’re tempted to insert a 

hyperlink, hold your fingers and count to ten. Wait. Ride this one out, my friend. Ask yourself if 

you need it. Maybe more importantly, ask yourself, “why did I want it in the first place?” 

As for time consumption, it might be rough-going the first time you make a webpage, but 

it gets easier with the more practice you have. And think about it this way:  webpage building is 
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a skill that many employers now look for, and with the world increasingly Internet-dominated, 

you really can’t afford to remain ignorantly in the shadows for much longer. 

My third concern goes hand-in-hand with my first one: the more possibilities you see, the 

more tempted you’ll be to spend much more time on the project than you would a normal paper. 

While I always advocate spending more time working on your writing, it’s the focus on the non-

text elements that might land you in hot water. You don’t want to spend all night playing with 

Flash and images just so you can bang out a few pages of text in ten minutes right before class 

starts. Pace yourself and keep it in perspective. 

Computers freeze up sometimes. It’s happened to me, it’s happened to you, it will 

continue to happen to the world. There’s no fix for this. Save, and save often. If you’re working 

on something terribly important, and you don’t want to lose all of your information, place an egg 

timer next to your computer and set it to go off every five or ten minutes (or longer) to remind 

you to click the save button. The extra time it takes to get the timer and twist it could save you 

hours upon hours of work. 

 

Go Forth 

 

If you’re reading this, chances are that your instructor is incorporating hypertext into his 

or her classroom. So much the better for you. If you’ve mysteriously appeared here (also good 

for you), and what I’ve talked about sounds appealing, approach your instructor and ask for 

permission to write hypertext. More often than not, he or she will agree. After all, they like new 

and different too.  

Be cutting edge. Be new. Understand that revision begins at home; after that, all bets are 

off. I sometimes hear students in the hallways complaining that their writing course are no fun 

(one girl bemoaned that she wanted to gouge her eyes out with a blunted pencil—I promise this 

is true). Here’s an axiom that’s served me well:  you’re only going to get out of your writing 

what you put into it. Next time you’re asked to revise, for this or some other class, ask yourself 

“why not hypertext?”  It’ll work. It always does. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHIC ESSAY: ARGUMENTS,  

PEDAGOGIES, AND DEFINITIONS OF ALTERNATE STYLE 

 

 

 

This bibliography serves as an introduction to any teacher or composition researcher who 

is interested in the current scholarship on alternate style. Specifically, this essay focuses on 

publications that serve to define, delimit, interpret and implement alternate style in composition 

classrooms and within the academy and English departments at large. 

 This bibliography does not pretend to be exhaustive; however, publications dealing with 

alternate style and the writing classroom are few, and I discuss the representative readings at 

length to counter this deficiency. This essay functions as a set of readings for those who are 

interested in the current and historical discussions of alternate style, as well as issues in the same, 

and it fits into the larger context of this portfolio (that being nontraditional approaches to 

composition and their “experimental” nature).   

 This essay contains readings from 1979 until the present (although Winston Weathers—a 

key figure in this discussion—identified and defined Grammar B in 1976 in an article for 

Freshman English News [Winter 1976] under the title “The Grammars of Style: New Options in 

Composition”). Grammar B describes that prose that does not employ traditional academic 

discourse or Standard Written English (for example, minority discourses), and a piece that uses 

Grammar B is said to be in alternate style.  I would argue that the terms are not interchangeable, 

though authors often present them as such. 

Definitions 

 

 Patrick Bizzarro provides a concise and short introduction to alternate style and alternate 

writing practices in his review “Should I Write This Essay Or Finish a Poem?: Teaching Writing 

Creatively” (College Composition and Communication. 49. (1998): 294-97). Bizzarro reviews 

Bishop’s book Alternate Style: Essays on Writing and Revision (which I discuss below) and 

concludes that there should be a shift (or at least a movement) within composition and creative 

writing pedagogies toward incorporating alternate style into the classroom as it allows students 
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the permission to experiment, and within this experimentation, create something that might never 

have occurred to them. 

Although a small article, Bizzarro’s review is good for an overview of current scholarship 

on risk-taking and creative interpretations on the art of teaching writing and a worthwhile 

introduction to present-day scholarship on alternate style. 

 A comprehensive definition of alternate style (and the first) occurs in Winston 

Weathers’s An Alternate Style: Options in Composition (Rochelle Park, NJ: Hayden, 1980). This 

monograph, aimed toward teachers of writing, is the first to bring alternate style to the 

foreground in composition studies. In this argument for the merits of alternate style, Weathers 

attempts to provide a classification and lexicon for his Grammar B, noting that Grammar A (his 

term) is what the academy normally thinks of as “standard grammar.” 

The first section of the book focuses on classification and examples of alternate styles, 

but it is in chapter three that he begins to formally name elements of Grammar B. They are: 

1. crots: short, often choppy insertions of text that have no meaning of their own, yet 

give meaning to the text as a whole; 

2. collage/montage: the process of “patching together” elements of alternate style; 

collage/montage works on the level of synthesis rather than analyzation and aids a 

text by speaking to the reader at various levels in various modes; 

3. labyrinthine sentences: considered the run-on sentence, these sentences add to the 

complexity of a text by forcing the reader to decode them more carefully; moreover, 

they make the reader active rather than passive; 

4. listing: self explanatory, the list can offer glimpses into the writer’s mind that linear 

text cannot produce; 

5. double-voice: the use of a dialogue (and sometimes trilogue; Yancey and Spooner 

employ polylogues; see my discussion later) in order to create a discussion within the 

text or to highlight differences within an argument; 

6. repetition: self explanatory, repetition (as G. Stein understood) can bring life to a text; 

it also creates a rhythm that is sometimes more compelling than the words 

themselves; and,  

7. language variegation: manipulation of word spellings, introduction of foreign words 

and spellings (e.g., syncope, apocope); 
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In chapter five, Weathers tackles the inherent problems of discontinuity in alternate style, 

and he offers advice to the student of any grammar: 

1. If an author chooses to use one Grammar (either A or B), he must be consistent or 

risk looking as if she cannot control what she writes; 

2. Grammar B has a definite use, and a writer should not use it simply for the sake of 

using it; 

3. Audience-awareness is paramount when using Grammar B. As a new approach to 

writing, the reading of the text is a new experience for the reader. To be effective, a 

writer should use Grammar B to keep the reader’s attention; 

4. Even Grammar B has conventions and approaches that are conducive to meaning-

making, and some approaches are more familiar and accessible than others. 

Weathers spends the rest of his book showing examples of alternate style created by 

established authors and students; he wants students and teachers to understand the utility and 

freedom that an alternate approach to composition can bring. New students to alternate style 

should consult An Alternate Style before any other text. 

Indeed, Tom Romano argues the same in his article “Breaking the Rules in Style” 

(English Journal. 77.8 (1988): 58-62). Much of Romano’s work in the field of alternate style 

deals with its role and relationship to secondary schools and high school students. He presents an 

abbreviated introduction to Winston Weathers’s principle elements of alternate style and shares 

with his readers the positive experiences that he and his high school students had while 

employing alternate style in their writing. More of a testimony than anything, the essay usefully 

contributes legitimacy to a method that most teachers of writing would initially cringe at for is 

nonlinear, nonconformist ways.  

Besides liberating his students to write in ways they never before imagined, Romano also 

found that writing in Grammar B helps his students to become better readers—they read more 

analytically after better understanding how it is that they write.  

While these articles are useful for compositionists—those people who are responsible for 

designing their own curricula—Toby Fulwiler offers an essay aimed toward those students 

whose instructors ask them to employ alternate style. He writes “Writing Snapshots” (Elements 

of Alternate Style: Essays on Writing and Revision. Ed. Wendy Bishop. Portsmouth, NH: 

Boynton/Cook: 1997. 102-10) in alternate style, which serves as an excellent introduction to the 
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basic terms and techniques of alternate style.  

In small snapshot paragraphs (crots), he differentiates between Grammar A and Grammar 

B, explains different structures of alternate style such as prose stanzas, “tiny” chapters, and 

verbal snapshots, and also explores ways a student can use alternate style in first year, advanced 

undergraduate, and graduate seminars.  

He asserts that the snapshot essay can surprise both readers and writers, allow students to 

deal with writing in manageable chunks, and encourage the use of vivid detail instead of generic 

transitions. Conversely, he contends that the technique may become tedious in longer essays and 

perhaps encourage students to move too quickly from one section of their essay to the next. At 

worst, the same manageability of the form can at times make it the easy way out for students 

waiting until the night before an assignment is due.  

 

Pedagogical Concerns 

 

 Alternate style is a relatively new area in composition studies. Though emerging earlier, 

Weathers began to quantify it in the 1980s; nevertheless, the field has few books and articles 

examining the pedagogy or implementation of alternate style in the composition classroom. One 

text that extensively attempts to address this need is Wendy Bishop’s edited collection Elements 

of Alternate Style: Essays on Writing and Revision (Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 1997).  

Organized much like Bishop’s other writing readers such as her trilogy The Subject Is 

Writing, The Subject Is Reading, and The Subject Is Revision, the main premise of Elements of 

Alternate Style asks the question, How can composition instructors teach students (usually first 

year writing students) to write in alternate style; and, if taught, how does the instructor prevent 

her students from being confused? 

Split in to three parts, the first deals with “Invitations to Alternate Styles” in which the 

essays attempt to allay the hesitance that both teachers and students feel when first confronted 

with alternate style: double-voiced narratives, Grammar B warm-ups, and alternatives to the 

research process. These essays work together as examples of the why of alternate style: why we 

need it, how we can use it. Lad Tobin’s essay “The Case for Double-Voiced Discourse” (44-53) 

encourages students to break rules—to think creatively—and it in turn asks students to seriously 

question what they’ve been taught about crystal-clarity by their former writing teachers: how 

necessary is clarity, really? 
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The second part consists of “Invitations to Risk-Taking, Play, and Radical Revision” in 

which the authors of the various essays challenge students and teachers to revision they way the 

view traditional writing assignments: what room does a traditional assignment have for an 

alternate style interpretation?  Hans Ostrom’s article (“Grammar J, as in Jazzing Around: The 

Roles “Play” Plays in Style”; 75-87) is particularly helpful for students because it gives them the 

permission to like their writing assignments by learning to play with them. Ostrom introduces the 

concept of “plerk” (play/work), and the ways in which students can manipulate their writing 

assignments into something that they can simultaneously work on, yet enjoy. 

Part three covers “Issues in Writing in Alternate Styles” and addresses the justifications 

of teaching alternate styles in a composition classroom. Bishop’s article “Reading, Stealing, and 

Writing Like a Writer” (119-130) gives writers permission to look at what other writers are 

doing (most are breaking the rules every day and getting away with it with minimal or no 

scarring). She advocates that writers/readers adopt interesting or nonstandard uses of language 

and syntax that they find particularly helpful in order to enrich their own writing. 

The appendix offers a variety of teaching exercises and handouts for writers of alternate 

style. Overall, the book is a helpful addition to a field that has relatively few pedagogical 

publications on alternate style; this one appears to be the best. 

Particularly strong (and meriting a separate discussion in this bibliography) is Michael 

Spooner’s “Sympathy for the Devil: Editing Alternate Style” (149-59) because it addresses a 

contentious issue: in writing programs that implement process pedagogy in which multiple drafts 

are important to the composing process, in what ways can students edit and revise each other’s 

work that is written in alternate style?  How do students read and interpret alternate style?  And, 

once read and interpreted, how can students offer revision and editing advice while at the same 

time staying true to the author’s original intent? 

Spooner addresses this problematic situation, and, in a broader context, advocates a way 

to read alternate style (all through the lens of editing). In order to edit alternate style, a reader 

must first attempt to understand the substance of what the author writes—then he may edit 

according to the apparatus the author chooses. The editor must “engage the text first of all on its 

own terms, and then commit them to helping the text become more effective” (156). 

As Spooner notes, “Good writing, we are taught here in America, has a unified purpose 

and a single voice. It is communicated in a straightforward argument, with a linear syllogistic 
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progression from beginning to end. These things go to the heart of clarity and concision, which 

are, after all, the heart of American communication” (155). He challenges our perceptions of 

alternate style and offers the following advice for responding: (1) “Be clear on who the audience 

is”; (2) “Knowing the audience will tell us which stylistic conventions the audience expects”; 

and, (3) “Knowing what the audience can handle will tell us whether the author’s stylistic 

choices are likely to be effective” (157-58). 

His argument also addresses the issue of ownership: unlike Guinn (see below) who 

believes that a text is community property (property of the readership), Spooner believes that the 

text belongs to the author as a device for furthering his own literacy. He also confronts the 

imposed morality of editors (see also Lang, below). 

 

Politics of Alternate Style 

 

Inherent in any nascent or controversial subject are the politics that surround it. Issues of 

morality, ownership, and minority voices are at the forefront of discussions and concerns about 

alternate style. In his essay “Strunk and White and Grammar as Morality” (Soundings. 65.1. 

(1982): 23-29), Berel Lang interprets Strunk and White’s Elements of Style as a moral mandate: 

bad writing equals morally corrupt students. “Bad writing, we are to understand, is bad not only 

as writing but because bad writing itself is bad, a form of wrong doing, a perversion related to 

other more lurid ethical wastelands such as corporate and white-collar crime, lying in 

government, and even overt acts of social violence”: students who write poorly grow up to be 

corrupt politicians and CEOs (24), and because readers can, on a superficial reading, mistake 

alternate style for poor writing, readers can also interpret the writers as inarticulate and immoral. 

Lang’s major argument is that writing instruction serves, practically, as a guiding moral 

force: writing teachers indoctrinate their students in the “correct” ways of writing, and this 

translates into responsible citizenship as members of society: “. . . [I]f writing were only a 

technique or skill—like driving a car or hammering a nail—then our interest in it would be 

finally utilitarian. But a clue that should make us wary of this view is the fact that the only 

system of rules in a literate society as complex and openly prescriptive as those that control 

writing is the system of rules that functions as the moral code for that society, which decrees 

what is permissible or forbidden in conduct” (25). 

Lang studies Elements of Style as a prescriptive handbook of moral writing behaviors. 
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Strunk and White’s use of directive words like “do,” “don’t,” “use,” “avoid,” “omit,” and “keep” 

“[order] the reader about, and if the orders do not persuade by their own force, they will not 

persuade at all. The reader who insists on reasons or who tends to resist authority will quickly 

find the surroundings inhospitable” (27).  

Although Lang does not touch on alternate style specifically, his argument of the forced 

morality of grammar handbooks is, in certain instances and with certain students, stifling. 

Perhaps a Grammar B or alternate narrative structures would allow students a freedom to write 

without the tacit understanding that their mistakes in using Grammar A are moral failings. 

Lillian Bridwell-Bowles’s article “Discourse and Diversity: Experimental Writing within 

the Academy” (College Composition and Communication. 43.3 (1992): 349-368) tangentially 

speaks to Lang’s argument. The academy, she posits, does not value alternate style because of its 

stigma of being inarticulate or amateurish. Furthermore, the academy does not value the voices 

that minority writers adopt when confronted by a university setting that privileges Standard 

Written English. To combat this, Bridwell-Bowles argues for a revisioning of composition 

pedagogy that will allow students (who represent a wide-ranging diversity) to express the variety 

of their difference in alternate discourses—while at the same time maintaining an academic tone 

and allowing students to grow as members of a world that does not revolve around the 

university.  

She asserts that since our “texts represent our visions of our culture,” we must invent a 

discourse that represents all races, classes, genders, and sexual preferences (349). She notes that 

recent developments concerning discourse have taken into consideration technology, but 

technology cannot compensate for linguistic deficiencies. She admits that when she abandoned 

empiricism to focus instead on feminism and liberation theories, she began to write differently: 

“more personal voice, an expanded use of metaphor, a less rigid methodological framework, a 

writing process that allows me to combine hypothesizing with reporting data, to use patterns of 

writing that allow for multiple truths . . . rather than a single thesis” (350).  

Bridwell-Bowles deems this new discourse “diverse” rather than “alternative” because 

she urges her colleagues and students to envision its techniques and beliefs to one day move 

from marginal to mainstream. In undergraduate and graduate classrooms, she uses feminist texts 

to help students envision new possibilities, though she avoids calling it feminist discourse 

because of the negative connotation attached to doing anything “like a woman.”  These texts 
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embrace personal voice, experiment with language and layout, and move beyond the barriers of 

class, race, and sexual preference. 

She includes excerpts from student essays that employ diverse discourse. An 

undergraduate rails against traditional academic writing in the introduction for her honors thesis, 

while a female graduate student struggles to imagine herself in ancient Greece trying to learn 

rhetoric in a society where she has no place of importance. One student raises questions rather 

than forming a thesis, while another uses double-voice to respond to excerpts from her sources. 

Bridwell-Bowles emphasizes that she does not force her students to use diverse discourse 

in her classroom. Students are always free to write in more traditional modes, and those who 

choose not to understand that diverse discourse is not yet suitable for all audiences within the 

academy. She intends this essay for teachers of upper-level undergraduate and graduate courses; 

those teaching more introductory courses such as those offered within the First Year Writing 

Program may find it difficult to employ her methods because the articles she uses are clearly not 

aimed at (and probably intimidating to) beginning writers. Nevertheless, Bridwell-Bowles speaks 

to the resistance of the academy to this new style. 

 

Academic Concerns 

 

Together, Patricia Bizzell and Helen Fox edit AltDis: Alternative Discourses and the 

Academy (Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 2002) to address the academy’s resistance to 

discourse that does not represent a wholly academic literacy. 

AltDis centers on the notion that the academic community should be responsive to alternate 

texts. As Bizzell states in the preface, 

Debate has continued over the fundamental assumption that all students need to 

learn traditional academic discourse. For example, African American educator 

Lisa Delpit has argued eloquently against denying instruction in Standard-Edited-

English and other features of academic discourse to students from social groups 

who have been denied access to social justice and full participation in the 

American democracy. (viii) 

Clearly, the academy would be unfair to mandate that all of its students participate in a 

university-centered discourse, when in fact it might be that these groups’ native discourses have 

as much or even more social/educational transactionality.  
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Moreover, AltDis relies on the argument that a student has a right to his or her text. If this 

is so, the student should also have a right to his or her own forms of expression, whatever they 

may be (African American Vernaculars, Grammar B, double-voiced discourse, or multimedia 

compositions). Belinda Kremer (“So It Was This Beautiful Night: Infecting the Hybrid”) and 

Michael Spooner (“An Essay We’re Learning to Read: Responding to AltStyle”) both create 

essays in alternate styles (Kremer’s in the montage/collage of e-mails, poetry, a spell check, lists 

and straight narration and Spooner’s in a parody-like voice of an editor’s thought bubbles and 

architectural floor plans) that largely succeed because taken together, the parts of each make a 

whole meaning—something esoteric that cannot be grasped by pure, linear language. 

The audience for AltDis is most likely upper-division undergraduates and graduate 

students, and it acknowledges the resistance that it will receive from traditionalists in the 

academy. 

 Lillian Bridwell-Bowles predates Bizzell’s and Fox’s discussion in her essay “Freedom, 

Form, Function: Varieties of Academic Discourse.” (College Composition and Communication. 

46.1. (1995): 46-61) when she situates her talk on this premise: “To be successful, we need to 

teach students conventional forms and better analytical skills, but we also need to encourage 

them to dream, to think in new cycles and to have visions for the future that are hopeful” (47). 

Bridwell-Bowles acknowledges that as members of a university, students do have an obligation 

to write in an academic style; nevertheless, she sees this forced academic style as sometimes 

stifling to the creativity that the university purports to privilege, while at the same time arguing 

that sometimes academic style is inadequate. 

Her call for alternate styles and alternate discourses stems from the notion about what 

instructors need/use to convey messages, the inadequacy of some forms of discourse, and the 

relative irrelevance of others:  

. . . [H]ow do we write about Bosnia-Herzegovina?  Or Haiti?  From what vantage 

point should a U.S. Citizen try to describe clearly the multiple perspectives that 

lead to violence in Eastern Europe?  Or in the Israeli-occupied Palestinian 

territories?  Or, closer to home, in Los Angeles, or New York, or in my own St. 

Paul?  How can we possibly say all that we need to say about the AIDS epidemic 

in simple expository essays?  What else might count as evidence?  Journals, 

fiction, film, photographs, graffiti, posters? (55) 
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She also asks, “What could possibly be written in a 5,000 word essay on abortion that 

would change anyone’s mind?”  On complex matters such as these, Bridwell-Bowles argues that 

compositionists need a wide variety of forms of writing, produced from multiple perspectives, 

alongside a variety of other media. “If form follows function, and the functions of most written 

language are multiple, then we need to investigate new forms” (55). 

Bridwell-Bowles also addresses student resistance to invitations to experiment with 

alternate styles of writing (or perhaps alternate styles of communication): 

[Our students] wonder why we stress the importance of naming particular groups 

in careful ways, but they don’t wonder any more when they read about racial 

strife in newspapers written in the 1930s. They also wonder whether they should 

trust us when we invite them to write in a variety of forms, some of the even 

labeled “experimental.” (55-6) 

Opposition by students and faculty alike is a real concern. In other departments in the 

university, students more easily manage their writing because their departments teach them to 

write for their disciplines, and “their job is to get students from point a to point b as quickly and 

as economically as possible. Non-professional reading and experimental writing are likely to be 

less attractive, even though their students, many of them from working-class backgrounds, may 

be the ones who would benefit most from interrogating the discourse practices of those in 

powerful positions” (57). 

For Bridwell-Bowles, alternate style is a way for students to manipulate their writing to 

give them agency within the academy and within a world where they desperately need it, for 

them to actually learn something meaningful, while still forming their writing in analytical 

modes. 

Touching on academic writing, too, Robert Davis and Mark Shadle show how alternate 

style and academic inquiry are not incompatible. As much theoretical as pedagogical, their essay 

“‘Building a Mystery’: Alternative Research Writing and the Academic Art of Seeking” (College 

Composition and Communication. 51.3 (2000): 417-46) criticizes the “traditional” research 

paper. Davis and Shadle view it as a boring, mechanical step in the wheel of writing instruction, 

and it “is positioned as the final, even climactic, step for students entering the communities of 

academic discourse” (417). Moreover, they believe, traditional research writing  

tend[s] to reinforce unoriginal writing by providing students not only with maps 
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through the conventional routes of academic research, but also a standardized 

concept of how academic research writing should look and sound: textbooks 

typically provide sample papers, and stock advice on the “rules” of logical 

argumentation, linear organization, acceptable evidence, and the proper way to 

cite sources. (418) 

The authors trace the research paper’s history from its birth in American universities in 

the latter half of the 19th century to the present day. Instead of the traditional British system of an 

“oral” speech that would demonstrate a student’s retention of material and principles, Americans 

began to require a thesis, and the notion of orals changed: one no longer had to retain and 

regurgitate information. Instead, it was now important for a scholar to make an original, lasting 

contribution to her field through the written word. The modern-day research paper asks students 

once again to regurgitate information. Davis and Shadle argue for a modified return to an 

original contribution (at the undergraduate level) where students can honor research, yet interpret 

their findings in a way that is meaningful and educational to themselves. 

Davis and Shadle propose a series of alternatives to the traditional research paper to meet 

this new mandate: the research argument, the personal research paper, the research essay, and the 

mutligenre/medi/disciplinary/cultural research project. 

They frame the research argument this way:  

[T]he research argument constructs the academy as a site for informed 

conversation. Writers of the research argument seek to become experts, taking in 

the research they need to formulate and support an intelligent position. They are 

not, however, charged with ending dialogue and establishing set truth. Instead, 

their responsibility is to use research to inform debate and to position themselves 

as reasonable persuaders (emphasis mine). (428) 

They believe that the personal research paper should allow students to “research and 

inscribe a personal issue,” (429) where students create a mission or search that will take them 

through a series of reflexive questions in order to come to some truth about themselves and/or 

their situation. Ideally, the personal research paper leads to student investment in the process and 

the product. 

Their idea for the research essay centers upon that proposed by Paul Heilker in which the 

essay should “counter the ‘thesis/support form,’ which . . . [restricts] students’ development as 
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thinkers and writers . . .” in order to develop “multiple viewpoints, puts th[o]se viewpoints into 

dialogue with one another, and arrive at a provisional conclusion to be questioned in the 

dialectic’s next round, or a recasting of the question” (430).  

The multigenre/media/disciplinary/cultural research project is one in which students use a 

myriad of media to put together a project. They construct a research essay that incorporates 

nontraditional texts: movie posters, government documents, sound clips, film—and endless 

variety. The aim is for students to (1) construct meaning from their environment by using the 

elements of the same, and (2) to understand the interrelatedness of their environmental texts. 

As an alternate style, alternative research explorations allow students to construct their 

own meaning, much as Grammar B and collage/montage allow them to meaningfully place their 

words on the page: the student takes more time to consider the “why” of her writing, and by 

doing so she still fulfills the academy’s demands for academic inquiry. 

 

Representative Works 

 

 While background readings in alternate style are important to help compositionists 

understand those arguments that lie behind it, representative readings go a long way in 

illustrating exactly what the effects of collages or double-voiced discourses have on a text. 

In The Best American Nonrequired Reading 2002 (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin), Dave Eggers collects nontraditional writing that attempts to appeal to students’ desires 

for fun and play in writing. An unusually slim volume, Nonrequired is the first of its kind for the 

Best American series. Rather than treat a certain genre like short stories, poetry, or essays, 

Nonrequired pointedly does not fit any genre. It spans humorous pieces (”How to Jive with Your 

Teen” and “Local Hipster Overexplaining Why He Was at the Mall,” both from The Onion), to 

the serious (“Why McDonald’s Fries Taste So Good” from Esquire). 

The list of publications from which Eggers pulls selected pieces is as diverse as The New 

Yorker, Sports Illustrated, Esquire, American Humorist, Modern Humorist, Spin, Jane, The 

Atlantic Monthly, The New York Times Magazine, and The Village Voice, an impressive variety 

of sources that is a departure from the repeated tapping of The New Yorker and The Atlantic in 

the Best Essays and Best Short Stories series. 

Perhaps the greatest strength of this collection is that, although it is nonrequired, it is 

every bit as educational as a traditional volume of essays. It addresses concepts of masculinity 
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(“Journal of a New Cobra Recruit”), personal growth (“Stop That Girl”), and the politics of 

activism (“The Nice New Radicals”), showing that alternately styled texts are capable of 

seriousness and academic purpose.  

 While The Best American Nonrequired Reading can function as an example of alternate 

style for first year writers as well as advanced undergraduates, Michael Spooner’s and Kathleen 

Yancey’s essay (written under the pen name Myka Vielstimmig) “Petals on a Wet Black Bough: 

Textuality, Collaboration, and the New Essay” (Passions, Pedagogies, and 21st Century 

Technologies. Gail Hawisher and Cynthia Selfe, eds. Logan, UT: Utah SUP, 1999. 89-114) is 

perhaps more appropriate for senior-level and graduate students. Those unfamiliar with alternate 

style will initially find this piece difficult to read; nevertheless, the essay does address the 

concept of the “new essay” in the academy, one that is polyvocal and relies on a reader’s 

intuitiveness (and familiarity with multi-genre discourses) while reading. Beyond being a 

double-voiced narrative, their piece has, at times, four, five and six voices all speaking at once: 

the academic, the reflective, the poetic, the child and the cybernetic. 

This essay also highlights the ways in which collaboration and alternate style can 

intersect. The authors focus on the meaning that their dialogue (or trilogue, tetralogue, 

pentalogue, sestalogue) creates rather than privileging the actual ideas of the authors as separate 

entities (i.e., “I think this, but you think that”). Instead, the reader is left to judge for himself 

based on the collusion of the many voices speaking to him and to each other. 

Spooner and Yancey take a technological stance near the end of the essay when they 

contend that the idea of the college essay needs to be re-envisioned (Bridwell-Bowles also argues 

this point), not merely reinvented. Technologies like e-mail, synchronous (typed) 

communication, and hyperlinks can add dimensions to essays that were inconceivable only ten 

years ago. 

 Alternate style is also useful for the meta-analysis of personal style and personal writing 

practices. In “The Winston Weathers Writing Way: A Self-Examination” (Writers on Writing. 

Ed. Tom Waldrop. New York: Random House, 1985), Weathers examines his writing process 

using a side-by-side, double-voiced narrative. In the left column he offers meta-analysis of his 

prose using key terms and writing practices and defining them (for instance, “invention,” 

“outlines,” “writing instruments”).  Weathers examines here the practical and sometimes 

mechanical processes of writing. In the right column, he offers an assessment of his own writing 
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style, commenting on his choices or grammars, and irrational and rational authoring behavior 

(i.e., holding on to a piece too long, not being serious enough). 

Weathers’s audience is writers: those who take their work seriously enough to want to 

study their craft. The piece functions as a form of alternate style because of its use of double 

voice and graphical, and a columnated presentation. Weathers takes a practical topic (“how do I 

write/why do I write”) and presents it in a nontraditional mode in an effort to ask the reader to 

choose for himself the correct way to read the text (in effect, the reader, because he must read 

this text nontraditionally, should take away from the experience the tools he needs to look at his 

own writing nontraditionally).  

 

Critiques 

 

 Alternate style is not without its critics, however. Dorothy Margaret Guinn is highly 

critical of Grammar B’s ability to function as a literate, meaningful form of communication 

between writer and reader. In her conference address “Grammar A and Grammar B: Rhetorical 

Life and Death” (Rhetoric 78: Proceedings of Theory and Rhetoric: An Interdisciplinary 

Conference. 78. (1979): 101-15), Guinn, a colleague of Winston Weathers, challenges his 

position that Grammar B works as an effective way to communicate.  

Guinn finds Grammar B impractical and organically confusing. She believes that students 

can’t interpret texts written in alternate style—they miss or misunderstand the projected 

intent/meaning of the author and the texts are ultimately frustrating for the reader. Citing the 

early Greeks, Guinn relies on the “belief that we should choose the best means available to most 

effectively persuade an audience or elicit its agreement in any given case. . . . [;] the closer 

writers come to ‘speaking the language’ of their readers, the more likely they are to rouse them 

to action, or inculcate some moral and ethical values, or achieve whatever else might be the 

goal” (101). 

Guinn also dismisses the argument of alternate stylists, writing that they believe that  

. . . the real world is ambiguous, contradictory, fragmentary, chaotic. In the name 

of “honestly” representing such a world, they cast aside traditional forms such as 

logical causation, diachronic plot sequence, and conventionally ordered syntax 

because to them, such forms enforce a fallacious illusion of reality. 

Guinn judges their writing as “. . . a formless style, characterized generally by 
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synchronicity, discontinuity, and ambiguity, whose devices are distant enough from tradition so 

as to constitute a new grammar of style, Grammar B” (102). 

Her arguments against alternate style (or, more specifically, Grammar B) are these: it 

ignores that “effective communication is not a one-way street,” it confuses students, readers are 

“disoriented,” and “threatened,” and alternate style is “anti-social” (104-07). Alternate style also 

allows readers to, “if they impose meaning on the writer’s words at all, to compose discourse in 

Grammar B style according to their image, not the writer’s” (108). 

She bases her conclusions on a study of 46 students in a “General Semantics Class” who 

read 16 examples of Grammar A and Grammar B. Most students judged Grammar B more 

difficult to deal with. 

This essay is especially relevant to initial readings in alternate style because it does 

address the perceived inefficiency of alternate forms; however, it does ignore the aims of 

alternate style in its argument: alternate style is a liberating form for the author, not necessarily 

for the reader, and the study group is not as scientific as one would hope. Additionally, she 

narrowly defines discourse as something to “persuade an audience or to elicit agreement”; 

however, discourses are multiple. The appendix attached to the essay, however, does nicely 

illustrate alternate styles in conjunction with traditional styles. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Academic articles and critiques theorizing alternate style are rare. In order for alternate 

style to appear more on composition syllabi, these theories are necessary in order to 

contextualize and enable practice. Additionally, while the articles already extant do an 

outstanding job, compositionists need more pedagogical instruction in alternate style, not so 

much to concretize or standardize it, but to suggest approaches, forms, and ideas. Moreover, 

alternate style shares connections with issues in rhetoric and style, multimedia writing and 

hypertext, as well as popular culture and cultural studies—all areas where scholars have yet, with 

the exception of hypertext, to do substantial work connecting the two. 

Alternate style’s relationship to the university and academic writing is also under-argued. 

If the academy is to recognize the value that alternate style has in helping to shape students’ 

arguments and literacies, compositionists need to construct more books like Bizzell’s and Fox’s 

AltDis and Selfe’s and Hawisher’s Passions, Pedagogies, and 21
st
 Century Technologies. 
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Additionally, there are relatively few essays and articles that deal with alternate style’s 

relationship to emerging technologies, multimedia composition (or new media), and hypertext 

theory. Winston Weathers’s An Alternate Style was last printed in 1980, and since then there 

have been no revisions of the text to include technological progress that would augment alternate 

style. Alternate stylists need to do more work with alternate style’s intersections with technology 

and multimedia composition. 

That scholars still study and write about alternate style is encouraging.  We have much to 

do, however, in advancing its use. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

HEARING VOICES: MINE, YOURS, OTHERS 

 

 

 

You may have heard one of your instructors tell you that a certain piece of your writing 

had a “good voice,” or a “distinct voice,” or a “conversational tone,” or any one of a number of 

expressions. Voice, style, tone, affect, effect—it’s a long list. As a term in composition, voice 

has a long history. So, what is it (exactly), and more importantly, how do you get it? 

To begin, you have to start writing, which seems obvious. And it doesn’t necessarily 

matter what you write, either. There’s voice in almost every type of writing. Take, for instance, 

what I’m writing now. I’m conscious of the voice I’m using to address you, a student in a 

composition classroom. I’m trying to have a conversation with you (admittedly, it’s a bit one-

sided). I’m trying not to scare you off or intimidate you. I want you to read whatever it is I end 

up with so that you say to yourself, “Damn. I understand this.” 

This might be more easily said than done, but it’s what I’m getting at, in any case. 

So, again, what is it? There are quite a few different interpretations of voice. While not 

everyone will agree with the definitions that I give below, there’s enough agreement among 

composition instructors to make them worth considering. And remember:  this is only a short list. 

We can break voice down into smaller and smaller parts (for more on this notion, see the last 

section below, “other voices”). 

 

 

Some Working Definitions 

 

Authentic voice:  In a nutshell, authentic voice is the voice that you, as the writer, 

innately have; that is, authentic voice is the one that you own that is distinctly yours:  no other 

writer has it, and no other writer can reproduce it—exactly. Think in terms of fingerprints. You 

have a unique set that no one else has or will have. Apply that principle to your writing:  

someone can read whatever it is you have written and know (maybe not immediately, but with a 

closer look) that you are the person who wrote it based on your voiceprint.   
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Academic voice:  academic voice is trickier. Generally, academic voice is the voice we 

use in the university and in the professions. It adheres to what’s called Standard Written English 

(SWE for short). SWE includes areas like “proper” or “formal” grammar, mechanics, standard 

punctuation, and appropriate degrees of slang and non-standard language usage. Consider 

questions like the following: should you end a sentence with a preposition? What’s the impact or 

consequence of using second-person (“you”)? What about slang terms? Faulty or elaborate 

sentence parallelism? It’s usually not a good idea, when writing formally, to break away from 

SWE. 

Personal (private) voice:  personal voice reminds me of journals or diaries. It’s the voice 

you’re most comfortable with, and possibly one that you write when you’re sure no one else will 

see it. The personal voice makes me vulnerable and shows my insecurities. For me, it’s different 

from authentic voice because the personal voice isn’t a public one like authentic is. When I write 

personally, I know that I can tell myself the absolute truth, and then throw it away because no 

one will ever see it. And that brings us to . . .  

Public voice:  your public voice is the one that you let everyone hear. It could be how 

you write some college papers, when you give a speech, or even when you’re sharing your 

writing with only one other person. Drafts of papers that you workshop in class are a good 

example because they’re the ones that you directly aim to an audience (or peers, the teacher, your 

friends). I think of it as if I were speaking out loud—whenever there is someone to hear me, I 

feel as if I’m in the public realm. 

Other voices:  sub-categories can include voices of power and authority, such as an 

oppressor and the oppressed, minority and women’s voices such as gay/lesbian, African-

American, immigrant (these voices are related to voices of power, too), children’s voices, voices 

of spirituality, voices of the mass media/nation-groups, and the postmodern “global” voice that 

makes cultures and values collide. 

 

Situations 

 

You have to write a research paper. You have to compile data for an experiment you 

completed in last week’s chemistry lab. You have to ask Mom for more money. How will you 

write each of these, and what is it that helps you decide? Well, whenever I want to figure out the 

voice I should use, two issues immediately jump to mind:  audience and rhetorical sensitivity 
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(and all that rhetorical sensitivity really means is context). For this essay, you, a composition 

student, probably a freshman, are my audience. I imagine that you’re probably 18 or 19, that you 

were admitted into college and that you’re no slouch. I also envision that you’re probably tired of 

reading dry essays (I am too), and you want something a little more engaging, a little more 

conversational—something that doesn’t demean your intelligence. 

When you chose one form of writing over another and consider how reader and writer 

and subject and text interact, you’re considering the rhetorical situation. 

You consider the rhetorical situation every time you write. You choose one form of 

writing over another and consider how context shapes what you have to say. 

My rhetorical situation is this:  I have to look at the assignment my editor has given me 

(write an essay that addresses the issue of voice in composition for students like those I teach), 

consider what I want to accomplish (to give my audience a quick overview of what voice is, 

ways to develop it, and times when different voices are appropriate), and choose the best way to 

address the all ready envisioned audience (straightforward language, questions to engage you in 

order to make you grapple with the text and issues, respect for whoever reads this).   

How am I doing? 

 

Some Examples 

 

Definitions are good, but examples are better. Look at the list of writing tasks and types 

below, and think about what sort of voice you would use in writing to the audience who would 

read each text. In your head, assign each one a level of formality, where 10 is completely formal 

and 0 is the most informal. Add your own tasks at the end of the list. 

1. A letter to your parents asking for more money 

2. A scientific research project where details are important 

3. A paper for this composition class 

4. An e-mail to an old friend 

5. A letter to an aunt whom you rarely see 

6. An instant message conversation 

7. A memo to yourself 

8. An entry in your diary/journal 

9. A general news article 
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10. A newspaper sports article 

11. Ad copy for a radio advertisement 

12. Advertisement for perfume in a woman’s magazine 

13.    

14.    

15.    

Perhaps all you can really say for each task is “formal, informal, very formal, very 

informal, in-between,” and the exercise doesn’t really get you anywhere—yet. Still, you all ready 

knew without having to think for most of these writing tasks which number or term you would 

pick. But now the question to ask yourself is, “what is it that makes these writing situations and 

genres, or types, of writing formal or informal or personal or public?” 

Let’s examine a few of these examples in a little more detail, starting with number four:  

an e-mail to an old friend. For the sake of argument, let’s assume that the person you choose to 

write to is your best friend (or a good friend) who does not attend the same school you do. How 

are you going to address her? Take a sheet of paper and jot down a few of last week’s 

experiences that you want to tell your friend about. Is there a person or situation who is really 

irritating you (say, a few too many parking tickets or terrible food in the cafeteria)? The first frat 

party you went to—what happened? What time did you get home last night? New love interests? 

On a separate sheet, go ahead and write the letter with your friend as the audience. Set it aside—

we’ll refer to it in a little bit. 

Now, take a look at number five:  the aunt whom you rarely see. What would happen if 

you photocopied the letter to her? There’s a big difference here. You might not want to be so 

loose with the details with your aunt (then again, who knows—maybe she’s the liberal one in the 

family). For perspective, take yet another sheet of paper and write a letter to your aunt that uses 

all of the same details that you gave to your friend. Don’t lie, but think about creative slants that 

may allow you to bend the truth a little. When you’re done, think about the ways the actual 

language that you used changed.   

For ideas, consider two these excerpted examples of voice writing that my students have 

done.   

Talking to her friend, a writer says: 
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. . . Living in a dorm is a totally different thing than living at home. I like the fact 

that I’m on my own, and doing stuff for myself instead of depending on everyone 

else to do stuff for me. . . .Parties are everywhere, and everyone is invited. Not just 

the so-called “cool” people. There’s at least one on our floor every night. I like how 

you can go dressed in pajamas if you want to class, or whatever else you want to 

wear. Anything goes basically, and I like that.  

Talking to her grandmother, she changes her voice to: 

I like living in the dorm too. I’m glad I’m rooming with a friend because I’ve had 

someone to hang out with the whole time 

Writing to a friend who went into the Air Force, the writer says: 

As for college, I’ve been having a heck of a time trying to figure this place out, I 

have pretty much mapped out the entire city in my head by now. (I’ve been 

spending a lot of time this week going out of my way to explore) Classes are ok, 

most of them easy, but my English class seems as if it’s going to be a lot of work. 

Sharing with his mom, he says: 

As for college, I think I have the city pretty well known by now… I have spent 

several hours this week just driving around exploring. Classes are easy, except for 

English, that is a tough class. Well correction, the content is easy, but it is time 

consuming. 

 

Finding Your Own Voice 

 

You have your own voice. You’ve been developing it all of your life through the writing 

that you do. Chances are, the development has been unconscious. I’ll bet that, from time to time, 

you’ve written something that you think is excellent—and you say to yourself, “I’ll have to 

remember that.” Maybe voice is a technique: when you write something you know works, you 

file it away somewhere in your mind, and you refer to it later when writing in the same manner 

seems appropriate or effective.   

Now, if you have a good many techniques filed away, how do you know when (or if) to 

use them? That is, if it’s not in sight, how do you find it? More importantly, once you find it, 

what do you do with it? 
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While the examples above are useful for illustrating to us the different ways to use 

language when we write in different situations, chances are that one of the examples is more 

closely associated with the way you really write than are the others—and I’m willing to bet that 

it’s the letter to an old friend.   

Think of voice as if it were a suit of clothes. You have your fancy dress pants, long-

sleeved dress shirt, tie, and jacket (sometimes a tie-clip or cuff-links). Or, maybe it’s a matched / 

two piece suit—whatever the case, these are your formal clothes. They might be a little 

uncomfortable for you to wear, but they present a nice, clean image, a formal voice—but these 

aren’t the clothes that you would wear everyday. Perhaps you’re more comfortable in a pair of 

blue jeans or sweat pants or shorts and a tee shirt. Maybe a polo shirt and khakis. This style 

seems more natural to you. You’re more at-ease with this form of dress because it’s more “you.” 

I like to think of my own voice being something like the polo shirt and khakis—not too formal, 

but not slouchy, either. 

Your own voice is a great one—it’s your essence. But, I’ll level with you. There will be 

times when you will have to assume the formal voice of an academic paper whether you want to 

or not. And, in fact, there will be times when you’ll choose to want to, because there is power 

involved in gaining the ability to choose how you appear to others (readers). There are other 

times when you’ll be able to play around more freely, especially in creative writing where 

pushing the boundaries of voice is valued. And, of course, there’s always e-mail and journaling. 

But, your voice has a place in each of these forms of writing. To become more fluent in adapting 

your voice (to the rhetorical situation) however, you need to know yourself. 

And there’s an added benefit to being yourself:  you might actually begin to enjoy 

writing. I look at it from a rather conservative standpoint. Every payday I deposit $100 into my 

savings account from my paycheck. Sure, I’d rather spend it on something frivolous, but I’m 

disciplined enough to know what’s good for me (and that’s savings, i.e., writing). Every few 

months or so, I check my balance, and it gets bigger and bigger—and I’m happier and happier 

with myself. The more I save, the easier it is to save, and the larger my account gets. I’m proud 

that something I worked on so hard is developing so nicely. I like seeing the results, and it 

motivates me to keep working. And writing. 
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Be Yourself 

 

Here’s a story. I had a student, Doug (not his real name, of course) in one of my summer 

classes. He was a tremendously bright and intuitive guy. But, whenever he wrote a paper, he 

tried to make it sound overly academic. I’m including a sample below.   

Although the interracial mix continues to improve by generation progression, 

elements of discrimination still exist between ethnicities in America. Many 

Americans view racism as an inability for whites and blacks to interact and the 

solution varies directly with the social impediment. . . . Throughout childhood and 

school we have been taught antiracial values, but without reinforcement, how will 

we interact when we are free?   

What do you hear? And,    

In the theory of interracial interactions we are taught the diversity between races is 

the beneficial difference. . . . Stereotypes are a natural response in the situation of 

an unknown, but the willingness to allow the person to defend themselves against 

the accusations differentiates the usage or racial discrimination.  

I hear this writer trying to ratchet up his level of discourse to talk to me on (what he 

assumed were) my terms. He misused words frequently. He tried to write overly complicated, 

lengthy sentences. He tried to imitate a style that wasn’t uniquely his. 

And that’s the point:  the voice wasn’t his. Although with time and practice, a more 

formal voice is certainly within his grasp. 

So, how do you find your voice? I’ll repeat myself: the first thing you need to do is write. 

I don’t care what it is. Drafts for your instructor, letters home to friends, e-mails, instant 

messaging, personal journals. Voice is like a muscle—the more you use it, the stronger it 

becomes. The stronger it becomes, the more visible it is.   

Eventually, Doug and I had a long conversation about the voice he was using, and we 

determined that he was more worried about me thinking that he was stupid than anything else. 

He obviously wasn’t—he was just wearing the wrong set of clothes. 

 

When to Use Your Own Voice 

 

Like I said, there are times when you’ll have to write a paper that seems bland and dry. 

That’s life. Other times you’ll be free to do as you please. I maintain, though, that in every 
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situation you can incorporate elements of our own voice, traces, hints, a fingerprint, or two. It’s 

obvious how you can use your own voice in personal writing and in letters to friends—you write 

like you speak, as if (like we are here) having a conversation. But in areas like academic and 

public writing, you might not be certain what parts of your voice are appropriate to include.   

I think that what you’re reading here fulfills an academic need. I’m giving you an 

overview that will hopefully help improve your writing skills. I could have used a ton of sources, 

written in precise, analytical terms, and in general been much more formal than I’m being. 

Instead, I’ve incorporated personal stories, examples of student work (which, when you think 

about it, is a source), and I’ve tried to talk in a straightforward manner. Hopefully, my natural 

voice is coming through to you. Of course, some instructors frown upon using the first-person 

and personal examples in formal papers. In those cases, there’s not much that you can do—

except use this writing time to hone your skills, to add techniques to your toolkit, style to your 

closet, range to your voice. In any event, you have a lot more leeway in academic writing than 

you think, and the trend lately is for a more relaxed style in articles that deal with subjects in the 

humanities. 

 

Last Thoughts 

 

At first, I typed, “don’t worry about your writing.” I had to delete it, though, because you 

should worry about your writing. What I meant to type was “don’t fret about your writing.” 

Improve by doing, and do often. Think about the ways you write, the voices you use, your 

audience, your rhetorical situation, and the writing clothes that you want to wear. And 

remember: you have many outfits and many options. Your writing matters because you leave 

traces of yourself behind for your readers. Let them hear your voiceprint lingering in the 

background of your work. Chances are, you’ll delight your audiences with who you are. Make 

them come back for more. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

REASONABLE RELATIONSHIPS:  

GAY TEACHERS AND STRAIGHT CLASSROOMS 

 

 

 

Mainly, this discussion is for gay teachers. But I think it’s useful for heterosexual ones as 

well. With that in mind, I’ve certainly overexplained some notions to my gay audience, and for 

that, I beg your pardon. But, for the straight ones among us, I think it’s important to have a little 

context. 

My experience as a teacher is incomplete; I think most of our experiences as teachers are 

incomplete, too, and that’s what I like most about my job—it won’t really be finished until I 

retire (and even then . . .). That said, I can only relate in the following essay those situations 

which I’ve experienced myself. I haven’t had a student of the same sex hit on me, and I haven’t 

had one try to beat me to death; it may happen someday, or it may not, and I’m prepared for it. I 

can’t speak with any authority on these matters, and I won’t. All I can tell you is what I know, in 

the hope that it alleviates any fears, and, most hopefully of all, encourages you as a gay teacher. 

It’s easier than you might think. 

 

Who Am I? 

 

It’s interesting to write publicly about a seemingly private part of my life. Sometimes I 

think, “No one would be interested in a straight teacher writing about what it’s like to be 

straight.” Then I think, “Well, I am a minority, after all.” And I am—but much of the time I 

don’t feel like it—I can hide my homosexuality, if I choose. Or, I can use it to manipulate 

situations (e.g., when I’m teaching). I view minorities as less powerful, or powerless, even, and 

that’s not something I’ve ever considered myself to be. 

I grew up in a village in northern Ohio, five miles from Oberlin (home of Oberlin 

College) and outside of Cleveland. The closed-mindedness of small-town life juxtaposed with 

the far-left liberality of one of this country’s finest performing arts colleges created an interesting 
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duality. Being so near Oberlin, I didn’t find it difficult to embrace my sexuality—I knew I was 

gay and I was often involved in gay society. I had few coming-out issues. 

When I left for college in Florida, I chose Flagler College in St. Augustine. I’ll admit that 

I didn’t do my homework, and northeastern Florida is Republican, Old South style. Even at my 

college (which was roughly the size of my hometown, 1800 people), the close-mindedness of the 

administration about matters of diversity was an interesting opposition. For the first time, I had 

to be a little more careful about the way I presented myself to others. And, for the first time, I 

encountered masculinity like I had never seen:  guarded and macho. Oberlin this was not. 

In a sense, I was forced to “do the gay thing” backwards. After being open for so long, 

being closed was a more difficult problem for me to deal with. But, I made it, and I eventually 

came out of the closet again. And now, here I am teaching at a burgeoning research one 

university in one of the most liberal counties in Florida. The process starts all over again, and 

this time I’m not sure if it’s in reverse or not. Out of the closet, once again. 

 

Dave’s Response 

 

I am on the fence about you. On one side, you have helped me to realize a talent that I 

never knew I had. Through a year of hard work, and revision, you gave me a boost that is still 

providing me with momentum in this English Major. You are an editor, advisor, and friend. On 

the flip side however, I don’t think I will ever be rid of these damn journal reflections. 

After my first week of classes as a freshman last year, a friend asked me how I was 

getting along. I bitched about the homework load, explained my concern with the use of 

computers in the class, and bemoaned the price of textbooks. One thing stands out about my first 

week of school, more boldly than my first keg stand. I was waiting outside of my English class on 

the first day with what I thought was another student. You buried that assumption when you 

guessed my name out of nowhere like a magician, as you would do to many of my ideas and 

opinions. You provided plenty of room to move about in, but made us defend our every position. I 

set my expectation for you high after that; more than just a course syllabus and class calendar, 

but the attention, guidance, and responsibility that a freshman needs. Your hard ass attitude that 

I met in the next few class meetings didn’t intimidate me, but from day one made me want to 

impress you.  
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I had speculations about you being gay as anyone would about, especially after seeing 

you in the mall with another guy, but I was still caught off guard on judgment day. When Dee, 

with her homosexual experiences, made her arguments, and you comforted her loud enough for 

us all to here, I was still unable to keep my breath from being cut short. On the day we debated 

about language, race, sexual orientation prejudice, almost every argument I made attempting to 

defend my position on the awkwardness of gays in society was rammed, head on with a counter 

argument that crushed mine. Thinking about it today, I’m almost glad that my assumptions were 

not confirmed until my arguments were put to rest. I realize that it isn’t fair, but I think that I 

would have not put as much faith in you as I was able to after I better understood you. I was 

blind to the perspective that minorities experience, and for the most part I still cannot claim to 

understand. At least now I have more of an open mind. You hadn’t allowed me to keep any 

secrets in my writing, and at first I felt slightly betrayed somehow. I filtered my writings in my 

literature journal about the gay character trying not to let my politically incorrect attitude show 

through for the next two weeks. I don’t have a great “awakening” story that should fit here. All I 

can really say is fuck it. I don’t care if you are gay. I’m not scared of you, and if nothing else, it’s 

forced my eyes open wider about a lot of issues, a view that will help my writing. 

I laugh when I hear people say that they don’t see skin color or care at all about two 

guys holding hands. Of course they care, it’s impossible not to notice. A more honest statement 

would be that I don’t let these petty differences bother me. What difference does it make what 

pictures you have in your cubicle, or who you go to the mall with? The difference comes about 

when you were able to convince an already tainted opinion to view society in a new perspective; 

when you coached an amateur who’s never written anything worth reading, into a writer who’s 

proud of his work. Thank you for your inspiration. 

 

A Story 

 

The first class that I ever taught was an homogenous group: white, middle class, unaware. 

Now, I do love my students, but I love them enough to realize also that they are sometimes 

extremely sheltered. Among the white students I taught, I also encountered four minority 

students (three African-American females and one Hispanic female). I like to make my students 

think about social issues. I think that confronting students with uncomfortable subjects can spark 

passionate writing, and if I have one complaint about student writing, it’s that it’s done merely to 
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fulfill the assignment or to give “the teacher what he wants.” By challenging them to respond to 

dicey and political issues, I usually end up with heated conversations. One day I planned a 

discussion on race where I posed the question, “Does American society still racially 

discriminate?” The conversation was heated, but disappointing. 

My white students insisted that discrimination was no more—and they moaned bitterly 

about “reverse-discrimination.” They complained about being passed over for scholarships, 

denied admission to universities where the infamous “they” had to fill quotas, and the taking 

away of their fair chance in life, all for the sake of Affirmative Action. They contended that 

Affirmative Action should not exist because racism and discrimination are no longer practiced in 

this country. 

My majority students were selfish and nearsighted, and I can say this because I care about 

their future.  

My minority students were uneasy, and I, this bland and white teacher who facilitated this 

discussion would, of course, side with the majority (though I don’t and didn’t, of course). I 

decided the next day to tell them that I am gay, maybe to prove that I know what discrimination 

is. Or, maybe to try to connect with my non-white students. Or, maybe to get it out in the open. 

I’d never hidden it before—why start now? 

So, the next class session, I posed this question:  “If your best friend told you that he or 

she was gay, what would you do?” 

“I’d still love him, but he would have to change.” 

“He’d still be my friend, but he better not hit on me.” 

“What’s the big deal? So she’s gay.” 

“My best friend would never be gay—he just wouldn’t.” 

“That’s just disgusting.” 

One student said, “Well, I’d have a talk with him and try to get them to change.” Another 

said, “It’s a choice anyway. They’re probably only doing it for attention.” And yet another 

student said, “They should be careful about AIDS. Gay people are really promiscuous.” 

Though I wasn’t surprised, it still hurt me, as comments like these regularly do. I asked 

them, “What if a gay person were in this room right now listening to this conversation? How do 

you think he or she would feel?”   

A very religious student said, “I’d still say the same things. It’s all true.” 
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I relented. “Well, I’m gay. I don’t have AIDS. I’m not promiscuous and I’ve been in a 

relationship for three years.” Then I left the room. I watched the door from my office, and they 

stayed in there a good five minutes. Later, one of my students told me that what they said wasn’t 

kind.  

Ideally, I had hoped that my coming out to my students would prompt and promote better 

writing. I’ve always believed that controversy sparks imagination and argument, especially in a 

composition classroom; however, what I found was the opposite of what I expected. Many of my 

students lead privileged lives—their attendance in college is partly proof of this—and when 

“difference” confronts them, they usually aren’t happy to be removed from their comfortable 

positions. My sexual orientation made several of my students uncomfortable, and I can’t blame 

them, really. I think they were used to pushing the issue aside. After all, they have to look and 

speak at me. There’s no ignoring the teacher. 

The next class, my religious student wanted to show me the way to God and redemption 

from my sinful life. Another told me that he didn’t want to have one-on-one conferences with me 

anymore. One student refused to look at me.  

And one student told me “Thank you.” 

 

Reasons to Keep It to Yourself 

 

You’re a gay teacher. These are three reasons why you shouldn’t come out to your 

students: 

1. Some students will become incredibly uncomfortable—especially ones who are the 

same sex as you are. You may loose class cohesion and community. 

2. A student or two, beyond being initially uncomfortable, may withdraw and distance 

himself—then he performs poorly for the rest of the semester. 

3. A few students may approach you in order to ask how they can help make you 

straight. Result:  you become uncomfortable and withdraw. 

And four, though I didn’t list it:  some students will seek you out for advice about their 

own sexuality. Depending on your comfort level with this situation, this might be a positive or a 

negative.  
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Which route do you choose? Obviously, that depends on you and what you value in a 

classroom. I have some gay colleagues who feel that their sexuality isn’t relevant to the subjects 

that they teach—and that’s fair. It’s no one’s business but your own.  

Let me wax philosophical for a moment: I’ve had students dislike me. They dislike me 

because of the grades that they earn. They dislike me because I won’t accept their late work. 

They dislike me because I tell them to rewrite their papers entirely. I can deal with these 

situations. 

It’s when a student dislikes (or even hates) me because I’m me that I can’t deal with, and 

this is both painful and disheartening. 

 

Reasons to Share 

 

You’re a gay teacher. These are the three reasons why you should come out to your 

students: 

1. I think that it makes a better learning environment. Diversity challenges students’ 

ideas of what they know and what they assume they know about others. It’s good to 

bring students out of their comfort zones—and perhaps some of the best learning 

comes from situations like these. 

2. You will have gay and lesbian students. If you have any discussions about social 

problems, eventually students bring up homosexuality, and they often joke and make 

ill-considered remarks—not that your students want to intentionally be offensive, but 

we all like a good joke. Jibes like these destabilize a classroom community, often 

putting your gay students (and oftentimes other minorities) on opposing sides. 

Coming out to your students sets the tone, and it implicitly tells them that your 

classroom isn’t receptive to distasteful comments. 

3. Who knows? You might change a few minds. 

Of course, you can teach writing to your students without any declaration of your 

sexuality, and, when I think about it, most teachers remain mute on the subject. Naturally, our 

straight colleagues don’t make it a point to tell their classes that they are straight. We live in a 

culture that assumes heterosexuality. This is an area where I think we are advantaged as 

compositionists.  
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I believe that college is a whole-life experience:  students are here to broaden their minds. 

One paper that I regularly assign is a “position shift” where students take an experience in which 

they felt strongly in one way, and then reversed their situation completely (or very nearly 

completely). This is an opportunity to use your sexuality as a springboard for student 

inventiveness and introspection, two achingly necessary elements in writing. I’m not suggesting 

that you whore yourself for the sake of intellectual stimulation, but, if you’re comfortable, 

there’s mileage to be had in it. 

 

Dee’s Response 

 

When I first saw Jay walk in the room, I knew he was gay. It was the hot topic the whole 

semester. Everyone watched him with a hawk’s eye making sure to notice the way he dressed, 

walked, acted, and noticed the picture in his office of a man or maybe that was just me. One 

night several peers and I sat down to a meeting with Jay and he received a call. Everyone began 

to whisper about how it was his boyfriend and how they had seen him somewhere with a guy 

outside of school. It even fueled the fire when he said I love you to the mystery caller who was 

waiting home for him. While others cringed, I secretly said my awww’s and smiled. I must admit 

I was caught up in the gossip too but only because if I took up for him I would have been the only 

one. 

I was taught that growing up being gay was wrong, that was until I figured out it is not 

about who you love but the fact you love them. I found Jay to be a very interesting person before 

he ever officially “came out.” Even when he did, I did not let my ideologies affect how I saw him. 

It wasn’t surprising, after all I knew it the whole time but rather I found it encouraging. I can 

identify with the realities of being gay and how hard it is to live today’s society. That semester in 

his class, my outlook about gay people changed and not because of my own experience, but 

because I still realized my own prejudices against gay people. Jay’s assignment—about what we 

would do if our best friend was gay and the class discussion—made me realize things I hadn’t 

thought about. I never thought about anyone being born gay (a topic we discussed), and thought 

it was something that was not possible until he brought it up, even though he talked about gay 

dogs and not humans. Also that day in class I “came out” to my class mates also. It was difficult, 

but it also opened my eyes in many ways about being happy with who I am. After this discussion 

and some soul searching, I then began to ask myself why from the beginning of the semester I 
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made an assumption he was gay. Also, I thought about what it must be like to go about every day 

surrounded by people who are overwhelming disapproving of the gay lifestyle, something I had 

not yet experienced being “in the closet.” That day in class I respected him even more than I had 

before because he was gay, he was a good teacher, and he managed to survive the lion’s den 

known as our classroom (my peers were quite close minded). 

As far as my impression of Jay, even though I “knew” he was gay, I made a mistake of 

judging him. He could have just been really neat and sometimes in touch with his feminine side. I 

respected his way of teaching (when it benefited me of course) and also I think highly of him. He 

is no longer an old teacher but a friend. His sexuality is not relevant and he is no less than of 

man because of his sexual preference. He inspired me as a teacher and his sexual orientation is 

not important because it is just a small aspect of who he is. After all, he is not really gay, he is 

Jay, and he is really happy. 

 

Relating to Your Gay Students 

 

Some of your gay students will be perfectly secure and happy with their sexuality, and 

this is so much the better for them. On the other hand, some of your gay students are going to 

look to you for advice and support while they struggle with their own identity issues. Some of 

them may have come from a background like mine—being gay has never been an issue for them, 

and hopefully it never will be. Likewise, some students will come from rural-centered lives into 

the new and often startling liberality of university life. They’ll want to break free and scream 

their identity from the tops of the dorms. It takes all kinds, and for that I am thankful. 

Whether you’re the kind of teacher who wants to assume the burden of counseling your 

students or not is, of course, up to you. You may feel that you owe it to your students to listen to 

their coming-out issues and anxieties. You might send them by way of the GLBT student union 

(if your university has one—my college didn’t and actually squashed several plans to form one). 

Or, you might not want to be involved in any way, and this last option is probably the safest. But, 

I’m the kind of teacher who wants to listen to the problems that my gay students face, and so all I 

can tell you is what I do. 

I’ve had male students come to my not-so-private cubicle and cry. They tell me how hard 

it is to be gay—their parents will disown them, they are certain (and this has happened and will 

probably happen again, to countless other gay young adults). I hear stories of banishment and the 
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cutting off of college money. Romantic flings that they have interpreted as love and that the 

other party has interpreted as a one-night stand. It’s all very heart-rending, and sometimes I tear 

up, too. But, what do I tell them beyond a pat on the back and a promise that life will improve, 

that they need to “hang in there?” 

I’m honest. “I know. I’ve been there, too. You’re entering a whole new level of 

disappointment—you’ll be disappointed with your friends (and disgusted with your ex-friends), 

your family, others in the gay community. You’ll enter a new world that absolutely hates you for 

nothing else than the simple fact that you are you. It’s a new kind of hurt, and it takes some 

getting used to. You’ll tell the world to fuck off, and it won’t. And so, you’ll deal with it. You’ll 

cry often, and that’s the only way you’ll get through it. But you will, of course, get through it, of 

that I am certain. But never stop talking about it, and don’t close yourself off. Too many students 

like you do, and the results are psychologically damaging, and sometimes life-threatening. 

Believe me that it only hurts for a while, and afterwards, you’ll wonder why you were ever so 

upset in the first place. And I’ll listen, for whatever that’s worth.” 

Usually, I get a nod and a smile, and it feels good to know that I’ve helped a little. And 

I’ll admit that this sort of scenario crosses many, many borders (privacy, student-teacher 

professionalism, hearing stories you either don’t want to hear or are too pained to remember). 

But I do, and I stress this, I do point out to my students who need a shoulder to cry on that 

although I’ll listen and offer advice if they want it, that these conversations are an entirely 

different issue than our composition classroom. To give them credit, however, they know this, 

and are a little put off when you actually verbalize the division. All in all, it’s never been a 

problem for me, and it probably won’t be for you, either. 

Yet, as I’ve said, however you choose to handle the situation is up to you. But remember 

this:  the highest suicide rates for teenagers and young adults are among homosexuals. I could no 

longer be a teacher (or a human) if I could have helped but didn’t.  

 

Relating to Your Male Students 

 

If I want to be honest (and I do), a gay teacher, female or male, will face more resistance, 

hostility, and uncooperativeness from male students. Our culture asks that young men nurture 

their manliness. Guys don’t cry and they certainly (and naturally) love women. It’s a culture of 

almost hypermasculinity, and I see it every day with more than a few of my male students. Add 
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this pressure to be “a man” to an often hostile or unfamiliar college environment, a predatory or 

unhealthy desire for sex and scoring, and then the posing that goes on becomes unpleasant and 

sometimes dangerous. 

The student who told me that he believed all gay people who have AIDS should be jailed 

or put to death was certainly a shock to me. Vehemence this violent and unstable challenges all 

teachers. Students don’t use the N-word, but they certainly love fag, homo and queer (and of 

course, many others that I won’t relate in mixed-company)—and they’ll use them with frequency 

in a classroom.  

What do you say to these usually male students? My course policy sheet contains a 

statement on civility that expressly addresses this type of language and intimidation—I won’t 

tolerate it, and if a student crosses the line, out he goes. And it also sends a message to my gay 

students—my classroom is a safe zone. 

But what, in actuality, do I do when a recalcitrant or hostile male student confronts or 

challenges me based on my sexuality? The answer is: not much. Thankfully, I’ve never been 

called to task publicly. If I were, I’m sure I would invoke my civility clause. I’ll let a case speak 

for itself. 

After I told my first class that I was gay, and a male student approached me afterwards 

and insisted that he didn’t want to conference with me in private, I simply told him “too bad—

you will.” I pointed out to him that, in fact, he and I were standing alone in the hallway at this 

moment, and he was the one who sought a private encounter. I told him that I was offended by 

his remark. I told him that he would encounter many, many more gay people in his lifetime, 

indeed, that he knows other gay people right now, and that he had better get used to it. I said, 

“you will come to class, you will conference with me, you will do your work, and you will 

personally deal with this situation in whatever way you like, so long as you remain a member of 

this classroom. My being gay doesn’t disqualify me from being a composition teacher, and my 

being gay doesn’t disqualify you from being a student.” 

I had planned out such a response in my mind, anticipating that a situation like this would 

eventually arise. I played the hypermasculine card myself. It’s an aggressive, forceful, male 

response. And it worked.  
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As much as your male students put on a show, they respect the authority that a teacher 

has, and I find that this overrides any serious problems. When they’re reassured that it’s a 

professional environment, they’re fine. 

 

Manda’s Response 

 

Oi—the pressure of actually writing down my reaction to someone’s sexuality. In all 

honesty, I knew before the rest of the class—and didn’t particularly care. Jay seemed to be a 

pretty cool teacher—kind of scary for the younger students, but alright for us geezers over 21. 

Two thoughts came to mind when Jay’s former student told me he was gay . . . “Figures (the best 

guys are gay, right?)” and “I hope the guys in the class don’t offend him too much.” 

But I figured he knew what he was doing, in any case. As for the offensive language, you 

know what they say—“Sticks and stones . . .”  I never thought the softies in the class would 

physically attack him or anything, but sometimes those verbal attacks hurt more than physical 

ones. 

So what did happen? When the reading assignment and online response came due for an 

article about a lesbian, so many people in the class made all sorts of inappropriate jokes and too 

many crude statements—I’m straight and I was offended by most of those statements, so I can 

only imagine how Jay felt—or even worse, if someone else in the class was gay and wasn’t 

prepared for those awful things. 

Of course Jay read the online responses before the discussion so he’d know the spectrum 

of attitudes within the class. One guy really whaled on gay people in general, voicing every 

prejudice and stereotype known to modern society. He conveniently forgot his position when we 

started the class discussion. One girl said to me after class, “He (the trash-talking amnesiac) 

didn’t even know what was coming—everyone in the class just attacked him.” I just raised my 

eyebrows at her and struggled not to say “With good reason.” To tell the truth, I was pissed that 

he even showed his face after saying such awful things—even in what he thought was an all-

hetero setting. I’m the kind of person to watch everything I say and I don’t entirely understand 

people that don’t. It’s like they have a screw loose or something. 

In any case, Jay handled the situation well. He and I share a philosophy on college—part 

of the college experience should be about learning more about the world around you—and the 

people in it. One of the most effective ways to force someone to open his eyes is to startle him by 
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providing an example he can relate to. That’s all Jay did. He startled the class out of its 

stereotypes using himself as the example. And for some of them, let me tell you, it’s about damn 

time they were startled!   

While some of us got our money’s worth out of the class for the improvement in our 

writing skills, almost all of us got something extra from the discussion that day. I suppose some 

of them didn’t learn anything at all, but it wasn’t for a lack of opportunity. Jay used every 

resource available, including his personal life, to make sure that everyone had something to take 

from that class. Talk about dedication to teaching. 

Maybe part of my attitude about Jay’s preference stems from my political views, maybe 

from how my gay friends in high school treated me—I’d like to think that my attitude toward him 

comes from getting to know him. I found Jay to be a devoted instructor, an excellent 

conversationalist, and an all-round groovy person—outside of class and class-related 

discussions, he treated me like an equal. That’s more than I could ever ask of anyone. 

As for all of the marginalization stuff he wrote about . .   hmmm . . .  That’s a discussion 

he and I will have to have another day. I guess I’m just one of those hated, close-minded, 

Republicans (Old South Style, no less) from the north Florida area. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

 

Hopefully, life gets better. Being gay can be political, and as politicians, we run our 

classrooms hands-on or hands-off.   I can only tell you what works for me, and thankfully, it all 

has worked for me. I’m comfortable letting my students know that I’m gay, and I usually find 

that 90% of them are happy to know it. If I’m guarded, then I can’t relate to my students. Some 

would argue that it’s no one’s business but your own, and normally I would agree. But, when 

you’re the head of a composition classroom that asks its students to tap into their thoughts and 

feelings, to express themselves for the first time without high school restraints, it’s a different 

matter altogether. You want them to be honest and raw, and I would feel like a fraud if I weren’t 

just as honest and raw right alongside them. Writing breaks rules and breaks down boundaries; 

community matters in a writing classroom. But, don’t forget that you’re a member of the 

community, too. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

TEACHING PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

A compositionist is only as effective as his or her policies in the classroom.  It is vitally 

important that students understand their roles within a writing classroom and that a classroom’s 

policies be clearly stated by the teacher.  Below are several of my positions regarding parts of the 

writing process that I find most important, as well as my positions regarding teacher-student 

relationships, classroom management practices, and my work within our writing program. 

 

Responding 

 

Mostly, I believe that a composition instructor’s response should be innately motivating.  

By that, I mean that notation or questions on the student’s text should be open ended and always 

written as complete sentences.  If a student sees that I am willing to take the time to comment on 

her paper, perhaps she will take the time to consider or employ any suggestions that I make.   

I use green ink to respond to students’ papers.  I find that red ink is covertly hostile and 

reminiscent of negative experiences from their previous education.  I also cannot overemphasize 

the necessity of an endnote or open letter to the student addressing strengths and weaknesses of 

the paper or essay.  To me, an endnote suggests to the student that the instructor has valued what 

he or she had read. 

Response should be thorough, but not substantial—at least on initial drafts.  Usually, 

students will need much direction in their assignments, and for an instructor to pay attention to 

all of a composition’s faults is unwise.  Instead, I address perhaps two or three global concerns 

(i.e., problems with voice, problems with direction or focus, problems with description or 

exposition) rather than all areas where I see that a student needs assistance.  In addition, I also 

highlight two or three areas where I think the student excels.  By doing this, I don’t discourage 

the student.  I show her that her writing has value even though it may need some additional work. 

I pay little attention to a student’s use of grammar in her initial drafts.  If I want students 

to value revision, why should I bother to correct her grammar?  Chances are, if a student is truly 
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serious about revision, most of the grammatically related concerns I would address would be 

nonexistent in the next draft.  This isn’t to say that I don’t believe grammar is an important part 

of composition—it is.  However, I don’t think that a composition instructor should discuss 

grammar until near the end of a draft sequence.  If students perceive that I am focused on 

grammar, chances are that that’s what they will concentrate on in revision, partly because 

grammar is a quantifiable area.  If I want students to write to express or write to discover or write 

to inform, their content is where their (and my) attention should be. 

 

Drafting 

 

Students in my classroom must complete at least three drafts of each paper I assign them, 

including one draft that must be “radically revised” among all drafts in the course.  By radical 

revision, I mean that a student must rewrite a draft in a wholly new style or theme or approach or 

voice—the options are many.  For instance, a student who writes a paper about gun control might 

in her first draft be critical of restrictions on guns and gun safety.  In her next draft, I would ask 

her to reverse her position completely in order to develop a better understanding of those issues 

which she might be critiquing.  In this way, the student will have a more rounded approach to her 

argument. 

I also encourage students, when they draft, not to think of their writing assignment as 

something linear or plain.  By this, I mean that I want students to experiment with various media.  

Composition and communication in the 21st century are more fragmented and inclusive of 

graphics, pictures and other media (including hypertext and elements of video and audio).  A 

composition is not solely text on paper—it’s a rhetorical production that students use to 

persuade.  By making use of the media that is at their disposal, students become better 

negotiators of the academy and the world-at-large. 

 

Workshops 

 

 Students improve their writing when their writing is public.  Workshops are incredibly 

important to a composition’s (and composer’s) development.  I employ two kinds of workshops 

in my classroom:  small group and full class.  In small group workshops, I put students in groups 

usually of three.  Students respond to one another’s drafts electronically (when possible) and on 

paper.  For full class workshops, the student presents her paper to the class (either read aloud or 
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projected onto the viewscreen or both) in order for the entire community to respond.  I find full 

class workshops immensely helpful in that instead of making the same comments repeatedly to 

my students, I have the opportunity to address issues in front of everyone.  My students seem to 

enjoy full class workshops, too, and I can cover a variety of topics instead of the two or three that 

I would normally address on any one draft or during a conference. 

 Students must workshop all drafts of a drafting sequence in order to receive credit for 

their essay.  When I evaluate at the end of the semester, participation in workshops heavily 

influences a student’s grade. 

Evaluation 

 

I believe that an instructor should hold off evaluation until the last possible minute.  As I 

employ portfolio sequences in my classes, I only evaluate student work at the end of the term.  I 

think this is fair for three reasons: (1) it allows the student to continually revise her work 

throughout the semester; (2) it does not penalize a student for one paper or assignment that does 

not succeed (i.e., she has an opportunity to think more fully and without as much pressure if I 

permit her to take some time away from the assignment); and (3) it emphasizes to a student that 

composition and essay writing are ongoing processes.  As I believe that students should view 

composition as a process of continual addition, deletion, and substantiation, point three is 

perhaps the most important. 

While I only evaluate at the end of the term, I still provide my students with my candid 

assessment of their progress at the midterm point.  At that time, I explain to them what level I 

think they’re working on, and we talk about what they need to do to improve their class 

performance (whether it’s attitude, participation, writing, workshopping, etc.). 

Although I evaluate the content of a final draft, I do not assign the majority of an essay’s 

credit for the finished product.  It is important to understand and appreciate a student’s growth as 

a writer throughout the semester.  In this way, I have no problem assigning a student the grade of 

B when in fact the actual quality of her work is C, and I can justify this practice.  If a student 

enters our classroom who has trouble creating sufficiently complex sentences or ideas, form 

coherent and sophisticated paragraphs, or cogently express herself, I would judge her writing as 

failing.  If this same student works diligently throughout the semester, has a positive attitude, 

shows a willingness to work, and improves her writing considerably (perhaps to C-level), I will 
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assign the student a B or B- as the improvement and effort that she has made represents the A-

level, even if the improved writing is only average.   

 

Teacher-Student Roles 

 

The philosophy that influences me as a teacher relates to the teacher-as-facilitator model.  

I am not in the classroom to be the student’s friend (although, naturally, teacher-student 

friendships develop and are infinitely enriching).  Nevertheless, I teach composition in order to 

guide my students to a better understanding of writing and how it relates to their lives and 

college careers.  I view myself as a coworker, and I like the idea of a decentered classroom in 

which power and knowledge are shared, not handed down from teacher to student. 

The school of composition that I identify with the most is that of social constructionism.  

I am not the total authority in the classroom (nor do I want to be).  I have much to learn from my 

students, and sharing authority with them makes them feel invested in the class—their opinions 

really matter.  I often encourage my students to disagree with me—to challenge what they know 

and expect about writing, the university, and their roles relative to both.   

For instance, one semester in which I taught, the class was completely unresponsive to 

my curriculum.  I threw away my syllabus and course outline, and together we sat down to 

discuss what exactly it was that I needed to do (and they needed to do) in order to make the class 

a productive experience.  Together, we crafted a new course outline.  While the remainder of the 

class was difficult, the distance that I now have from the experience shows me that I was more 

successful than I had at first thought.  A classroom where power is negotiated is one in which I 

am most comfortable. 

While it is important to be professional, I also believe it is important to be a friend.  As 

most of my students are freshmen and freshwomen, the university is very often a confusing and 

stressful place for them.  My students understand that they can approach me at any time to talk 

about personal problems.  While some instructors might find this behavior unacceptable, I find 

that it instead increases a student’s investment in the class.  Instead of a talking head, they see me 

as someone who views them as real people.  It is not uncommon for students to come to my 

office in order to discuss personal problems or hardships.  Though they and I both know that the 

grade they earn is the grade I will give them, being able to lessen a student’s stress level is better 

for his or her well-being in the university, as well as his or her well-being and commitment to 
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our classroom.  Stressed-out students are not productive students—it is my job to make them 

productive.   

Administration 

 

In the summer of 2003, I was hired as the assistant director of the computer writing 

classrooms (CWC).  In this position, I work with Ormond Loomis to manage files for the 

english3.fsu.edu server, work as the webmaster for writing.fsu.edu, assist the editor of the 

teacher’s guide, compile student anthologies of digital texts, offer pedagogical advice geared 

towards computerized classrooms to CWC instructors, compile and schedule CWC teachers and 

sections, coordinate equipment used in the CWC, assist Dr. Loomis with his summer orientation 

class (LAE 5946), advise the director on the development of CWC workshops, and assist with 

the development of curricula, policies, and staff for the CWC. 

 I enjoy this job as an administrator because it allows me to influence our program and 

help set its goals.  I especially enjoy working with teaching assistants, answering their questions, 

and helping to solve their problems.   

 I am also a member of the First Year Writing Committee.  Again, I like the influence I 

have in a program that allows me to participate in the important decisions of curricula and 

policy. 

Teacher as Student 

 

I do not find it difficult to balance my role as a teacher with my role as a graduate 

student.  Florida State University hired me to teach, and, like any job, I would be irresponsible if 

I paid more attention to my coursework than teaching.  I believe that both areas require 100% 

attention (and not 50% each).  I have two jobs to perform, and they inform each other.  My 

students do not come to FSU in order to have a lackluster or uninterested instructor.  Conversely, 

those professors whom I work with do not want a lackluster or uninterested student.   

 In order to maintain some balance, I largely concentrate on teaching matters while I am in 

my office.  I rarely use my office for my own schoolwork; instead, I do most of my schoolwork 

at home.  Though they are linked, it is important to have a division between a life as a student 

and a life as a teacher (and furthermore, life as a person—I am adamant about making time for 

myself outside of both of my other roles).  If I am unable to balance both roles, I’ll excel in 

neither. 
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Conclusion 

 

I am a compositionist.  I have been accepted to this department’s PhD program, and I 

intend to take a job as a teacher of writing at a small liberal arts college in the South.  My desire 

to work at a small college or university is consistent with my behavior as a writing teacher here 

at FSU.  I am interested in friendly, respectful relationships with my students, my peers, and my 

professors.  We write well when we are comfortable.  It is my intention to create an atmosphere 

of comfort in my classroom and an atmosphere of comfort with my colleagues.  I am, I believe, 

making good progress. 



 74

 

 

 

APPENDIX A:  SAMPLE SYLLABUS 1 

 

 

 

ENC 1145.02 – Digital Discourse:  Hypertext, Technology, and Writing1 

 

Instructor:  Jay Szczepanski  
Location:  Williams 310 
Times:    9:30 – 10:45 a.m., TR 
Theme:  Digital Discourse:  Hypertext, Technology, and Writing2 
Office:     Williams 329 
Office Hours:   T and R, 7:30 – 9:30 a.m. scheduled, 12:00 n. – 2:00 p.m. by appointment 

E-mail:     jds1692@garnet.acns.fsu.edu 
 

 

Course Goals 

  

This course aims to help you improve your writing skills in all areas:  discovering what you have to say, 
organizing your thoughts for a variety of audiences, and improving fluency and rhetorical sophistication.  
More specifically, you will write and revise numerous papers, write sustained digital journals, devise your 
purposes and structures for those papers, work directly with the audience of your peers to practice critical 
reading and response and learn many writing techniques. 
 
Moreover, this course will familiarize you with the changing face of writing in light of recent 
developments in HTML and hypertext, as well as what it means to “publish” your work using the web 
and Internet.  Although we will compose traditional texts (i.e., print on paper), we will also compose 
using other media (i.e., pictures, video, audio) as well as with various approaches in mind (i.e., how we 
use color, format, and visual arrangement). 
 

Required Materials 

 

Books 

 

• Clark, Carol Lee, ed.  The Wired Society.  Fort Worth, TX:  Harcourt, 1999.3 

                                                 
1 Although I taught this class in the fall of 2002, well before I wrote “Process Pedagogy and Multimedia 

Composition,” I was still very much interested in the role that non-text elements play in compositions.  These 
footnotes, too, will serve to clarify or explain points in this syllabus.  I should also note that substantial portions of 
this syllabus have been cut (i.e., attendance policy, ADA statement, etc.) as these are areas that do not have any 
bearing on multimedia composition and are largely administrative.  Rest assured, however, that all of my syllabi 
contain the prescribed policies of the First Year Writing program as outlined in the Teacher’s Guide. 
 
2 I arranged the subheading of this class in this order and put “writing” last because I wanted to stress to my students 
that hypertext and technology are both literacies that they should value alongside writing. 
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• Fulwiler, Toby and Alan R. Hayakawa.  The College Writer’s Reference, 3e.  Upper Saddle 
River, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 2002. 

• Johnson-Eilola, Johndan.  Designing Effective Websites.  Boston:  Houghton-Mifflin, 2002.4 

• Our Own Words: A Student’s Guide to ENC 1101 and 1102, available online at  
http://writing.fsu.edu/oow/2002/ 

 
Technology 

 

• ACNS e-mail account and access to a personal computer.  This class depends on computers.  If 
you feel you will have trouble accessing a computer, this class might not be for you. 

• Adobe Acrobat Reader, version 5.0 (downloadable for free from http://www.adobe.com) 

• Two 3.5” floppy disks or several CD-Rs or CD-RWs (requires CD burner) 

• Access to Microsoft Word, version 2000 or higher (available on campus computers) 
 

Course Requirements 

 
The formal written assignments listed below must be submitted, on time, to pass this course: 
 

1. Four formal papers with attendant paper trail.   At FSU, writing is taught as a recursive process, 

and any portfolio submitted to me with an incomplete or missing paper trail will receive zero 

credit.  Moreover, since writing is taught as a process, and since I grade with respect to 
improvement, a paper that receives minimal or negligent revision cannot receive full credit and 
will be marked down substantially; 

2. Three position statements on technology based off of readings from The Wired Society; 
3. An annotated bibliography of your last paper; 
4. One web-based, html, or hypertext portfolio (or other multimedia format) containing three of the 

four formal papers (one of which must be the final paper), as well as the position statements and 
appropriate introductory materials (cover letters and process memos), drafts, and your digital 
journal.  Throughout the semester, however, I require you to submit digital journal entries and 
responses as we progress, a paper trail of drafting and revision processes (invention exercises, 
peer responses, rough drafts) for all papers, a process memo for each, and a cover letter;5 

5. Three to four revisions each of the three formal papers (16-20 drafts total); 
6. Invention exercises and peer responses to your drafts; 
7. 18 – 22 semi-formal digital response journal entries, 350 words each; 
8. Two individual or group conferences with me, as well as any additional conferences you or I 

might think appropriate; 
9. Thoughtful, active, and responsible participation and scholarship, including oral discussion, 

preparation for class, journaling, and in-class informal writing. 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
3 The Wired Society is an edited collection of readings that discuss our relationship to technology and literacy, and it 
inspired several thorough and advanced discussions from my students.  I would recommend this text as a 
supplemental reader to any multimedia composition course. 
 
4 This book is a good technical primer for working with hypertext and other media.  Although it focuses on websites, 
it nonetheless does an excellent job of discussing the arrangement of visuals in a text. 
 
5 The portfolio required extensive discussion in class, but once I explained to my students that it should function as a 
sort of scrapbook, they began to warm up to the idea.  I also told them that it could be as ambitious as they wanted, 
and that the more experimentation that I saw, the happier I would be. 
 



 76

 

Policies 

 
Blackboard

6
  

Our class is based on the Blackboard system.  I expect you to familiarize yourself with it by the end of the 
first week of class.  Technical glitches are not an excuse for failure to complete work in this class.  I will 
communicate with you, as necessary, through e-mail or Blackboard announcement.  Check your e-mail 

and Blackboard every day.   
 
Revision 
All written assignments in this class are eligible for revision during the semester, excepting the journals.  I 
do not mark grades on papers; it is up to you whether or not you want to revise.  Your grade can only 
improve because of revision work, and there is no limit to the number of times you may revise a paper.  
All opportunities for revision end, however, before the 14th week of classes and are finalized at the end of 
the term. 
 

General Assignment Information 

 

There are four types of writing you will do in this class: 
 

1. Digital Response Journals—these journals are intended to provide you with an opportunity to 
reflect on a reading assignment.  They are to be no less than 350 words.  You will post these 
journals to Blackboard and then transfer them to your site when you begin building your 
portfolio.7 

2. Position Statements—these statements are polished journal entries.  You are to augment them to 
500 words and refine your thinking.  Whereas journals are informal and expressive, these 
statements are formal and meant to add depth to your original idea.  I will grade them like I would 
a regular paper.  You will also include these in your portfolio. 

3. Papers—these are long assignments that provide the meat of this course.  Along with the 
statements, the papers fulfill the Gordon rule requirement for polished writing.  Your papers will 
be topical, but I encourage you to have fun with them.  Lengths and parameters vary.  You will 
write four papers, and of the four, three must incorporate media besides text.  How you choose 
other media and how you position it with your text is your decision, but I am available for 
consultation or to discuss your ideas.  There is no wrong way to incorporate other media.8 

4. Annotated bibliography – this accompanies your final paper and is simply a summary and 
analysis of the sources you are using. 

 

 

                                                 
6 I used Blackboard primarily as an organizational and administrative tool and not as the repository for student work 
as I normally do.  Since my focus was on multimedia that my students created, they should, of course, invent their 
own methods of delivery instead of relying on a prepackaged piece of software. 
  
7 Again, the readings were fantastic, and they motivated students to think in terms of hypertext and multimedia 
composition rather than linear or traditional essays. 
 
8 I decided to allow one essay to be a traditional text-on-paper one because I wanted students to have a sample of 
their own writing to compare with the multimedia writing that they would do in the class in order to see connections 
and disjunctions. 
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Evaluation Standards
9
 

 

This class follows the portfolio method; that is, you will receive no substantive grades in this class until 
weeks seven (midterm) and fifteen (endterm).  The midterm grade serves to inform you of your progress 
so far during the semester, but does not count—it is only an estimation of your current productivity and 
quality.  You will receive your endterm grade after the course ends and I have evaluated your portfolio. 
 
Because the midterm grade is an estimate, your grade can obviously increase or decrease tremendously.  
Just because I indicate that you are doing A-level work at midterm does not mean you will receive an A at 
the end of the term.  A variety of factors influence your grade.  Among them are participation, journals, 
attitude, and commitment to this class. 
 
Of course, some grading will take place during the semester in the areas of participation and journals, but 
the bulk of your grade rests in the final portfolio. 
 
I will grade the final portfolio on editing, organization, thoughtfulness, and audience-awareness.  Also 
central to this final evaluation is your use of non-text media.  Use your process memos as open letters to 
me explaining what you are trying to accomplish with your media choices.  The only way that using non-
text media in your paper will negatively affect your grade is if you choose not to.10 

                                                 
9 I prefer portfolio grading, and most of my students do, too.  However, it was especially helpful for this class 
because of the new areas I was asking students to explore.  If they understood that I would withhold evaluation until 
the last possible second (and that they could revise, revise, revise) they would be more apt to experiment. 
 
10 I would have to point to this class as one of my most successful teaching experiences, even though any number of 
things factor into a class’s success (including mix of student attitudes and our relationships, time the class meets, 
content).  My students (all but one) embraced multimedia, and I received from them my most positive course 
evaluations to date. 
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APPENDIX B: SAMPLE SYLLABUS 2 

 

 

 

ENC 3310 – Article and Essay Workshop – Life Narratives and Alternate Styles
1
 

 

Course Rationale 

 
This essay workshop is for upper-level undergraduate students who wish to write creative non-fiction 
creatively.  We will examine methods of alternate style and alternate discourses, including but no limited 
to:  hypertext theory, Grammars B and C, vernaculars, and multimedia-based compositions.  In short, this 
class will ask you to write the non-fiction stories that come together to make you who are you, writing in 
a style that is not the Standard Written English of the academy.  It is my hope that by writing in non-
standard English, we will more intuitively understand the language that the academy privileges, while at 
the same time creating life stories for publication to journals such as Writing on the Edge, Lifeboat and 
others. 
 
You should also realize the following objectives:2 
 

• Writing is a messy and recursive process; 

• Readers read pictures (and other visuals) as much as they read texts; 

• Academic writing and alternate style are not mutually exclusive (although we will not write 
academically in the traditional sense); 

• Personal writing is a worthwhile form with educational merit; 

• Straightforward and linear compositions are appropriate for certain situations (essay tests, 
technical writing—when it is important for to express to others your understanding or 
competency in an area); 

• Multimedia compositions and alternately styled pieces are appropriate for others (perhaps 
literary analysis dealing with issues of gender and class, creative writing, reflective essays—
when it is important that the “essence” of what you say comes through foremost); 

• Good writing can be non-linear, asynchronous, and diachronic, and at the same time 
communicate as well as (perhaps better than) academic writing. 

 

Required Texts  

 
Textbooks3 

                                                 
1 I think that teaching alternate style through personal writing is less threatening to students.  It seems to 

me that they interpret academic writing as something that must be “perfect,” and so they’re unwilling to 

experiment.  Personal writing seems to help ease this concern. 

 
2 It’s important for students to know exactly what alternate style can do for them, which is why I place 

these objectives at the beginning of the syllabus. 

 
3 See the bibliographic essay for more about these texts. 
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• Weathers, Winston.  An Alternate Style.   

• Bishop, Wendy.  Essays on Alternate Style.   
 
Creative Non-fiction Memoirs 
 

• Allison, Dorothy.  Two or Three Things I Know For Sure.   

• Eggers, Dave.  A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius.   

• Ondaatje, Michael.  Running in the Family.   
 
Technology 
 

• ACNS e-mail account and access to a personal computer. This class depends on computers. If 
you feel you will have trouble accessing a computer, this class is not for you. 

• Adobe Acrobat Reader, version 5.0 (downloadable for free from http://www.adobe.com) 

• Two 3.5" floppy disks or several CD-Rs or CD-RWs (requires CD burner) 

• Access to Microsoft Word, version 2000 or higher (available on campus computers) 
 

Course Requirements 

 

The written assignments listed below must be submitted, on time, to pass this course: 
 

1. Three pieces of alternately styled memoir/personal history/life story;  
2. Two critiques/analyses of the memoirs/creative nonfiction we will read in class; 
3. A personal diary, written in alternate style; 
4. A stylist’s notebook; 
5. A minimum of two drafts of each paper; 
6. Invention exercises and peer responses to your drafts; 
7. Two individual or group conferences with me, as well as any additional conferences you or I 

might think appropriate; if you do not have two separate conferences, I will lower your grade 
accordingly; 

8. Thoughtful, active, and responsible participation and scholarship, including oral discussion, 
preparation for class, positive attitude, and in-class informal writing. 

9. As a final step, you will create a portfolio of your work during the semester to include: (1) final 
drafts of your three papers, (2) a process memo and self-analyzation of your growth as a writer of 
alternate style, (3) relevant rough drafts that will allow me to assess your growth between drafts, 
and (4) excerpts of your diary that will, again, allow me to assess your growth as an alternate 
stylist. 

 

General Assignment Information 

 
There are five types of writing you will do in this class: 
 

1. Diary:  You will keep a diary while you are enrolled in this class.  You will write it using the 
alternate style practices that we discover from our textbooks.  I expect you to make diary entries 
every day, Monday through Sunday, for the duration of the course.  Good writers write—
excellent writers write every day. 
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2. Stylist’s Notebook: the notebook should be a place for you to scribble thoughts and reflections 
about our study in alternate style.  You might include reactions to a particular discussion of style 
or copy lines, phrases and paragraphs that motivate you.  The notebook should function, too, as a 
place to record notes and observations for our class discussions (and bring them to class on days 
in which we discuss alternate style—which will be almost every day).  There is no length 
requirement for this project, and I won’t even grade it:  the stylist’s notebook is to help you 
understand and frame alternate style for yourself. 

3. Memory:  a paper that examines some part of your life that has passed.  5 to 8 pages. 
4. Experience:  a paper that examines an experience in your life that has shaped you into your 

present state.  8 to 10 pages. 
5. Desire:  a paper that examines a hope or a want for your future.  8 to 12 pages. 
6. Text Analyses:  two short papers, 3 to 5 pages, that examine our research into what alternate style 

is.  You will use these papers as a means to reflect upon what we have learned about alternate 
style, and the ways in which the companion pieces of nonfiction that we read employ methods of 
alternate style.  This is not a summary assignment. 

 

A Note about How We’ll Write 

 

You should prepare initial drafts of our essays on paper.  After that, anything goes.  If you want to 
experiment with hypertext, please do.  If you want to experiment with multimedia composition—by 
adding non-text media to your essays—please do.  If you want to add video and audio to your text, please 
do.  Because this class focuses on experimental writing, you will, at times, inevitably be confused, 
irritated, discouraged.  Understand, though, that while the final product you submit to me is important, 
your willingness to experiment and take risks (your willingness to move away from linear expression and 
embrace alternate literacies and forms of discourse) is of even greater importance; therefore, most of your 
grade in this class will represent the process rather than the product.   
 
Of course, don’t try to snow me and turn in a complete mess that you wrote the night before class and 
expect to pass this course.  While writing requires time, writing in alternate styles requires even more 
time (it’s new to us, so we’re learning form alongside function), and simply because this class 
incorporates elements of “fun” in writing, it does not mean that your writing should not have direction or 
purpose.  We will theorize alternate style as we simultaneously compose in it. 
 

My Obligations to You
4
 

 
As your instructor, I have certain obligations to you.  You are the reason I am teaching this course.  It is 
my duty to respond to your drafts and concerns in a timely manner, hold office hours, participate in class 
discussions, offer honest feedback, and serve as a co-learner in alternate style.  I do not have all the 
answers—neither should you.  If I can’t answer your questions, I will do my best to find an answer.  In 
this sense, you are complicit.  I expect you to also look for answers alongside me.  This dialogue is more 
productive than Paolo Freire’s critique of the “banking” concept of education and higher learning in 
which teachers deposit knowledge into their students.   
 
Your Obligations to Me

5
 

                                                 
4 Although I always think that it is important to include a statement about your obligations to your 

students, I think it is even more important in a class that will write in alternate styles.  Students can 

become extremely irritated in an experimental writing class, and a bit of reassurance helps to assuage 

their fears. 
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As my student, you have certain obligations to me.  I expect you to participate in class discussions, submit 
your work on time, make use of my office hours, communicate with me through e-mail, enter alternate 
style with a positive attitude, suspend disbelief, and earnestly try your best.  If you’re looking for a course 
that will refine your technical writing, engage in elements of linear exposition and explication, or improve 
academic clarity, you should drop this course and immediately look for another section that is more 
suitable for you.   
 

Evaluation Standards 

 

This class follows the portfolio method; that is, you will receive no substantive grades in this class until 
weeks seven (midterm) and fifteen (endterm). The midterm grade serves to inform you of your progress 
so far during the semester, but does not count-it is only an estimation of your current productivity and 
quality. You will receive your endterm grade after the course ends and I have evaluated your portfolio. 
 
Because the midterm grade is an estimate, your grade can obviously increase or decrease tremendously. 
Just because I indicate that you are doing A work at midterm does not mean you will receive an A at the 
end of the term. A variety of factors influence your grade. Among them are participation, attitude, and 
commitment to this class. 
 
 

Course Calendar
6
 

 
 

Week 1 

Part 1, Chapters 1-3 (plus introduction) (Weathers) 
Read 

“Alternate Style for Who, What, and Why” (Bishop 3-10) 

Week 2 

Part 1, Chapters 4-7 (Weathers) 

“Putting Correctness in its Place” (O’Donnell 140-148) Read 

“Responding to, Evaluating, and Grading Alternate Style” (Bishop 174-178) 

Write Draft Paper 1 

Workshop Full-class 

Week 3 

Read Begin Two or Three Things . . . 

Write Draft 2, Paper 1 

Workshop Full-class 

Week 4 

Read “Grammar J, As in Jazzing Around” (Ostrom 75-87) 

Write Draft 3, Paper 1 

                                                                                                                                                             
5 Similarly, students have obligations to the teacher—especially when they’re dealing with alternate style.  

It’s important to outline to students that, though they may have taken writing classes before, this one is 

inherently different than an experience they might have had in freshman-level writing courses. 

 
6 There is slightly more reading in this class than I am usually comfortable with, but I think that it’s 

necessary.  Most students will never have heard of alternate style or Grammar B, and background 

instruction is important if we are to compose with it.  The first two weeks are reading heavy, but after 

that the remaining 13 weeks focus primarily on writing. 
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Workshop Full-class 

Week 5 

Read Finish Two or Three Things . . . 

Write Draft 1, Paper 2 

Workshop Small group 

Week 6 

Read Begin A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 

Write Draft 2, Paper 2 

Workshop Small-group 

Other Conferences 

Week 7 

Read “You Want Us to Do WHAT?” (Mirtz 105-115) 

Write Draft 3, Paper 2 

Workshop Small-group 

Week 8 

“The Case for Double-Voiced Discourse” (Tobin 44-53) 
Read 

“Fractured Narratives:  Explorations in Style” (DePeter 26-34) 

Write Draft 1, Paper 3 

Workshop Half-class 

Other Midterm “grades” available to those who want them 

Week 9 

Read “Sympathy for the Devil:  Editing Alternate Style” (Spooner 149-160) 

Write Draft 2, Paper 3 

Workshop Small-group 

Week 10 

Read Finish A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 

Write Draft 3, Paper 3 

Workshop One-on-one 

Week 11 

Read Begin Running in the Family 

Write Draft 4, Paper 3 

Workshop One-on-one 

Week 12 

Read Finish Running in the Family 

Write Analysis 1 Due 

Other Begin assembling/envisioning portfolio 

Week 13 

Read “Reading, Stealing, and Writing Like a Writer” (Bishop 119-130) 

Analysis 2 Due 
Write 

Radical Revision of a previous essay 

Workshop Full-class 

Week 14 

Write More revision—radical or not—of a previous essay 

Workshop Small-group 

Other Conferences 

Week 15 

Assemble portfolios in class 
Other 

Portfolios Due 
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