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Recent Tweets

Interested in using Book Traces in the classroom? You are in the right place. This is a directory
of resources intended to help you develop, adapt, and implement learning activities related to
book history through the materials available via the Book Traces project. What research
questions could students ask and/or what research projects could students develop using these
materials?


We want to hear from you! Send us your assignments and ideas: email Amanda Licastro
[amanda.licastro_at_gmail.com]
 
Would you like students to engage in transcription work?
Would it benefit students to learn how to categorize, tag, or otherwise identify and sort
these materials?


Transcription Assignment #1
 
For a limited time, students can curate materials on our "From the Page" site:
https://fromthepage.com/khj5c/book-traces-civil-war-readers-and-their-books-in-virginia-libraries
 
Would you like students to engage in data mining/visualization techniques?


Downloadable dataset coming soon


Would you like students to engage in historical or genealogy research diving into one
annotator or donor?


Genealogical Research Assignment #1


Two sample essays:
https://booktraces.library.virginia.edu/reflections-on-researching-book-traces/
https://booktraces.library.virginia.edu/book-find-the-partridges-live-on/
More sample essays: 

Pedagogy
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Would you like students to discover and upload examples of annotations in local library
collections?


Stacks Search Assignment #1 [by Katherine Harris




Are you interested in annotation as readerly practice, in analog and digital formats?


Annotation Assignment #1




Amanda Licastro, PhD
Director of Pedagogical Initiatives
Emerging and Digital Literacy Designer
University of Pennsylvania
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KEYWORD

Annotation

CURATOR

Paul Schacht, State University of New York at Geneseo

CURATORIAL STATEMENT

When the Renaissance humanist Erasmus offered advice on the best way to write in the margins of books, he both

“reinforced the common practice of many centuries” and paved the way for later champions of annotation as a pedagogical

tool. Twentieth-century philosopher Mortimer Adler advised readers that although marking up...

Read More...

ARTIFACTS

Annotation

Assignment

Collaboration, Getting started,

Scaffolded, Student agency

Jonathan Burton, Whittier

College

A R T I F A C T  N A M E

Annotation Assignment

Jonathan Burton
C U R A T O R I A L  N O T E

Jonathan Burton’s assignment uses social annotation to sharpen

students’ close reading skills and teach collaboration. Working in

teams, students select passages from the assigned reading that

they consider “rich in figurative language, curious in form or

otherwise abundant in detail,” transcribe them in Google Docs files,

and annotate them. In a second round, they respond to some of

their classmates’ annotations. Finally, students draw on their

annotated transcriptions to produce brief “problem papers.” This

assignment takes advantage of a simple digital tool with a very

shallow learning curve to move students past the “solitary-reader-

meets-text” model of textual analysis and scaffold their

development of a more comprehensive argument. It can be easily

adapted to any text.

Laura Lisabeth,

Saint John’s University, NY

A R T I F A C T  N A M E

Annotating The Elements of Style

Laura Lisabeth
C U R A T O R I A L  N O T E

Digital Pedagogy in the Humanities
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DeSPAIN

ON BUILDING 
THINGS
Student-Designed Print 
and Digital Exhibits in the Book History Class

Book history pedagogy often teaches students the hands-on skills of book
production as a means of understanding the social and theoretical concerns
of authorship, reading, and publishing. In book history classes students edit
texts (Kelemen ), make paper (Barrett ), and even read by candle-
light (Stam ). Book history pedagogy has been drawn to this method of
combining theory and practice because it allows students to focus on the
many different people involved in the creation of any kind of text who
have an impact on a text’s interpretation. As book history scholarship has
become as concerned with digitized texts as physical ones, it seems a fit-
ting time to widen book history’s practical pedagogy into the methodolo-
gies of the digital humanities and have students experience the communi-
cations circuits of online texts as well. In my senior assignment course at
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville (SIUE), as students both develop
and reflect on print and digital media, I ask them to replace a competitive,
evolutionary narrative in which successive innovations replace outmoded
technologies with a model more akin to Susan Gustafson’s work, which
explains that we should study “verbal media as always emerging, always in
flux, and always in relation to one another” (). By inhabiting roles relat-
ed to media production students begin to interrogate the ways in which
print and digital media inform and influence one another.

This article discusses the layout and outcomes of my senior assignment
course focused on the interplay between the fields of book history and the
digital humanities. SIUE ’s senior assignment program is a nationally recog-
nized capstone experience in which students create large-scale senior proj-
ects; in this English department version, the seminar course culminates
with a fifteen-page research paper. SIUE is a master’s comprehensive uni-
versity with a mixture of traditional college students living in dorms, com-
muting students with families, first generation college students, and stu-
dents transferring from community colleges. The last time I taught the
course, two of the students came to SIUE directly from high school, one was
a transfer student, four had children at home, another was returning for her
second degree, and several were English Education majors about to begin
their student teaching in the fall. This is usually the students’ first experi-
ence both with book history and with web production. The small class size
and advanced student level makes the senior assignment course an ideal
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environment for pedagogical experimentation. Students are prepared for
some of the unconventional aspects of this course even if they are unfa-
miliar with the content. My version of the course requires students to cre-
ate rare book exhibits in both physical and digital forms in order to explore
theoretical questions about the production, dissemination, and reception of
texts in both print and digital forms.1

I hold the class in SIUE’s library, a space that is itself engaged with the
interplay between print and digital forms. The class met full time in their
conference room and computer labs, creating a direct partnership with
library faculty that has proved beneficial to students. This gives the students
first-hand knowledge of the ways in which print and digital media inter-
connect in a research library’s holdings. Our library’s archivist, Steve
Kerber, and librarian, Lydia Jackson, provide students with instruction
about the co-existence of print and digital resources on site. Although the
university’s special collections department is small, it holds a variety of arti-
facts representative of book technologies from different historical periods
and some nineteenth-century journals of local interest that I incorporate
into the course alongside digital manifestations of similar artifacts.

Students are better able to analyze discourses about materiality and
digitization if they produce both kinds of media. As the course’s core
assignment, student groups apply their theoretical readings to interpretive
case studies and create physical and digital exhibits that use the university’s
special collections for materials and are later displayed in the library’s pres-
entation cases. Students design their digital exhibits using Omeka, an
open-access content management system for collecting and exhibiting
artifacts, developed at George Mason University. Students derive the
images for their online exhibits by photographing the items in their phys-
ical cases. Like WordPress, Omeka is free to download, but users must host
the site on their own servers. The sites are open for public viewing, but the
sites’ dashboards (or working spaces) can be password protected using stu-
dents’ e-IDs for authentication. Omeka is user friendly and requires very
little additional technical support. 

Although creating exhibits is perhaps not as hands on as having stu-
dents bind books or write code, it allows them to participate in many of
the interpretive roles we discuss in class while engaging with historical
texts. Students become authors as they write original content for the
exhibits. They photograph and manipulate images. They edit the work of
other students. They publish their content on the web. Finally, they act as
audience members for their classmates’ work. 

The exhibits that students create are themselves meta-narratives about
audience, intentionality, and medium. I group course content around three
broadly conceived case study themes that have both historical and con-
temporary resonances—“The Text in Time,” “Everything is an Edition,”
and “Authorship and Authenticity.” Each student group is assigned one of
these themes to explore in their exhibits. In the latest version of the class,
the “Text in Time” group focused on the evolution of slang dictionaries,

1. The course design won
one of SIUE’s competitive
Excellence in
Undergraduate Education
Grants in 2008 for its
innovative use of the sen-
ior assignment.
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starting with Samuel Johnson’s Preface to A Dictionary of the English
Language, which makes distinctions about what words are worthy of doc-
umentation, moving through two centuries of content-specific slang col-
lections, and ending with the online Urban Dictionary. Their work con-
siders paths of influence among the slang dictionaries and how the shape
of these eighteenth-century catalogs of “vulgarity” compare to Johnson’s
tome. The group organized both their physical and digital exhibits chrono-
logically, but the physical version of their exhibit privileged the size and
variety of slang dictionaries, while they used their digital exhibits to
expound more on the dictionaries’ publication histories.

The “Everything is an Edition” group explored Walt Whitman’s cor-
pus and poetic influence, and asked why his writing has been such a prime
subject for digital humanities scholarship. The group was particularly inter-
ested in the cooptation and adaptation of Whitman’s words, and their web
exhibit included more multimedia exploration than the other groups
because they provided excerpts from Levi’s jeans “Go Forth” advertising
campaign and the Woody Guthrie/Wilco/Billy Bragg song, “Walt
Whitman’s Niece.” Both their physical and online exhibits adapted the
metaphor of grass, seed, and organic materials to consider how Whitman’s
words sprouted in unlikely places. The group was particularly focused on
the question of how much authorial control Whitman would have wanted
to exercise over these later adaptations given that he so carefully crafted
Leaves of Grass during his lifetime, possibly printing most of the 1855 edi-
tion himself and playing a continuous role in the typography and cover
design of all subsequent editions.

The “Authorship and Authenticity” students each took their own
approach to the theme, covering topics as diverse as canonicity, the cen-
sorship of the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, fan fiction, and the authoriz-
ing prefaces of Frederick Douglass’ multiple re-writings of his biography.
One student included several examples of books that have been attributed
to the same author for years, even though the author’s heirs, as in the case
of Frank Herbert’s Dune series, are now writing them. This group’s work
explored the tenuous strands of authorial control through multiple lenses,
and because they included four diverse case studies, their exhibits illumi-
nated the many forms of collaboration present in every interpretive act.

The work of creating these exhibits begins in the first class. In its first
version the course focused on transatlantic book history of the nineteenth
century, and students turned in their exhibits a week before their final
papers. I have since revised the syllabus to address broader theoretical issues
related to book history and the digital humanities so that students can draw
on their previous experiences in course work and literary interests as they
develop their major papers. Students who had previously taken a course in
the history of the English language chose the slang dictionaries topic, and
indicated that looking at the physical texts gave them a new understanding
of how readers interacted with these texts, some of which even included
lined paper so that readers could record words they heard on the streets
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around them. One of the English education students read The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn for a class on secondary education pedagogy. She carried
her earlier explorations of censorship through to an examination of E.W.
Kemble’s original illustrations for the novel in her exhibit, which ulti-
mately led her to a rewarding paper topic arguing that the illustrations and
Twain’s text satirize minstrelsy.

In order to encourage this kind of working freedom for students, the
syllabus emphasizes the relationship between theory and practice rather
than specific literary readings. In each class period students use a case study
to explore one of the themes that they will later use to frame their exhibits.
I use books in the library’s special collections department and online
resources to illuminate theoretical readings from Finkelstein and
McCleery’s The Book History Reader and Erick Kelemen’s Textual Editing
and Criticism: An Introduction. These thematic case studies necessitate con-
versations about variability, intentionality, and format within specific cul-
tural contexts. For example, one of the “Everything is an Edition” case
studies examines various editions of Susan Warner’s domestic nineteenth-
century American novel, The Wide, Wide World. Warner’s novel has been
reprinted over one hundred times since its original publication in . As
a primary example of the American domestic novel in the evangelical tra-
dition, The Wide, Wide World’s versions reveal not just the history of the text,
but also the shift in literary respectability away from domestic novels like
Warner’s. As a class, we look at photocopies of Warner’s manuscript, exam-
ine the first edition, peruse nineteenth-century reprints of the text, study
a 1986 scholarly edition of the novel, and examine several online repro-
ductions, including Google Books’ black-and-white scans derived from
microfilm, Project Gutenberg’s HTML version, and several images of the
book available on The Wide, Wide World Digital Archive. Students need only
a basic introduction to the book’s content to begin to see the theoretical
issues of authorial authenticity, textual manipulation, and social influence
at work in the book’s many editions and variant illustrations. 

Rather than moving through a chronology of technological change,
students bounce between physical and digital examples, with special
emphasis on new media productions of historical texts. This format helps
students question common misconceptions about technological change,
such as those Robert Darnton recently outlined in a blog post for The
Chronicle of Higher Education, including, “the book is dead,” “the future is
digital,” and “all information is now available online.” Students in this
course instead witness the ways in which media mutually inform and
influence one another. Our only literary text, Mark Danielewski’s House of
Leaves (), serves as a base example of this print/digital interplay. This
novel translates the supposed hypertextuality of the web onto the printed
page, forcing readers to shift forward and back through footnotes to appen-
dices, at points turning the novel this way and that to read its unconven-
tional print. This novel with no epicenter serves as a meditation on the shift
away from the stable metaphor of the embodied book. House of Leaves
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provides the class with an organic introduction into the study of book his-
tory and the digital humanities because it breaks down binaries of material
print and virtual web. While in some respects the novel suggests that order-
ing is futile, the text also sees this quest to “make sense” of knowledge as a
necessary human endeavor that is central to our anxieties about a rampant
information age.

Smaller activities encourage students to reflect on materiality in relation
to both physical and digital media prior to completing their exhibits. After
lectures on book technologies and terminologies, students visit the special
collections holdings of another library in the region to examine an object
that they think may be of interest to their exhibits and/or their final papers.
Students visited Washington University, the St. Louis Mercantile Library, and
the Missouri History Museum and Research Center.This assignment uses
tools of book history: Students develop detailed bibliographic analyses, pho-
tograph books digitally, and write a three-page paper that discusses the rela-
tionship between the book’s text and paratext. This early work prepares stu-
dents to close-read paratextual details prior to completing their exhibit
work and final papers. In the course’s most recent iteration I tell students
about book history scholarship on a variety of material texts. Students
examined railroad logs, dictionaries, graphic novels, and letters in addition
to more conventional literary texts. One student subsequently wrote her
final paper on the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)’s Little Red
Songbook because of her success with this preliminary assignment.

I encourage students to apply the same descriptive skill to digital texts.
They write a review of an edition of a book represented in a digital
humanities archive, paying particular attention to how archives explain
their own construction, how they display the books they represent, and
how they describe the physicality of these books for their users. Students
often notice that some sites include only HTML visualization but not
image-based facsimiles. In other cases, there is no information about the
book’s size or color. Sites rarely represent the fore-edges and mechanics of
a book’s motion upon opening—details that can explain a book’s quality,
intended audience, and level of use. Students also consider features of these
digital editions that are unique to the medium, such as the capability to use
the browser’s “find” function to search for a particular word or phrase. In a
review of The William Blake Archive, one student noted that Blake’s art
seemed privileged above his poetry because of the emphasis on screen cal-
ibration and the multiple comparisons available for individual prints. As
with their bibliographic analysis, this exercise asks students to think criti-
cally about how the medium influences interpretation.

This textual work comes to fruition when students read Sylvia Plath’s
Ariel: The Restored Edition, a print facsimile of Plath’s original manuscript,
and develop a rationale, in class, for how they would visualize one of the
poems on the web, taking our theoretical readings into account. This activ-
ity allows us to discuss the possible benefits and disadvantages of specific
approaches to the digital medium, without reference to whether their
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Like so many others, my introduction to remote teaching was an abrupt and rapid process of
trial and error. I started as the curator of the University of Florida’s rare book collection in the
summer of 2019. I spent the next semester and a half establishing connections with faculty
and bringing courses in to do in-person instruction: single sessions per course, often a
combination of show and tell and hands-on activities and discussion. In mid-March, as
warnings became more dire, I had a group of thirty students coming in to the collections to
see a facsimile of the Codex Murúa, a 16th-century Mesoamerican manuscript, and discuss
its materiality. The instructor wanted the whole class to get up close with the facsimile and
two other 16th-century books, and rather than cancel the visit this seemed like the ideal
setting to jump into Zoom instruction on extremely short notice.

After finding a conference room in an adjacent library, I set up the books and made an
unfortunate discovery. The only webcams we had available (borrowed from our desktop
computers) had no autofocus. Luckily, since the professor was discussing from the same
room, I was able to spend most of the session hovering the webcam and tripod around the
books, and I’m pretty sure that we were able to pull things off without making anyone
seriously motion sick. After a few more experiments that semester, I led a grant team
comprised of small group of my colleagues in UF’s Special and Area Studies Collections.
We’ve spent the past year investigating a variety of technologies, borrowed and bought, to
give students up-close access to our materials and provide content for community groups
who would normally have visited in person.
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Our virtual visit videos were edited in Adobe Rush and eventually uploaded to Microsoft Stream to generate captions

Throughout the year, most of these “virtual visits” involved pre-recorded video segments.
Since webcams were harder to come by than toilet paper, live-streaming materials didn’t
really become possible for us until well into the Fall semester. Our earliest visit videos were
set up much like smaller versions of in-person presentations—I would consult with instructors
to find a group of three to five objects relevant to the course and a narrative thread that ran
through them. Videos ran from 15 to 25 minutes, and I sent them to instructors in advance of
the discussion along with questions for the group to consider before logging into Zoom.

This video was produced in October 2020 for an outside group, and was recorded on a GoPro
with a USB microphone (hidden off camera).

By the start of 2021, we had brought in higher resolution webcams, as well as a larger
document camera, which let us incorporate books from the videos into live Zoom discussions.

https://www.sharpweb.org/sharpnews/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Weijer-Image-1-Screenshot-from-Adobe-Rush-Hidden-Histories-Scaled.png
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These extra options allowed us to pre-record less, edit more, and experiment with different
ways of filming. Our spring videos dropped to twelve minutes on the high end and six on the
low, and we were able to make more versatile use of the content. All told, over a dozen of
these videos reached students at UF and around the state of Florida, with some featuring in
campus activities, book displays, and on our YouTube channel.   

Our equipment needed to be mobile, and I was able to use its storage cart and an elevated monitor to flip between
cameras in Zoom.

This past July, classes started to enter our buildings for the first time in over a year, and all
signs we’ve received from the University (still) point to the expectation of regular, in-person
instruction in the fall. So what becomes of the cameras, microphones, and video editing
equipment?  Even with practice, the time that it takes to create and provide content in
advance is significantly more than the effort of setting up an in-person class, or a Zoom class
for that matter, and it’s much less forgiving than open-ended discussion. But I don’t plan to

https://www.sharpweb.org/sharpnews/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Weijer-Image-2-Cart-and-Camera-Scaled.png
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abandon the videos entirely. The main advantage that I’ve found to sending courses content
in advance is that it aids student learning over and above what a repeat visit could offer, and
made me think much more critically about the ways that I design student activities in the
collections.

This was a recorded in February 2021 with a DSLR on a tripod. Recording in different spaces
and balancing background music was still a work in progress.

Going forward, video introductions offer us solutions to two barriers to active learning that
existed prior to March 2020. The first obstacle is space in our library, which has always been
at a premium. Even for classes that are able make it to our reading room, a group of 30
students (or even 15) could not interact with a single facsimile volume at the same time
during a hands-on session without some sort of technology helping them, and we can’t
permanently build technology into the room we use for instruction. We can now perform the
same sorts of discussions that would previously have needed a dedicated seminar room, or
(as we did this month) offer hybrid options to instructors whose students might not all be able
to attend comfortably. For those who can’t make it on Zoom, take-home activities around
exhibits and collection items have given us the chance to participate alongside other libraries
in campus events as we hadn’t been able to before.

By far the largest barrier to active learning is the time required to contextualize and
introduce materials which the class may not have time to fully explore, and which they are
likely encountering for the first time. Even with planning, the introductory portion of a visit
limits the amount of time that students can spend with the materials, especially in cases
where class periods last less than an hour. Pre-recording material (in whole or in part) and
embedding it in course sites allows us to introduce not just the content of the object but how
it moves and behaves as a physical object, as Emily Spunaugle and Megan Peiser
emphasized in their post earlier this year. Even a brief video can scaffold in-person
assignments and activities, and give students something they can return to quickly over the
course of the semester. This should lead to more, rather than fewer, students looking to
come back to the reading rooms and use the collections. 

s://www.sharpweb.org/sharpnews/2021/01/25/pandemic-pedagogy-marginalia-in-the-marguerite-hicks-collection/
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This was the last video we produced (in April 2021) in order to add a digital component to a
display in our main library.

In terms of designing lessons, scripting and filming has shown me how much I was relying on
more material for flexibility and spontaneity, rather than intentionally building it into the
questions I asked. After this year’s experiments, I’m proposing that my department create a
series of five-minute “Object Lessons,” where each curator picks an object that they love to
teach with and one material question it best illustrates. The first part of the lesson introduces
the item, the second uses one or two examples to pose and illustrate the question, and the
final part offers options for its further investigation by placing it in its historical and cultural
context. Since the learning curve for making and recording videos is steep, asking other
curators to start from where they are most comfortable and focused should help with the
scripting process. My hope is that with a small library of these lessons we can embed one or
more in the canvas pages of courses who plan to visit, and introduce the students to general
topics in material culture, research practice, and the history of a particular genre or period
before they encounter the object, or one like it, in person.

Building virtual elements into our instruction program can make our materials more
approachable, and make our students more comfortable and creative in using them. Below I
offer three ways that I plan to integrate pre-recorded content with in-person instruction in
classes this coming year, along with the exercises that inspired them. Recording material has
its limits, and we shouldn’t push the technology—or ourselves—where it doesn’t want to go.
As we’ve worked through different ways of meeting people wherever they are this past year,
it’s become clearer than ever that we shouldn’t expect our students all to be in exactly the
same place.

Sample Uses for Pre-Recorded Content

Jumping-Off Points

For one of my favorite lessons from 2020, a class on Northern Renaissance Art, I filmed an
introduction which included a book of hours printed in Paris in 1498. I wanted the class to
discuss something concrete about the book, so I also sent still images from two

https://ufl-flvc.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01FALSC_UFL/6ad6fc/alma990294366140306597
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contemporary books produced in the same city which had digitized by other institutions, one
being a manuscript illustrated by the artist who designed the borders and miniatures for the
print books. In class, students broke into small groups to discuss how the composition and
illustration of the different copies and editions of the book of hours compared to each other,
and how artists’ work filtered through different intermediaries.

A Flipped Classroom with Course-Specific Collections

This approach ties digital content more closely with the assignments of a course, with an in-
person visit in the middle. Two courses in the Spring 2021 used a similar group of rare
materials on seventeenth and eighteenth-century Atlantic piracy. One was a small seminar
geared towards thesis research methods and the other was a much larger freshman class
where students were given the option of using special collections materials to compare and
contrast historical and popular conceptions ideas of piracy.

I shared the same introductory video for both, but for the larger class we built a wider digital
collection of materials, along with a brief PowerPoint presentation to introduced them to the
students. For our in-class session, we gave the students a choice of three short primary
sources from different categories and collections (such as a 1958 map of shipwrecks in the
Gulf of Mexico) that we could analyze and discuss in a small group, in essence doing a
scaled-down version of their final assignment.

Instead of using curator time for a show and tell visit, we were able to provide further
scaffolding for a course’s assignment. The larger freshman course will be taught each
semester for the next five, and can be added to or modified without having to be made up
from scratch. Even if we show materials in person, having content and context available
through the Canvas platform (and not just on a cart in the reading room) should make it
easier for students to return to at different points during the semester, especially when the
time comes to do their assignments.
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Bonus Tracks

These are single videos or standalone activities that can be launched from a website or QR
code. For our finals week, we designed an activity which we called Dive into Tunnel Books,
where students could make their own books using pre-cut pieces. Our conservation
department put together the kits, I recorded a context video, and the curator of our Book Arts
collection, who teaches book arts in our School of Art and Art history, recorded a tutorial
video. We posted both videos to YouTube but embedded all of the content for the lesson on a
page of our website.
The webpage with the activity portion can be hidden if we don’t want it to appear, but the
videos are still publicly available and can call attention back to our collections. As a bonus,
exercises like these can be scheduled, filmed, and produced on a schedule independent from
the semester, when it might be possible to secure help from students with skills in video or
audio editing, and where partnerships with other departments or institutions can develop.

                                                                                                Neil Weijer, University of Florida

https://rarebooks.uflib.ufl.edu/research-teaching/tunnel-books/
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On the things I’ve learnt from a few years teaching students how to ‘read’ a digital
instantiation of a book is that without some knowledge of the wider context of that
digitization – the platform, database, collection, or archive – it can be difficult to understand
why the way digitized books look the way they do. This worksheet enables students to begin
to learn what’s involved in the digitization of books. In particular, it aims to help students
explore the various legal, technological, and economic factors involved in the creation of
large-scale digital collections; and also the cultural contexts of representation and access
against the hype of universal knowledge. The in-class task, a paper prototype of a digital
archive, works particularly well to bring home the difficult choices between sometimes
contradictory factors involved in real-life digitizations.  The session is part of a second-year
undergraduate module entitled ‘Literature and Digital Culture’, following on from discussions
in previous weeks about the digital medium, the digital divide and information privilege, and
the representation of gender, race, sexuality, and intersectionality in Wikipedia articles. 

PART ONE

Please read (see reading list below)

On the ‘universal library’: EITHER Paul Hammond, chapter three; OR Marilyn Deegan &1.
Kathryn Sutherland, chapter five. 
Intersectionality and access: ONE of these: Amy Earhart / Jacqueline Wernimont & Julie2.
Flanders / Adeline Koh.

How to read a digitisation

The questions below will help your digital literacy and will enable you to assess the
differences between digital collections of books. This involves a bit of detective work, since
some collections don’t give full information about themselves, or make it difficult to find: just
try to find out as much as you can. Some of this information you might be able find by
browsing the archive website (for example, look for pages labelled ‘About’, ‘History’,
‘FAQs’). Don’t worry if you are not be able to answer all these questions in relation to your
chosen archive: this itself might be significant in relation to the question of access.
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Is it a standalone collection or a collection that is accessed via a platform? (e.g. Jisc1.
Historical Texts or Gale Primary Sources are platforms that give access to multiple
individual collections or archives).
Try reading and/or downloading material to get a feel for each site. 2.
Is it paywalled (e.g. via our library), or free to access? Is it commercial or scholarly? What3.
kind of organisation is it? How is it funded or supported?
How is it digitised? Is it images or text, or both? Are the images colour or b&w? If it has4.
text, how was the text created? Was it transcribed (copied by hand), or created by
automated software (OCR)? Was it edited?
Does it tell you about the original source of the material (the library or archive in which5.
the physical copy is held)? Does it give you any other details about the individual books or
materials?
Is there any information about the copyright status of the book images or text? 6.
Is it delimited (e.g. by genre, period, geography, nationality, etc)? Does it tell you how the7.
material was selected?
What terms, language, or imagery does the collection use to describe its ethos or aims?8.

Choose one collection from these:

Digital Public Library of America (DPLA)
Early Caribbean Digital Archive
Google Books
Jisc Historical Texts – access to Eighteenth-century Collections Online (ECCO); or Early
English Books Online (EEBO)
Project Gutenberg
Rosetti Archive
UbuWeb 
Women Writers Project
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PART TWO

The second part of the session is a paper prototype experiment, and enables you to
experience the issues in the creation of digital collections, drawing on your research and
analysis. In teams, imagine that you’re either scholars, or university librarians, or a
commercial digital publisher, or a collaboration (hint: it makes a difference), and you are in a
position to plan a digital collection. What would it be? You can be as realistic or as utopian as
you like! Answer these questions to help you plan and write a rationale for the project.

Who is it for? 1.
How would it be funded?2.
What limits would you have to place on the collection? What kinds of material would you3.
include (or not include)?
How would you present the books? (photographic images? text only? Both? OCR or hand-4.
transcribed?). Why?
What kind of access to the material would – or could – you allow (free or paywalled? Can5.
users download material or not)?

Further Reading

Cohen, Daniel J. and Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, and
Presenting the Past on the Web [detailed guide on what’s involved in building a digital
resource]

http://chnm.gmu.edu/digitalhistory/digitizing/4.php 

Carr, Nicholas, ‘The Library of Utopia’, MIT Technology Review, April 25, 2012
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/427628/the-library-of-utopia/ [on Google Books]

Darnton, Robert, ‘Digitize, Democratize: Libraries and the Future of Books’, Columbia Journal
of Law & the Arts, 36:1 (2012), 1-20

http://chnm.gmu.edu/digitalhistory/digitizing/4.php
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/427628/the-library-of-utopia/
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Deegan, Marilyn, and Kathryn Sutherland. Transferred Illusions: Digital Technology and the
Forms of Print (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009)

Earhart, Amy E., ‘Can Information Be Unfettered? Race and the New Digital Humanities
Canon’, in Debates in the Digital Humanities, 2012
<https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-88c11800-9446-469b-a3be-3fdb36bfbd1e/secti
on/cf0af04d-73e3-4738-98d9-74c1ae3534e5> [accessed 23 July 2020]

Findlay, Peter, ‘Commercial Digital Archival Collections and the Charges for Accessing Them’,
Jisc Content and Digitisation, 2019 [A report on costs to libraries to buy and access digital
resources in the UK]
<https://digitisation.jiscinvolve.org/wp/2019/07/01/commercial-digital-archival-collections-an
d-the-charges-for-accessing-them/> [accessed 29 October 2021] 

Google Books – About https://books.google.com/intl/en/googlebooks/about/index.html 

Gregg, Stephen H. Old Books and Digital Publishing: Eighteenth Century Collections Online
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020):
https://www.cambridge.org/core/elements/old-books-and-digital-publishing-eighteenthcentury
-collections-online/058DB12DE06A4C00770B46DCFAE1D25E

Hammond, Paul, Literature in the Digital Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015)

Kizhner, Inna, Melissa Terras, Maxim Rumyantsev, Valentina Khokhlova, Elisaveta
Demeshkova, Ivan Rudov, and others, ‘Digital Cultural Colonialism: Measuring Bias in
Aggregated Digitized Content Held in Google Arts and Culture’, Digital Scholarship in the
Humanities, 36.3 (2021), 607–40 <https://doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqaa055>

Koh, Adeline, ‘Inspecting the Nineteenth-Century Literary Digital Archive: Omissions of
Empire’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 19.3 (2014), 385–95 

Mak, Bonnie, ‘Archaeology of a Digitization’, Journal of the Association for Information Science

https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-88c11800-9446-469b-a3be-3fdb36bfbd1e/section/cf0af04d-73e3-4738-98d9-74c1ae3534e5
https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-88c11800-9446-469b-a3be-3fdb36bfbd1e/section/cf0af04d-73e3-4738-98d9-74c1ae3534e5
https://digitisation.jiscinvolve.org/wp/2019/07/01/commercial-digital-archival-collections-and-the-charges-for-accessing-them/
https://digitisation.jiscinvolve.org/wp/2019/07/01/commercial-digital-archival-collections-and-the-charges-for-accessing-them/
https://books.google.com/intl/en/googlebooks/about/index.html
https://www.cambridge.org/core/elements/old-books-and-digital-publishing-eighteenthcentury-collections-online/058DB12DE06A4C00770B46DCFAE1D25E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/elements/old-books-and-digital-publishing-eighteenthcentury-collections-online/058DB12DE06A4C00770B46DCFAE1D25E
https://doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqaa055
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Sherratt, Tim, ‘Unremembering the Forgotten’, in Debates in the Digital Humanities, 2019
<https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-f2acf72c-a469-49d8-be35-67f9ac1e3a60/sectio
n/be608100-95b6-4e48-bfd5-a82a588da8f1#ch12> [accessed 21 July 2020]

Somers, James, ‘Torching the Modern-Day Library of Alexandria’, The Atlantic, April 20, 2017,
https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/04/the-tragedy-of-google-books/52332
0/?utm_source=atltw

Thylstrup, Nanna Bonde, The Politics of Mass Digitization (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2018)
[on Google Books, Europeana, DPLA, Monoskop]

Wells, H. G., World Brain (New York: Doubleday, 1938)
https://archive.org/details/worldbrain00wells/page/n5

Wernimont, Jacqueline, and Julia Flanders, ‘Feminism in the Age of Digital Archives: The
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Abstract

In this article, I explore how we can link assessment to instruction and the multimodal composing process by inviting students
to generate the grading criteria for new media assignments, and I show how this approach influenced students’ composing and
understanding of multimodal texts. I first detail the scaffolding processes I took to help the class learn to construct the evaluative
criteria for a digital video project, describing the course curriculum, instructional approaches, and assignments. Then drawing from
extended interviews with three learners, I present their perceptions on how the collaborative construction of grading standards
affected their learning and comprehension of new media rhetoric. I close with pedagogical recommendations for instructors who
teach multimodal digital writing and who seek to integrate the collaborative construction of grading criteria into their classroom.
© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Keywords: Evaluation; Grading; Student-generated grading criteria; Video composing; Multimodality; Multimodal assessment; Multiliteracies

“.  . .To  have  effective  and  productive  assessment,  assessment  that  teaches,  all  stakeholders  involved  in  the  assess-
ment must  be  a  part  of  the  entire  process.  Students  can’t  simply  be  recipient  of  assessment.  They  must  be  central
to the  practices  in  the  classroom.”

Asao Inoue

“Much as  teachers  need  to  expand  their  view  of  learning  goals  to  include  more  significant  learning,  they  also
need to  expand  their  view  of  feedback  and  assessment  to  include  more  educative  assessment.”

L. Dee Fink

1. Introduction

When teaching first-year composition, I aim to help students develop multiliteracies (Anderson, 2008; Takayoshi &
Selfe, 2007; Selber, 2004; New London Group, 1996) by exposing them to and teaching them about different modes of
writing—alphabetic, visual, and aural. For one of their final assignments in the course, students produce multimodal

projects using video editing software to demonstrate their understanding of the rhetorical functions of sounds, images,
and alphabetic texts. While digital video is not an unfamiliar media to learners who watch countless YouTube clips
in any given month,1 they may not be cognizant of the rhetorical operations and effects at work. Brian Huot (2002a)

∗ Tel.: +513 529 5221; fax: +513 529 1392.
E-mail address: adsanac@muohio.edu

1 In 2010 alone YouTube reported a 137% increase in the number of video uploads on its Web site (Yarow & Angelova, 2010).
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bserved that learners often have difficulties articulating the rhetorical functions of a text, moving “prematurely and
ncritically to an evaluative decision” (p. 177). Teaching how to analyze and compose a multimodal video, hence,
elps them become rhetorically aware and critical of a pervasive medium and enables them to see and use technology
s a rhetorical tool to enrich their communication. Grading multimodal videos, however, presented a concern in my
eaching. What criteria, I wondered, should I use to evaluate2 students’ works, given the complexity of multimodal
ntegration? Through their survey research on multimodal writing sponsored by the Conference on College Composition
nd Communication (CCCC), Daniel Anderson et al. (2006) discovered that writing instructors often feel they have
little help in conceptualizing multimodal assignments” and assessing students’ projects (p. 79).3 Similarly, Elizabeth
urray, Hailey Sheets, and Nicole Williams (2010) found that “a significant number of composition instructors. .  .feel

ncomfortable assigning multimodal projects in their classrooms due to concerns with assessment” (para. 1).
The assessment of multimodal “texts” is not only a concern of the instructor, however. It is a crucial skill students

eed to acquire to succeed as writers. Learning to evaluate the effectiveness of a text is an important part of being able
o write and read well. According to Huot (2002a), students must be able to evaluate their own texts in order to revise
ffectively, making assessment a crucial part of composing; it is not discrete from the writing process. Recognizing
ts significance, Diane Penrod (2005) has identified assessment as one of the proficiencies that instructors must help
tudents master: “Students will [need to] come to know the criteria others use to judge the quality of an electronic
ext, how an electronic text should be judged within various contexts, and how to secure evidence to measure a text’s
alue according to different audiences’ contexts and criteria” (p. 62). Given the importance of assessment to instruction
nd students’ growth as writers and the dilemma that teachers face when grading new media4 texts, the evaluation of
ultimodal projects is an issue that warrants additional research and theorization.
Drawing upon communal assessment practices (Inoue, 2005; Spidell & Thelin, 2006; Leahy, 2002; Shor, 1996),

eminist principles (Shiffman, 1997; Royster, 1996), and instructive evaluation (Borton & Huot, 2007; Penrod, 2005;
ink, 2003; Huot, 2002a, 2002b; Soles, 2001), this article presents an “educative,” (Fink, 2003) communal-based
pproach for teaching and evaluating multimodal video projects: Invite students to draft their own grading criteria. In a
caffolding process that lasted five weeks, students in my course analyzed sample media clips, individually developing
nd refining evaluation criteria covering a range of rhetorical concepts. Then, in discussion with the class, I consolidated
hese criteria into one comprehensive document that I used to grade the assignments and that students utilized to help
hem compose and revise their videos.

In what follows, I detail the scaffolding process I took to help students construct their evaluative criteria, and I examine
ow the use of student-generated grading criteria impacted students’ learning and understanding of multimodal video
omposing and digital rhetoric. I begin by describing the course curriculum, pedagogical process, and assignments
n depth. Then drawing from extended interviews with three students who were formerly enrolled in my first-year
omposition class,5 none of whom had composed a video before my course, I present their perceptions about the
ffordances of creating and using student-generated grading criteria. By asking them in detail to reflect on their video
omposing process and by analyzing their projects and interview reflections, I show the benefits and challenges of
uch pedagogy. I close with recommendations for instructors who teach multimodal digital composing and who seek
o integrate the collaborative construction of grading criteria into their classroom.

. Current  approaches  for  evaluating  multimodal  composition
Since the “multimodal turn” in writing studies in the 1990’s, compositionists have proposed disparate methods for
ssessing multimodal work. I will briefly detail current assessment practices to later demonstrate how mine builds upon
nd differs from them.

2 Similar to Huot (2002a) and Inoue (2005), I use the terms evaluation and assessment interchangeably.
3 Video composing is a frequent assignment in the writing classroom; 73% of the respondents reported having taught and assigned it.
4 In this article, I use the terms multimodality and new media interchangeably. My definition of new media is informed by Cynthia Selfe’s (2004):
Texts created primarily in digital environments, composed in multiple media (e.g., film, video, audio, among others), and designed for presentation
nd exchange in digital venues.”
5 The participants I recruited for this study were former students who were not currently enrolled in any courses I taught. With IRB permission,

 contacted them via e-mail, and three agreed to an interview. I conducted the interviews face-to-face with a computer handy so we could talk and
ook at the student’s project together. Pseudonyms are used in this article.
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The first evaluative strategy utilizes rubrics and conventions from print genres to evaluate a multimodal text. Murray,
Sheets, and Williams (2010) proposed that common categories in print essay rubric such as thesis/focus, organization,
development, research, and format/design can be used as criteria to grade multimodal work; they are the features of
effective composition across modes and genres. In the context of a digital storytelling project, Meredith Zoetewey
and Julie Staggers (2003) suggested that instructors use elements of a narrative essay—chronology, structure, point of
view, focus, pacing, dramatic tension, and development—as a framework to grade students’ projects.

However, Madeline Sorapure (2006) and Kathleen Blake Yancey (2004a) cautioned that an over-reliance on print
conventions can cause us to “lose the chance to see new values emerging in the new medium” (Sorapure, 2006, p. 1).
They urged instructors to use coherence (Yancey, 2004a) and metaphor and metonymy (Sorapure, 2006) as a framework
for multimodal assessment instead.

Positing that coherence is the key feature of all effective composition, digital and print, Yancey (2004a) argued that
it could be employed as a heuristic for evaluating multimodal projects. This heuristic allows us to assess four issues:
“What arrangements are possible? who arranges? what is the intent? what is the fit between the intent and the effect”
(Yancey, 2004a, p. 96)? Building upon Yancey’s notion of coherence, Sorapure’s approach focuses on evaluating the
relationship between the different modalities in students’ work, using metaphor and metonymy as a guide. Metaphor,
Sorapure contended, enables us to observe the meanings behind each mode, and metonymy helps us analyze how the
modes connect to one another to cohere the overall argument. In other words, through metaphor and metonymy, one
evaluates: What meanings does each modality convey, and how do the modes relate with one another to produce a
coherent argument appropriate for the rhetorical situation?

Other scholars (Shipka, 2011, 2009; Odell & Katz, 2009; Borton & Huot, 2007; Ball, 2006; Penrod, 20056) argued
for using rhetorically based criteria to grade students’ projects. Doing so, they claimed, can help us integrate assessment
with instruction; the assessment criteria come to reinforce rhetorical concepts such as audience, context, purpose, and
strategy in multimodal composing. To link instruction and assessment, Lee Odell and Susan Katz (2009) suggested
the following approach: evaluate student’s ability to a) integrate given information and multiple media; b) create and
fulfill expectations; c) select, use, and encode multimodal elements; and d) present a logical/perceptual relationships
among the selected elements. Sonya Borton and Brian Huot (2007) advised similar standards but added that instruc-
tors should provide formative assessment (constructive feedback) throughout the students’ composing process. Also
they recommended having composers maintain a journal in which they reflect on their rhetorical choices, aims, and
composing progress.

Likewise, Jody Shipka (2011, 2009) emphasized the importance of self-assessment and “rhetorical sensitivity”
in multimodal evaluation, but her “assessment framework” (her terminology) does not consist of specific criteria.
Following the tradition of writer’s reflection (Sommers, 1989; Elbow & Belanoff, 1989; Beaven, 1977), she asks
students to submit a “statement of goal and choices” (SOCG) along with their final project, which she then uses to
assess their multimodal work. In their SOGC, students define the purpose, context, and audience of their work; detail
and justify their rhetorical, material, methodological and technological choices; explain how their selections serve the
overall rhetorical goals of the project; and evaluate how the choices made allowed them to accomplish the goals that
other combinations of choices would not have (Shipka, 2011, p. 114). By using SOGC, Shipka (2009) sought to avoid
“limiting the texts, tools, and practices” of multimodal composing and presented a more a flexible framework that can
help us gauge a “work’s purposes, potentials, and [rhetorical] consequences” (p. W364).

Additionally, Cheryl Ball (2006) has proposed a “readerly” strategy for “re-assessing multimodal and new media
rubrics” (p. 394). Believing that multimodal theory (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; Manovich, 2002) is too focused on
“the material with which a text is composed,” she urged instructors and composers to pay attention to the “rhetorical
situations of design” by examining the how  and why  of composing: How is a text put together, and why is it constructed

that way, for what purpose (pp. 393–394)? These questions, Ball affirmed, help authors and readers focus on the
significance of audience, purpose, and context when evaluating or making design decisions. They add a “readerly”
component to multimodal analysis that is absent from multimodal theory.

6 Penrod’s work, Composition in Convergence, focused on large-scale assessment of writing programs in networked environment, rather than on
how to assess individual writing project or modality. In it she proposed a fourfold criteria for evaluating the outcomes of writing programs: critical
awareness of the audience’s sociocultural/historical context, careful usage and selections of multimodal resources, usage of technology to produce
a variety of genres and forms, and possessing rhetorical and technological competence to compose in electronic spaces.
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While there are a variety of methods for evaluating multimodal projects, through their survey research, Anderson
t al. (2006) learned that the majority of instructors currently use some type of rhetorically based standards to grade
ultimodal work, often drawing upon the following criteria: an awareness of the rhetorical situation, clear and effective

ommunication, active and thoughtful engagement with the composing process, proficiency in using new technology
o communicate a message, the rhetorical impact of the message, design effectiveness, persuasiveness, and the overall
ffort as reflected in the final product. Some instructors also look for creativity, improvement between drafts, and
horough reflection about the composing process.

Clearly, as a field, we have a range of strategies for evaluating multimodal texts. Yet it is often unclear how a particular
valuative method impacts students’ comprehension of multimodality and multimodal composing process. In particular,
here has yet to be a study in rhetoric and composition that examines the benefits of using student-generated  grading
riteria to grade multimodal  video  compositions. Scholars of feminist (Shiffman, 1997) and critical pedagogy (Shor,
996), Expressivism, (Danielewicz & Elbow, 2009; Zemelman & Daniels, 1988), and writing assessment (Inoue, 2007;
orton & Huot, 2007; Penrod, 2005; Huot, 2002a; Leahy, 2002; Soles, 2001) have long called for instructors to involve

tudents in grading procedures, but within the context of multimodal writing, we do not yet know how doing so affects
tudents’ composing and learning about multiliteracies and digital rhetoric. Although we have evidence that sharing
nd making the evaluation criteria explicit to learners helped to improve the quality of the end product, the criteria
ere teacher-generated and were designed for essayistic prompt—not multimodal texts (Wyngaard & Gehrke, 1996;
amm, 1994; Stoddard & MacArthur, 1993; Hillocks, 1986). Thus, seeking to address the gap in current composition
cholarship, particularly computers and writing, my research enables us to expand and evaluate current scholarly calls
nd approaches for teaching and assessing new media projects. The evaluation approach I employ and the students’
erspectives I detail can help us understand how to effectively scaffold, teach, and evaluate multimodal works, as well
s learn the digital multimodal composing process of first-year writers.

. Theories  and  assumptions  informing  my  pedagogy  and  assessment

My approach for using student-generated grading criteria to evaluate multimodal video projects is informed by
cholarship in instructive evaluation (Borton & Huot, 2007; Penrod, 2005; Fink, 2003; Huot, 2002a, 2002b; White,
994), communal assessment (Inoue, 2005; Spidell & Thelin, 2006; Leahy, 2002), feminist pedagogy (Shiffman,
997; Royster, 1996), and inclusionary classroom practices (Shor, 1996). Several theoretical assumptions underlie my
edagogy.

First, following the tradition of “instructive evaluation,” an evaluative approach that aims to teach rather than merely
est knowledge (Borton & Huot, 2007; Huot, 2002b), I believe assessment should help improve teaching, writing, and
hetorical understanding. My belief follows the CCCC position statement on assessing writing, which suggested that
ssessment be integrated with instruction: “Writing assessment is useful primarily as a means for improving teaching
nd learning. The primary purpose of any assessment should govern its design, its implementation, and the generation
nd dissemination of its results” (para. 4). Instructors, however, must distinguish between “educative” and “audit-ive”
ssessment. The former “audit[s] student learning [usually in one shot] as a basis for the grade turned in,” whereas the
atter, sometimes called assessment 2.0,7 helps students grow as learners through introspection, self-evaluation, clear
tandards, and frequent constructive feedback (Fink, 2003, p. 82). It is the latter that we must seek to foster in our
edagogy.

Second, following communal assessment practices, I believe that we must engage students to become active cre-
tors/contributors of knowledge in our teaching and evaluation; we can learn from them as much as they can from
s (Penrod, 2005; Shor, 1996). This belief necessitates that “we begin a discourse of assessment with our students
bout their writing” (Huot, 2002a, p. 170). My perspective here aligns with Asao Inoue’s (2005) “fourth generation
valuation,” an assessment method based on “hermeneutic dialectic” that invites stakeholders to offer input in the
rading process and encourages negotiation and consensus making between learners and instructor, leading to more

ngaged learning and deeper understanding of writing (p. 222). Like contract grading, fourth generation evaluation
ims to “strip away the mystification of institutional and cultural power in the everyday grades we give in our writing
ourses” (Danielewicz & Elbow, 2009, p. 249). Through collaborating with students, I also seek to disrupt what Ira

7 See Elliott (2008)
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Shor (1996) called the “Siberian Syndrome,” pedagogical practices that “order” and “fit” students to “lesser places”
and “reenact and reconstitute their marginality” (p. 14). By involving students in the grading process, I want to help
them see that their voices matter and can make a difference in their  learning environment, as well as society at large.

Third, my teaching is guided by feminist principles, particularly by the works of Jacqueline Jones Royster (1996)
and Betty Garrison Shiffman (1997). Royster encouraged teachers to actively listen to the voices of the Other, to use
them to transform our epistemology and habits. She asked: “How can we teach, engage in research, write about, and
talk across boundaries with  others, instead of for, about, and around them” (p. 38)? “It seems to me that the agreement
for inquiry and discovery needs to be deliberately reciprocal,” suggested Royster (p. 34). Following her call, one way
to speak with  rather than for others, to create a “deliberately reciprocal” relationship, is to involve learners in the
evaluation process. Feminist pedagogues such as Shiffman have been urging scholars to move “toward a position of
inclusionary evaluation” and “open the door for greater participation” in our grading procedures (p. 59). Shiffman
called for evaluative practices that will not diminish students’ role as active collaborators of standards and contributors
of knowledge. By inviting the class to co-construct the grading criteria, we can come to speak with  students and use
their insights to enrich our understanding about effective assessment practices. “Conversation among students and
between the teacher and her students is a constant source of knowledge for both,” noted Shiffman (p. 61). Both parties
mutually benefit as a result.

In sum, I work to resist teacher-centered pedagogical and evaluative approaches that posit the instructor as the
sole source of knowledge and authority in the classroom. If knowledge derives from dialogism and social-epistemic
interaction like Mikhail Bakhtin (1986) and James Berlin (1987) posited, then exchanging, debating, and negotiating
grading criteria, and revising them accordingly can strengthen our learning and growth as writers and assessors.
Teachers and students can grow from meaningful dialogues with one another through the process of co-constructing
grading standards.

4. Preparing  students  to  develop  the  grading  criteria

4.1. Introducing  rhetorical  viewing

Before exploring how using student-generated grading criteria impacted students’ learning and multimodal compos-
ing, I want to first provide some context and background on my pedagogy. My teaching responds to the New London
Group’s (1996), Cynthia Selfe’s (2004), Anne Wysocki’s (2004), and Stuart Selber’s (2004) calls to teach writing and
multiliteracies in a functional, critical and rhetorical manner, in which students not only become users of technologies
and producers of new media “texts” but also questioners of them. I want students to be able to rhetorically read  and use
the available means of composing, digital and non-digital, to achieve various communicative purposes and to develop
a critical reception toward the various media they encounter in their daily lives through frequent analysis of discourse
and composing in a variety of modalities.

Toward that end, the course I taught was a first-year writing class focused on rhetoric, argumentation, and research,
including multimodal composing. The five major course units at the time of this study were ethnography, rhetorical
analysis, public argument, multimodal remix, and portfolio reflection. Prior to learning about multimodal remix,
students spent five weeks in the public argument unit researching and writing an argumentative essay on a public issue
for a scholarly audience. Once the essay was completed, they remediated it into a three to four minute multimodal video
for a specific audience of their choosing. The project had to include still images, sounds, and alphabetic texts. Actual
video footage was optional. The finished product was then shown to the whole class. This remediation assignment was
meant to help learners develop multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996) and engage with “synaesthesia” (Kress,
2003)—to push their literacy beyond “linguistic design” (New London Group, 1996; Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007; WIDE,
2005).

Preparing students to develop the grading criteria for their video projects involved several scaffolding assignments.
The first was rhetorical viewing. I explained to the class that they would be watching diverse multimodal video samples
on a weekly basis over five weeks. Their objective was to view each video critically and rhetorically by analyzing

how images, sounds, alphabetic texts, and digital effects were used to construct and cohere—and in some instances,
detract—the argument. We practiced rhetorical viewing together for a week. To guide the viewing, I provided a set
of critical analysis questions that led students to pay close attention to rhetorical elements. In addition, because each
sample was different, I also developed specific analytical questions for each one (See Appendix A). In one sample
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ideo,8 for example, I asked students to examine things such as: Who is the audience? What is the context of the
rgument? How are images arranged? In what order do they appear? Is there any logic to them? What rhetorical
ppeals are utilized? What sounds are heard first, next, and afterward, and why are they arranged in that way? What
o they like about the clip that they might try to emulate in their own work? Questions like these can help students
uild critical reception of how multimodal digital rhetoric operates and how it is constructed. In teaching multimodal
omposing, Mary Hocks (2003) recommended that we engage students in the critique of new media texts before asking
hem to compose their own projects. By first observing the rhetorical elements that make up a sample text, writers can
come to understand these features by analyzing the visual details” (Hocks, 2003, p. 650). Besides, Huot (2002a) noted
hat “.  .  .before students can learn to revise rhetorically, they need to first assess rhetorically” (p. 170). The analysis
f sample videos can help students learn and practice rhetorical assessment. Through “informed critique,” students
radually develop “critical literacy,” which enables them to become informed audiences of arguments and rhetorical
sers of composing technology, characteristics of a multiliterate citizen (Selber, 2004, p. 24–25).9

.2.  Bi-weekly  rhetorical  viewing  homework

Once students became familiar with rhetorical viewing, for homework I assigned three to four multimodal clips of
isparate qualities on YouTube for them to watch over a period of five weeks. This bi-weekly rhetorical viewing exercise
erved as the second scaffolding activity to help students construct their criteria and to learn how multimodal elements
unction. Students watched a range of videos in a variety of genres, some effective, some, rather spectacularly, not.
ome were made by amateurs,10 and some were created by a professional organization such as Barackobama.com.11

 had students view a range of videos so that they could develop familiarity with the multimodal video genre and learn
o evaluate the quality of different kinds of clips. Throughout this process, I continued to provide them with a set of
nalytical questions specifically designed for each video. My scaffolding followed George Hillocks’ (1995): Compos-
ng well, Hillocks maintained, involves learning and using specific inquiry skills—close observations, evaluation of

aterials, and interpretation of sample texts. The viewing questions I posed are meant to help students sharpen these
bilities by closely observing, interpreting, and evaluating sample materials before composing.

After the viewing, students wrote responses to the analytical questions and shared their analyses in the discussion area
f Blackboard (our university’s course management system), where they could read and comment on their classmates’
bservations. At the beginning of the next class, as a warm-up exercise, I asked some students to share what they
osted on Blackboard, and occasionally, I had them show an interesting video they found on YouTube, and together
e analyzed it as a class. These tasks prepared the class for the next activity in the unit: building collaborative grading

riteria.

.3. Delineating  and  consolidating  the  student-generated  grading  criteria

For the third scaffolding activity, I asked students to design a grading criteria sheet that could be used to assess their
ork. I provided the following instructions: The criteria must clearly define the features of an effective multimodal
igital project, address the usage of various modes (e.g., images, text, sounds) and digital effects (e.g., transitions,
iming), specify elements of argument (including criteria for audience, context, use of evidence, etc.), and be thorough
nd thoughtful (See Appendix B). My guidelines were meant to help students think rhetorically, to take into account
he relationship between modes (Odell & Katz, 2009; Sorapure, 2006), the “readerly effects” of design choices (Ball,
006), synaesthesia (Kress, 2003), coherence (Yancey, 2004), and argument strengths (Borton & Huot, 2007). By

ncouraging students to think rhetorically, I tried to avoid what Sorapure found to be a common pitfall in novice’s
ultimodal composition: Students incorporated digital effects for the sake of “coolness” without regard to rhetorical

urpose.

8 Official PETA Video: <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VIjanhKqVC4>
9 My pedagogy here is informed by Miami’s first-year writing curriculum, which stresses rhetorical analysis and close reading. Both are required
nits in our program.

10 Racism: A Global Perspective: <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TVNMRPDlpoA&feature=related>
11 Make History: <http://www.youtube.com/user/BarackObamadotcom#p/u/263/9UFzkO5OhKY>

http://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=VIjanhKqVC4
http://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv=TVNMRPDlpoA%26feature=related
http://www.youtube.com/user/BarackObamadotcom%23p/u/263/9UFzkO5OhKY
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Once students devised their criteria sheet, I had them use it to evaluate the bi-weekly videos assigned for homework,
referencing the standards they have formulated. This was an important step of communal assessment pedagogy (Inoue,
2005). Students must “test” the criteria sheet they created, evaluating its soundness and feasibility and make necessary
revision before submitting it to the instructor. This process, Inoue explained, allows students to refine and revise their
knowledge about the make-up of an effective text, leading to a more complex understanding about writing conventions
and stronger grading criteria. After each student finalized and submitted their refined criteria, I consolidated them into
a comprehensive document, eliminating any duplicated criterion and grouping similar points into the same headings. I
then provided a draft to the class for feedback, and in a collaborative process, we further revised, expanded, and built
upon the document. Once the criteria were finalized, I asked students to use them to evaluate drafts of their own work
and each other’s projects.

All in all, the collaborative process I took with my students heeded Penrod’s call for utilizing the “coolness of
computer technology” to mediate the “direct heat of evaluation”—that is, to use technologies to generate “inclusive
activities that bring together students and instructors under a common purpose”: the advancement of writing competence
(p. 137). Through co-constructing and negotiating the grading standards via wikis, online discussion forums and in-
class discussion, my students and I turned evaluation into a mutual learning process based upon feminist principles
of respect, collaboration, openness, and listening (Shiffman, 1997). Like Shor’s power sharing classroom, students’
ideas were listened to and taken seriously to derive at a democratically agreed upon grading standards. Through the
scaffolding processes I took, assessment became integrated with instruction like Inoue (2005), Edward White (1994)
and Huot (2002b) advocated. Students came to learn the features of an effective multimodal video by developing,
testing, and using the grading criteria they designed; they “learn[ed] to compose by learning to assess” (Borton &
Huot, 2007, p. 3). My criteria-generating process reflected the four processes of community-based assessment: The
instructor 1) provides the structure and environment for students to learn and synthesize their understanding about
good writing into a rubric, 2) revises the rubric from the class’ feedback, 3) encourages students to reflect upon the
criteria and compose from the rubric, and 4) uses the collaboratively-generated standards for assessment (Inoue, 2005,
p. 221). From this fourfold process, the assessment of writing became a vehicle for enhancing learning, teaching, and
composing.

5. What  students  learned  from  producing  the  grading  criteria

The three students whom I interviewed during the semester after the class was over, Amy, Brenda, and Jane,
unanimously reported that they found the scaffolding exercises to be beneficial. They related that engaging in the
bi-weekly rhetorical viewing homework and the analysis discussion activities during class were most helpful to their
learning and understanding of multimodality.

Amy, a first-year student majoring in international studies, commented: “By watching other videos and looking at
your questions [the viewing guide questions I provided], you’re able to see what you should do and don’t do, so I
think this is a very good project to work on to evaluate other clips based on comparing them to each other. You see
what you would want in it, what you [would] want in yours.” The rhetorical viewing exercises helped Amy learn the
features of an effective multimodal clip. Similarly, seeing what other people had done in their videos allowed Brenda,
an education major, to generate the benchmarks for evaluating her own project and others’. She explained: “Everyone
watches YouTube videos, and then you’re like that’s dumb; why did they do that? I think the combination of seeing it
[YouTube video samples], as far as seeing the annoyance, and then writing, like, don’t do that in your project made me
realize how I should build my own.” Likewise, Jane, a first-year student majoring in speech pathology and audiology,
shared that rhetorical viewing not only helped her understand how to compose her digital project, it also led her to
become more informed about how multimodal elements work: “In making the video part of it, I think it was analyzing
the video online [that was most helpful] because you asked us specific questions that made us realize how we were
being affected by different things and [recognize] what was being presented, and also just being able to see visual
examples of the video helped me understand what to do.”

Collectively, the students’ remarks confirmed the helpfulness of the rhetorical viewing activity and the importance

of providing students with a set of critical questions to guide the viewing. Watching the videos appeared to help them
become more analytical and informed viewers of digital media and enabled them to inductively develop the standards
for their own video assignment. By analyzing/assessing sample projects, they gained an understanding of the functions
and make-up of digital multimodal videos, which, as Hocks purported, is a crucial first step of multimodal composing.
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ssessment aided invention,12 hereby demonstrating that assessment needs not remain discrete from teaching and
riting like White, Inoue, and Borton and Huot have argued.
After extensive analysis of sample video projects, the grading criteria that students generated indicated that they

nderstood the make-up of effective multimodal rhetoric well. Below I examine the criteria that Amy, Brenda and Jane
roposed for visuals, sounds, and alphabetic texts, the three required components of the video project.13

.1.  Student-generated  criteria  for  visuals

In their proposed criteria for evaluating visuals, Jane, Amy, and Brenda demonstrated that they recognized images
hould not merely “decorate” the screen but that they must serve a rhetorical purpose. In her criteria, Jane wrote:
Images should serve as depictions of the argument and clearly and effectively persuade the audience. The argument
omes through the picture, and the organization is effective.” Amy, who created her criteria for visuals in the form
f questions, proposed the following: “Do the images correlate with the argument being portrayed in the clip? Do
he images flow correctly throughout the clip? No random pictures dispersed throughout that have little relation to
ne another.” Likewise, Brenda shared: “Are the images of good quality? Do they support the topic and make the
udience agree with your points”? Taken together, the student-generated criteria for visuals indicated that students
nderstood how images should and could be used to support and articulate arguments. They realized that within this
ode “form/content” is inseparable and “impossibly distinct” (Wysocki, 2001, p. 137). They have gained an important

nsight about visual rhetoric, one which Diana George (2002) called on writing instructors to stress: “.  .  .Communication
nd composition absolutely will include the visual, not as attendant to the verbal but as complex communication
ntricately related to the world around [us]” (p. 32).

.2. Student-generated  criteria  for  sounds

Students also proposed the criteria for evaluating sounds. Jane wrote: “[Sounds are] helpful to the understanding of
he argument. They are relevant to the argument and cut in a manner that makes sense with the pictures. The underlying
one and voice of the message are appropriate and affective.” Amy proposed: “Does the music, if any, match the theme
f the argument? If an interview is taking place, is the music muted or softened so that the audience is able to hear the
ubject being interviewed? Do the sound effects, if any, match the procession of pictures throughout the clip”? Brenda
oted: “Is there good sound quality? Does it serve a rhetorical purpose? Does it distract from the theme [message].
oes it help support or clarify your points”? The criteria for sound that Jane, Amy, and Brenda delineated showed that

hey acknowledged the affordances of sound—how sound (and silence) can affect meanings and persuasion (McKee,
006). Jane’s and Amy’s criteria, in particular, stressed the importance of the coherence between the visual and aural
odalities: how sounds and images could be combined to strengthen a claim.

.3. Student-generated  criteria  for  alphabetic  texts

Furthermore, the participants offered criteria for effective usage of alphabetic texts. Jane proposed: “Text is used
ffectively in its positioning, font, style, color and content. It gives necessary information about the argument. Text
hould not be overused but used strategically for emphasis.” Amy suggested: “Is the text readable? Is it able to be seen
n the background that is behind it? Is it relevant to the picture or video clip that came before, after, or during it”? Brenda
sked: “Does the text serve a purpose? Is it necessary? If it is, is it up long enough for the viewer to read”? Both Amy’s
nd Brenda’s criteria focused on legibility (usability). Jane’s criteria specifically acknowledged the significance of

esign, how things such as font choice and alignment could affect meanings, rhetorical issues that Wysocki and Dennis
ynch (2007) and Cheryl Ball and Kristin Arola (2010) encouraged writing instructors to address. In particular, Brenda’s
uestion—is it necessary to use alphabetic text?—evidenced her understanding of synaesthesia; she recognized that

12 The link between assessment and invention can be traced back to the Romans. In book X of Institutio Oratoria, Quintillian detailed the importance
f having students read—assess—sample texts as a method to help rhetors learn how to write oratories. In this sense, the assessment of sample texts
s tied to invention.
13 There are more components on the consolidated criteria sheet. I chose to only focus on these three because of space limitations.
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a claim can be re-mediated through several modalities. Alphabetic text is one mode of expression, but it may not be
most efficacious. As a whole, the students’ criteria for alphabetic texts revealed that they comprehended multimodal
affordances and the importance of strategic and careful usage of language and design for rhetorical purposes.

In sum, each student added important contributions to the grading criteria, making them more thorough and complete
than what a single person might have generated. The final criteria the class produced reflected many of the rhetorically-
based standards currently used in the field. Students took into account the relationships between the modes (Odell &
Katz, 2009; Sorapure, 2006; Yancey, 2004a), how design choices impact meanings and audience’s reception of the
text (Shipka, 2011; Ball, 2006; Anderson et al., 2006), and how the modes must work to cohere the overall message
(Yancey, 2004a). Although differences in the criteria existed, showing different levels of each learner’s engagement
and understanding of multimodality, what the participants generated revealed that they had learned that visuals, sounds
and alphabetic texts can function rhetorically. They recognized how to combine disparate “design resources” (New
London Group, 1996) to achieve a communicative purpose, important aims of contemporary multimodal pedagogy
in writing studies (Shipka, 2011, 2009; Clark, 2010; Yancey, 2009; Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007; WIDE, 2005; Wysocki,
Johnson-Eilola, Selfe, & Sirc, 2004).

6.  Students’  perspectives  on  the  advantages  of  using  collaboratively  generated  grading  criteria

When asked if student-generated grading criteria should be used in the future, Amy, Jane, and Brenda unanimously
replied yes. As they explained, they appreciated the opportunity to be a part of the grading process; they wanted to
have a say and would like to know how they will be evaluated up front. Brenda commented:

I think at this level of education, we should have a voice in what we’re being graded on because in our whole
lives we’re always told what to do; you have to do this or else, and when we come to college, we’re adults. We
have ideas of our own that we wanna share, and sometimes you don’t even know how you’re gonna be graded
and what the teacher wants, and they make it all so mysterious and unknown. Sometimes it’s kinda like I have
to guess, a guessing game. What do they want? Am I gonna get taken off for this? I just feel like I know more
and things are more fair when students can be involved in the process.

Brenda raised an important point that speaks to one of the many benefits of using student-generated criteria: It demys-
tified the grading process. Her comment reinforced Shiffman’s (1997) argument that “when we decide together [with
students]. .  .the requirements for each grade, students are relieved of the burden of second guessing the almighty and
all-powerful instructor” (p. 67). Given that students might be new to multimodal composing and that this might be the
first time they work with digital media—as was the case with most of my students, including the three participants—the
experience can be stressful. Collaborating on the expectations and clarifying them up front could help students under-
stand the objectives of the project and feel more confident about how to proceed. In their study of students’ perceptions
toward contract grading, Cathy Spidell and William Thelin (2006) noted that students like having the opportunity to
offer input about the class. They appreciate “democracy days,” moments in which they can voice their perspectives,
leading to changes in course procedures (p. 53). Brenda’s comments are consistent with this finding.

Jane also appreciated “having a say” in the evaluation process. She added that being able to offer input about grading
helped her feel more ownership toward her project. She believes that people are more likely to accept and agree to
something in which they have a role in developing, contending:

I feel like when students are able to make their own rubric or criteria, they are more apt to follow it because they
made it, so they’re like, “well, I made this, so I should follow it because it’s my thoughts and what I did.” Our
whole lives, we’ve been given rules and rubrics, so I’m not sure that we always pay attention to the minor details
when a teacher gives us the rubric.

Jane’s comments suggest that inviting students to create the grading criteria may be a way to increase engagement
and reduce potential apathy toward an assignment—something that Alan Singer and Michael Pezone (2003) found as
a benefit of involving students in the evaluation process. They observed that when students are included, they feel “a

greater stake in the satisfactory completion of assignments; and a sense of empowerment because assessment decisions
are based on rules that the classroom community has helped to shape” (para. 1.29). Additionally, Amy believed that
allowing students to be a part of the grading criteria affects their mentality toward the assignment. “If a teacher handed
me something [the criteria],” said Amy, “I’m like okay, I have to do this. This is what she wants, but if I made it up,
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hen this is what works for me. In terms of mentality, it seems less like I’m being forced to do things.” Amy’s point
mplies that by allowing students to have a role in creating the grading criteria, we can help make the project feel less
ike an imposition or to use Amy’s word, a forcing.

. A teacher’s  perspective  on  the  affordances  and  pitfalls  of  using  student-generated  grading  criteria

.1. Benefits

I found the student-generated grading criteria process to be advantageous in many ways. First, generating the
riteria pushed students to formulate and synthesize their understanding of what makes an effective multimedia clip;
t made explicit what is rhetorically important and what should be valued (Inoue, 2005). The grading standards,
ence, became less fuzzy for students. Clarity in the evaluation criteria and grading is important, given that students
ave long wanted more transparency about assessment procedures (Danielewicz & Elbow, 2009; Spidell & Thelin,
006) and that teachers, despite their best interests, do not always respond to or evaluate student work rhetorically
Huot, 2002a; Connors & Lunsford, 199314). As Brenda pointed out, collaborating on the criteria demystified the
valuation process by allowing her to see how she will be evaluated up front, a practice that Steven Zemelman and
arvey Daniels (1988) recommended: “Ask students to develop these criteria. This makes them more conscious
f the important elements and demonstrates that these are not just the whims of English teachers, but aspects of
anguage that we’ve all internalized from reading, conversation, debates, discussions. . .” (p. 227). Second, the criteria
nabled students to evaluate and assess multimodal work using rhetorical criteria and language. Like Inoue and
uot (2002a), I found that students “are ill-equipped to make the kind of evaluative decisions about writing that our
edagogy expects and often enter college composition courses with strict, text-based notions of how to judge writing”
p. 169). They have difficulty articulating specific standards of an effective composition beyond superficial remarks
ike “it’s good” or “interesting.” Giving students teacher-generated benchmarks may not be the best way to resolve
his concern because benchmarks are often written by/for teachers in a tone and language that may be difficult for
tudents to grasp. The criteria sheet students delineated, however, provided them with precise rhetorical language for
valuating “texts”—one written in their own words, making the standards easier to comprehend. Third, the student-
enerated criteria offered an indirect method for me to assess students’ understanding of multimodality and rhetorical
rinciples and to intervene and correct any misunderstanding that students might have about project outcomes before
hey began composing. A student in my class, for instance, thought it was crucial for alphabetic texts to accompany
very image and screen so that his arguments would be clear. He made that a required criterion. Having read what
e submitted, I was able to talk to him about synaesthesia and show him how he might capitalize upon sounds and
mages to convey his arguments.15 Fourth, the evaluation criteria could be used to guide revision and peer response.
evision, already a messy process, becomes more challenging without a shared understanding of what makes an
ffective multimodal text, and often with multimodal composing, peer review is initially less effective because students
o not know what to look for or how to evaluate their classmates’ work, so having an evaluation criteria sheet can
lleviate that concern. Fifth, allowing students to generate the criteria anew each semester prevents our standards
rom becoming outdated. Because technology is constantly being updated, the criteria we use to assess digital projects
hould be frequently revised and expanded. Our standards must be “organic” and open to revision. According to Claire
yatt-Smith and Kay Kimber (2005),

just as multimodality comes to exist through the drawing together of several modes and their modal affordances in
dynamic ways to create meaning, then assessment modes and practices should assume complementary dynamic
formats. This could mean that any attempt to stabalise an organic, dynamic text in a static criteria or scoring rubrics

might be counterproductive. Defining criteria or rubrics by which to evaluate student multimodal performance
is, at best, an attempt to pin down a dynamic, potentially magical performance to a static moment in time (at
least momentarily). (p. 87)

14 In their study on teachers’ evaluation of student writing, Robert Connors and Andrea Lunsford (1993) found that some teachers focused on
tylistic issues at the expense of larger rhetorical concerns.
15 The student was invited to participate in this study but did not respond.
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Having each class construct the criteria with us anew each semester can help ensure that our evaluation instrument will
remain dynamic, organic, and current with changes in digital media.

Finally, as a whole, the criteria that the class generated were more complex than what I would have developed on
my own. In some cases, “students now come to technology-infused composition classes with far more expertise and
experience in computer literacy than a number of their instructors” (Penrod, 2005, p. 50), so soliciting their feedback
can help enrich our ever-evolving understanding and learning of technology and literacies.

Although building collaborative grading criteria offered many pedagogical benefits, I recognize that many viable
methods for evaluating multimodal projects exist. Granted, as teachers we can create the grading standards ourselves
and not involve students at all. To do so, however, would mitigate some of the benefits discussed above—particularly
our ability to assess students’ understanding of multimodality, as well as the chance to correct any misunderstanding
they might have before they compose their project. More importantly, as Yancey (2009, 2004b), Penrod, and Selfe
acknowledged, instructors are not always the first to know and master new technologies. Often students’ self-sponsored
digital composing outside the classroom allows them to gain hands-on knowledge regarding new media before we come
to learn it, so unless we involve students in the assessment of digital projects, our grading standards may leave much
to be desired, which is something Amy pointed out: “Sometimes I am better at using technology than some teachers.
I know the tricks and moves and can teach them to my friends. There are things that I can share.” She further added:
“And if your audience is a group of students like my age, then it’s good for you to make the criteria yourself because
you know what your friends would like, and I don’t think adults always know that. You’re able to see coming from the
perspective of the students, what works for us, what kinda things we like.” Amy’s claim echoes Selfe’s argument in
“Students Who Teach Us: A Case Study of a New Media Text Designer”: “Students. . .are often the first to experiment
with new kinds of texts, to discover new literacy values and practices. They are also the first to understand the functions
new media texts fulfill in their lives” (p. 57). Therefore, I agree with Penrod’s assertion that writing assessment must
now “extend beyond the instructors’ knowledge bases, because there are students who have greater knowledge in some
topic areas and perhaps an even greater knowledge in technical ability” (p. 124). Indeed, as Amy astutely pointed out,
we have as much to learn from students as they have from us, and through collaborating on the grading criteria, both
parties could gain and learn from one another. In addition, teachers who are novices to teaching and doing multimodal
digital composition may not initially have the expertise or feel comfortable creating assessment standards. This was
my situation when I began this study, but through collaborating with the class, I was able to learn (and grow) alongside
my students. Moreover, after studying students’ perceptions toward assessment, contract grades in particular, Spidell
and Thelin arrived at the following conclusion: “Each pattern of student response seems to point to the need for further
democratization of the classroom and for strategies to deal with destructive habits from students so silenced by unilateral
authority. .  .” (p. 54). I believe involving students in the grading process is one way to help address this challenge.
Instructors who have done inclusive assessment practices (Inoue, 2005; Leahy, 2002; Singer & Pezone, 2003) and
shared classroom authority with students (Shor, 1996) have reported better student engagement, participation, deeper
thinking, and rhetorical awareness—things I also discovered with my own students and will later detail.

7.2. Challenges  in  using  student-generated  grading  criteria

However, before detailing student gains, I want to acknowledge that the methods I am advocating are not without
challenges. Consolidating the criteria that each student generated was time consuming. I had to read each item
one-by-one and synthesize it into a comprehensive and coherent document.16 In doing so, I had to evaluate each
benchmark to ensure it was clear, fair and well developed, and I had to clarify/add additional information to certain
points. I realize that this consolidation process could be strenuous for instructors who teach multiple classes, so rather
than having each student individually develop the criteria, they might consider putting students into small groups

and have each group collaboratively delineate the standards instead. Alternatively, they might assign one evaluative
category (e.g. arrangement, design, persuasiveness, etc.) to each group, rather than having students individually
construct complete benchmarks for every category.

16 I had students generate their criteria and post them onto the discussion area of Blackboard. To consolidate them I had to open up each individual
student’s post and cut/paste each entry onto a separate Microsoft Word document, which required much labor. In the future, I am planning to have
students post their ideas onto a wiki or Google Doc. This method will enable easier consolidation.
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Another concern arose after I consolidated the criteria. Through the consolidation process, I combined, eliminated
r altered some of the students’ contributions, and this led one person to question whether I disregarded her suggestion
nd whether I felt her work was satisfactory. She e-mailed to inquire why her criteria were not included in the finalized
heet, and this helped me learn one important insight: When students generate the criteria, they want their contributions
o be used, and they see what I put onto the final consolidated criteria sheet as validations of and complements on
heir ideas. Thus, when their contributions are amended, they might feel their work was inferior or that their voice was
isregarded. It is important to assure students that all of their contributions will be valued and considered—but also
elp them understand that, through the consolidation process, their ideas might be reworded or combined with other
enchmarks. It is pivotal to make this explicit to the class. Otherwise, students might feel demoralized and mistakenly
hink that their contributions are not valued.

One way to prevent this potential misunderstanding is to involve the whole class in the consolidation process. The
eacher could ask students to read all criteria for homework and note similarities and differences in what they and their
lassmates had created. As a class or in small groups, students could work together to consolidate the criteria. A draft
ould then be posted onto a wiki for students to comment on and provide further feedback.
Furthermore, not all students might take the criteria making process seriously, a point that Brenda raised in her

nterview: “If the students didn’t take the class seriously, then they’re gonna be like ‘oh, dumb criteria, another busy
ork,’ but I think if the student does take the class seriously and does care about their work, then they will care about
hat they’re putting forward.” Brenda’s comment illustrates the importance of encouraging students to see criteria
uilding as important work and to recognize that what they offer is significant. (I provide some suggestions on how to
nsure this in the conclusion.) The evaluation criteria are meaningful and complete only if students take the time to
hink about them. But despite some of these resolvable challenges, developing/using student-generated grading criteria
rovided many pedagogical benefits that outweighed the drawbacks, as I had previously demonstrated.

. How  students  utilized  the  criteria

Once all of the criteria were finalized and distributed, students then used them to compose their video. In this section,
 provide an overview of each participant’s video, and I explore how each student used the criteria to compose her
ideo project. I distributed the consolidated criteria sheet to the class and asked them to use it to self-assess their own
nd their classmates’ projects during the revision stage, stressing that this was what I would employ to grade their
orks. Interestingly, however, students utilized the consolidated criteria differently. Some used them contrary to my

xpectations, but in the end, each of them gained something as a result.

.1. Use  of  the  consolidated  criteria  as  a  roadmap  for  addressing  audience

Amy’s video argued that the Freedom of Choice Act (FOCA) is problematic for Catholic hospitals, as she believes it
ould require them to offer abortions to patients as a condition for receiving federal funding. She wanted to persuade her

udience, Catholics, to support the Church’s fight against FOCA. In composing her video, Amy used the consolidated
riteria as a guide to ensure that her arguments would be clear. She specifically focused on clarity, one of the categories
f the criteria: “I remember looking at it [the consolidated criteria] and seeing being evaluated on something like is this
eally clear? Will people understand this? I might understand it because I made it, but did it really make sense coming
rom another perspective?” Thus, the consolidated criteria became a tool that helped Amy attain clarity. Analyzing
larity, in turn, led her to think about audience:

If I didn’t have this [the consolidated criteria], I would not really think about it [the audience], just kinda put the
pictures together, but after I looked at this [the consolidated criteria], it was like okay, would I understand it if
I didn’t know what the subject was? Would people support my arguments and get it? Can I impact them? So I
used the sheet to help me strategize my message and get to the audience.

my’s usage of “get to the audience” is noteworthy. It indicates that she had thought about her aim and purpose in

etail (to solicit support for the Catholic Church). In sum, Amy’s remarks reveal that the criteria sheet led her to think
bout the “readerly” (Ball, 2006) aspect of multimodal composing in which she considered how her rhetorical choices
ould impact her audience and purpose. It aided productive thinking about effective composing, a praxis that Huot,
orton and Huot, and Odell and Katz urged. Grading standards, they claimed, should not only serve as benchmarks
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for summative evaluation but also function as a generative guide for writers (Odell & Katz, 2009). Assessment can
then become linked to instruction and students’ composing process (Huot, 2002b; Borton & Huot, 2007). Through this
practice, grading criteria are not an exclusive instrument of the teacher used solely for the purpose of grading but also
for learning and writing as in Amy’s situation.

8.2. Use  of  the  consolidated  criteria  as  a  heuristic

Jane’s video aimed to raise awareness about autism and the needs of autistic children. It argued that autism is
neither a disability nor a tragedy and that we must work together to avoid representing it as such. Until that change
of perspective can be achieved, she contended, people with autism will continue to be marginalized. In making her
video, she employed the consolidated criteria to help her invent and conceptualize the content. She began her video
composing process by printing out the consolidated criteria sheet and using it to help her develop the details of her
project. Without it, she claimed, she would not know how to begin: “If you would just say get started, I would have
been so disorganized. I feel I wouldn’t be able to rhetorically drive it [the video].” Using the consolidated criteria
allowed her to simplify and organize her project into concrete steps:

I feel [in] making our own grading criteria, I honestly do feel that was really helpful because it enabled me to
break down what I would do in my video before I even really organized my thoughts and that helped me organize
what I was going to do. And it enabled me to better think about what I would put in place, breaking it down into
images, sounds, transitions, texts.

Jane explained that the consolidated criteria sheet helped her understand how to proceed and how to meet the
expectations of the assignment. It fostered invention and served as a compass that oriented and guided her video
composing process. Here Jane engaged in “instructive evaluation” in which the assessment instrument helped her learn
to compose in a new genre, one that was digital and multimodal (Borton & Huot, 2007, p. 2).

Originally, I intended the consolidated criteria to serve only at the revision stage as a revision checklist, but Jane had
repurposed and used it as an invention tool and a planning guide— something I now realize I should have encouraged
for all students, and something I will certainly do in the future. Jane’s repurposing of the consolidated criteria sheet
made me realize that it could be used in more than one way—as a heuristic, a planning guide, a revision checklist, a list
of standards to achieve, and a peer review sheet. It can function as a multi-purpose document that students could use
throughout different stages of the multimodal composing process. According to Odell and Katz, grading criteria and
standards should be “generative”; this is one of the hallmarks of effective assessment (p. W200). Thus, as instructors,
we need to be flexible and encourage students to adapt the criteria in ways that would be most “generative” and helpful
to them.

9. Multimodal  composing  and  student  learning  about  rhetoric  and  writing

Clearly, creating and using the evaluation criteria proved beneficial for students as they worked on their multimodal
projects. But as a teacher watching and helping students as they were immersed in their composing processes, I found
myself wondering whether they were actually learning the rhetoric and writing goals that I (and the program) had
for them. To put it bluntly, in the end, what did students learn about rhetoric and writing, and how did the evaluation
criteria aid in that learning? To answer these questions, I analyzed the quality of Jane’s and Brenda’s video projects
and report their perspectives about their learning.

9.1. Rhetoric  “can  come  in  all  shapes  and  sizes.”

Aimed to raise awareness about autism and to counteract negative perceptions of autism for an audience of mostly
white Americans, Jane’s video consisted of music, visuals, video clips, and voiceovers. Her work opened with jovial
and cheerful music in order to dissociate autism from somber and tragic connotations. Her music selection disrupted

the notion that autism is a tragic and depressing subject. Toward the end of her video, she incorporated an uplifting
song, “The Climb” by Mylie Cyrus, which sang a message of perseverance and optimism: “There’s always gonna
be another mountain/ I’m always gonna wanna make it move/.  . .The struggles I’m facing/ The chances I’m taking/
Sometimes might knock me down/ But no I’m not breaking.” This song conveyed a hopeful message, ending the video
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Figure 1. Strategic Usage of Visual and Text in Jane’s Video.

n a positive note. It helped articulate Jane’s vision and goal for the future of autism. The music that Jane selected
einforced the arguments she aimed to articulate: People with autism should not be stigmatized.

In addition, Jane strategically used voiceovers to communicate an important argument at the end of her clip: We
hould not try to make autistic children become a part of the “normal,” “able body” world but rather we should enter
nto theirs. To articulate this claim, she used two narrating voices: that of a man and a woman. A female voice (her
wn) uttered: “Because in the end, it won’t be about them becoming a part of our world,” and then a male voice spoke:
It’s about us becoming a part of theirs.” Jane’s usage of two voices evoked the notions of cooperation, unity, and
olidarity, important themes that underlie her clip. Her video suggested that through cooperation, unity, and solidarity,
e could defeat the stigmatization of autism.
Besides sounds, Jane also effectively used visuals to convey and support her message. She carefully chose her

ictures to ensure that they would not trivialize autism or make it seem like a depressing matter. None of the images
ane incorporated depicted autistic children as “abnormal.” The children in her video appeared to be living a typical
ifestyle, but when she wanted to arouse pathos and to show that social stigmatization causes autistic children to
xperience frustrations, depression, and alienation, Jane included pictures of lonely, devastated, and isolated children,
nd words describing these emotions were gradually spelled out letter by letter over each image in red (See Figure 1).
ane clarified why she made that move:

Jane: I wanted to make my points clear and to make them stand out so I put in words to reinforce the emotions
so people would feel them. I think putting it over the picture have an impact. If you don’t have pictures,
just words, you don’t get the same emotions. With them together, it makes people pay attention. Things are
clearer.

hanon: Why red alphabets?
Jane: I feel red is a bold color. I don’t necessarily think of it as a happy or a bad color, but it’s bold. So it made

what I wanna say stick out more and kinda burn into your mind, and it makes people think about love, and
that’s what I want people to feel for the children. I didn’t want it [typography] to be official because I kinda
want people to see that this is about children. That’s my focus.

hese comments revealed Jane’s ability to combine and capitalize upon the affordances of several modalities: visual
nd alphabetic texts. They also showed that Jane recognized how color and typeface can play an important rhetorical
unction. Her moves were well thought out and strategic.

If we were to analyze how Jane’s video matched up with the grading criteria she helped devise, it is, for the most
art, successful. Some of the criteria specified that sounds should match the theme, mood, and content of the argument,
nhance the thesis, and be incorporated in a manner that aligns with the images, message, and author’s objective; images
hould rhetorically express and strengthen the argument in a meaningful way; and texts should be used effectively in
ositioning, font, style, color and content. Jane’s video appeared to meet these criteria, reflecting an understanding of

oherence (Yancey, 2004a), “between modes thinking” (Sorapure, 2006), and rhetorical situation (Odell & Katz, 2009;
nderson et al., 2006). Jane’s usage of the criteria early on in her composing process appeared to be beneficial for her
roject.
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At the same time, however, certain aspects of her video needed improvement. The volume level, in particular,
required adjustment. Though audible, some voiceovers were louder than others, creating disparity. Also, transitions
were missing in a few places where she switched from still pictures to moving video shots; this caused certain segments
of her project to appear choppy and difficult to follow. Just as a quotation should not be dropped into an essay without
a signal phrase and some context, a transition before a video clip from a documentary would have made for a smoother
integration into the rest of Jane’s video. The inserted clip appeared out of place and confusing to follow. These
shortcomings affected the clarity of Jane’s project, something her classmates and I noted when reviewing her project
with the consolidated criteria.

Overall, composing this multimodal project and developing the criteria with which to evaluate Jane’s own and
others’ work expanded her understanding of rhetoric:

[From] this project, I learn it [rhetoric] can come in all shapes and sizes, that it doesn’t have to be written, that
it doesn’t really have to be blatant to affect you. It can be subtle; it can be in the tone of it; it can be in the font
structure; it’s just amazing how much you don’t realize that you can be affected like that, and writing, just that
writing is so versatile that we turn papers into videos. We turn our thoughts into visuals. Writing’s more than
just words, so writing is versatile.

Jane’s remarks reveal that composing a multimodal video enabled her to develop critical reception of texts, and
it broadened her understanding of what constitutes rhetoric and writing. That she now sees that rhetoric needs not
be “blatant” to be effective suggests that she had become a more critical and informed reader of “texts.” Her last
remark—“writing’s more than just words”—is noteworthy. It shows that she has learned to read, compose—and think
beyond alphabetic discourse. That is, she is now able to recognize and use disparate modalities as available means
of persuasion, showing she has developed multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996). In the end, Jane appears to
understand an important lesson about new media composition, the idea that “[d]igital writing environments make it
difficult to separate words from visual [and sounds] or privilege one over another. Interactive digital texts can blend
words and visuals, talk and text.  . .” (Hocks, 2003, pp. 629–630). Of note is how her work attempted to re-design “social
futures” by critiquing  common (mis)conceptions of disability. According to Gunther Kress (1999), critique, which
occurs when existing forms and social relations are “subjected to distanced analytical scrutiny,” and design, which
denotes the shaping of the futures “through deliberative deployment or representational resources in the designer’s
interest” (pp. 66, 77), must go hand-in-hand in multiliteracies pedagogy. Jane’s project and reflection show her ability
to do both. Jane was able to engage in what the New London Group called “critical framing” and “transform practice”
(p. 35): She critically examined (mis)conception about disability in contemporary culture before using multimodal
resources to foster social transformation, to negate misgivings about autistic children.

9.2. “The  way  people  are  communicating  is  revolutionizing  what  can  be  rhetoric.”

Targeting female college students, Brenda’s satiric video argued against sorority membership. Organized into two
parts, the first section presented a glamorous, fantasy-like image of Greek life, one that would be negated in the next
section, which exposed the drawbacks of sorority culture. The song “Stupid Girl” by Pink, which ridiculed the measures
some women would go through to be attractive and popular, played in the background throughout the clip.17

Brenda’s video contained several strengths. Her two-part organization, fantasy/reality, made her arguments clear
and easy to follow, and satire served as her principal rhetorical strategy. She created satire through careful selection
and integration of music and images. As “Stupid Girl” played in the background, a series of pictures of wild Greek life
parties were exhibited. The song’s lyrics continuously repeated the line “stupid girls” throughout the clip, articulating
the argument that one should not join a sorority. It is an unwise decision. The song made those social activities seem
pointless, superfluous, and ridiculous. Music was the principal medium that Brenda used to assert her argument. It
articulated, reinforced, and cohered her message, playing a pivotal rhetorical function in the video. Brenda’s strategic
music choice revealed her understanding about the rhetorical function of sounds—“sound matters” (McKee, 2006).

Her usage of music in conjunction with images suggests that she comprehended the concept of “sound envelope” well,
a recognition that

17 I feel Brenda’s usage of “Stupid Girls” fell under fair use because she was repurposing it to make a critique about sorority life.
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sounds is not a fixed, isolated mode, nor should it be considered in isolation.  .  .Sound and all the elements of
sound play crucial roles in such important areas as setting the mood, building atmosphere, carrying the narrative,
directing attention, and enveloping themes in multimodal works. (McKee, 2006, p. 352)

Further, Brenda’s video exhibited rhetorical usage of colors. In part one, in which she painted a fantasy picture of
reek life, she used white text and pink background to delineate a fun, jovial image of sorority, but in the section in
hich she presented the “dark side” of sorority, she switched to black. She explained why she made that move:

With the pink and the black, I was trying to show the difference between the reality of sororities compared with
the perceived idea that a lot of people have, so I kinda tried to show that as far as transitioning the colors. Black
is a more serious, depressing color. It worked with my message so like it went from fun feeling, fun color to
seriousness, from fantasy to unpleasant reality.

Like Jane, Brenda’s usage of color was strategic. She used pink to attract attention and create a light, fun feeling
or her target audience of first-year female students. Afterward, she utilized black to create emphasis and give force
o her argument. According to Erik Peterson’s (2009) “Color Psychology in Logo Design,” black is often used in
raphic design to convey authority. The usage of black in the latter part of the video added a sense of seriousness to
renda’s argument. She understood an important concept in design: how colors not only add emphasis but also convey
eanings and impact perceptions (Ball & Arola, 2010). As a whole, Brenda’s video capitalized upon the affordances

f several modalities—visuals, texts, and sounds—using them to cohere her argument. Each modality related to
ne another, creating convergence: the use and combination of different media to communicate similar points and
oals (Penrod, 2005). Brenda recognized that the affordance of multimedia lies not in one particular element but in
he integrated use of multiple modalities to achieve a rhetorical purpose. Her project demonstrated “between mode
hinking,” a careful consideration of the usage and relationship of different modalities to cohere the thesis (Sorapure,
006). Her work articulated the central argument against sorority membership through several modalities in a coherent
anner.

Brenda’s project met many of the criteria that she and her classmates co-created. The criteria for sound stated that it
hould be used to enhance and drive the argument, fulfill a rhetorical purpose, and flow with the content of the video.
renda was able to achieve these goals through her careful usage of music. “Stupid Girls” fit nicely with the pictures

he selected. Additionally, according to the grading criteria for images, pictures should “visually depict, clarify, and
upport the argument and enhance persuasion,” and they should “enrich the author’s stance.” Brenda’s work satisfied

hese objectives. She revealed that these criteria provided a roadmap that helped her improve the quality of her video,
elating: “I was able to take these things [the consolidated criteria] and set goals for myself. They gave me a map to
ollow to make sure that I’ll do a good project and made me think about what kind of standards I should have for my
wn work and others.”
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Despite the strength of Brenda’s project, her classmates and I, using the collaborative criteria, offered her a number
of suggestions for revision, particular in her use of evidence to support claims. Her reasons for why women should not
join sororities required additional backing to be persuasive. She claimed that sorority life leads to social exclusion but
did not provide evidence to substantiate how or why. Her research paper, which she remediated into this video, contained
several strong sets of evidence, but in the essay-to-video remediation process, the data, warrant, and backings, to use
Toulminian terms, were omitted. As a result of class feedback, Brenda realized that, just like a traditional print-based
academic essay, good multimodal arguments must contain strong lines of reasoning. Otherwise, the arguments are
merely claims that remain unconvincing.

When explaining what she gained overall from the project, Brenda described learning how important rhetoric is:

At first, when you asked what is rhetoric, I had thought about old Greek stuff, so now I realized that rhetoric is
more modern than I had thought it was and also that rhetoric is changing, and the  way  people  are  communicating
is revolutionizing  what  can  be  rhetoric, the way people speak, write, and do online stuff. It definitely helped me
realize where rhetoric is now. People are communicating via YouTube and other video uploading websites, so
making a video rhetoric is an important skill to learn and know. I think it’s important that English classes teach
about it. It’s something we should do in all writing classes.

The realization that rhetoric can be digital and multimodal led Brenda to especially appreciate learning multimodal
digital composing.

Like Jane and Brenda’s projects, all of the students’ videos had various strengths and weaknesses. Although creating
and using student-generated criteria did not necessarily lead to a flawless multimodal composition, the presence of
the shortcomings did not mean that students had failed to learn about rhetoric and multimodality. And I am convinced
that the student projects were far stronger because of the time students spent analyzing and writing about their own
and others’ videos. The students’ insightful reflections confirm Penrod’s assertion that “linking writing assessment
technologies with computer-based composition can lead to some very powerful student learning about language and
rhetoric” (p. 139). The criteria students generated aided in their composing of and understanding about the significance
and relevance of multimodal rhetoric. The students had a moment of what Yancey (1998) called “reflection-in-action,”
the public or private act of reviewing, projecting, thinking about, and revising one’s composition that lead to a deeper
comprehension about writing, one’s composing experiences, and literacy practices. Using the student-generated grading
criteria created a “digital mirror” that gave Jane and Brenda “an opportunity to become aware of their processes of
learning and composing, to make connections between new and familiar experiences and information, to experiment
and try out new ideas and approaches,” and recognize how “modality shapes [and creates] meaning” (Journet et al.,
2008, para. 2).

In the end, from constructing the grading criteria and completing the videos, Jane and Brenda (and their classmates)
were able to analyze the rhetorical functions of multimodal elements, and they were able to utilize the affordances of
various modalities and technology to construct an argument for social change. They could use, critically analyze, and
produce digital media, acquiring what Selber called functional, critical, and rhetorical literacies—but most notably,
they have come to see rhetoric as relevant and important for daily life.

10. Conclusion:  Implications  and  suggestions  for  teaching  multimodal  composition

Each day we encounter numerous types of media that attempt to influence us in some way. Teaching writing in
the 21st century, therefore, requires going beyond a logocentric pedagogy so that our learners can learn to read and
write through a variety of modalities and acquire multiliteracies (Clark, 2010; Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007; Selber, 2004;
New London Group, 1996). A multimodal digital project can help us achieve that objective, but in the end, it requires
a heuristic and grading, and this provokes several pragmatic questions: What might we provide to guide students
through the composing process, and what standards should be used to evaluate multimodal works? This article has
offered an approach: Work with students to have them generate the evaluation criteria. Through this dialogic process,
students and instructors come to grow and learn from one another as a result. Assessment must function as a part

of—not apart from—teaching and composing (CCCC, 2009; Inoue, 2005; Huot, 2002b, White, 1994). In my work as
a teacher-researcher, I discovered that collaborating on the evaluation criteria with students is a way to link assessment
to instruction and to students’ recursive multimodal composing processes. This approach, I learned, offered many
pedagogical advantages for both the learners and the instructor. The most important one, I believe, was that in the
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nd, students became more informed and critical readers and authors of digital multimodal rhetoric. This is especially
mportant because, as Selber noted, “if students are to become agents of positive change, they will need an education
hat is comprehensive and truly relevant to a digital age in which much of the instructional agenda seems to be little

ore than indoctrination into value systems of dominate computer culture” (p. 234).
The multimodal assessment method I presented in this article can be used to generate the evaluation criteria for

ther kinds of composition—audio, visual, etc. What I have argued have several important implications for instructors
ho might be interested in incorporating multimodal video composing or other types of new media assignments into

heir pedagogy:

. Frequent  rhetorical  viewing  and  analysis  exercises  are  crucial  to  students’  learning  and  understanding  of  video
composing.

Jane, Amy, and Brenda unanimously confirmed that the bi-weekly rhetorical viewing assignment was most
helpful in learning how to compose a multimodal video. Rhetorically analyzing sample video projects on a weekly
basis over five weeks acquainted them with the multimodal genre, trained them to become critical audiences
of digital media, and helped them see examples of effective (and ineffective) multimodal arguments, enabling
them to learn to compose their own projects and develop the standards that could be used to evaluate their work.
The students’ confirmation reaffirms Huot’s (2002a) and Hocks’ call to involve writers in the critique of sample
works before they begin composing new media projects; like Huot (2002a) explained, before students can write
rhetorically, they must learn to assess rhetorically. Assessment can aid invention. Through frequent analysis of
sample works, students come to better understand their composing options, as well as become rhetorically informed
evaluators and audiences of multimodal arguments.

. Evaluation  criteria  need  to  be  flexible,  adaptable,  and  perpetually  open  to  revision  because  they  must  frequently  be
updated to  remain  dynamic  and  current.

As a novice instructor to multimodality, when I first generated the grading criteria, I asked students to think
about the following issues as they constructed their multimodal arguments: images, sounds, transitions, alphabetic
texts, clarity, persuasiveness, and arrangement. I asked them to develop the benchmarks for each of these topics
(categories), and at that time, I felt those were sufficient. However, what my students and I soon realized is that,
depending on the class focus, more categories could be included. Instructors should add/amend the categories as
they see fit, and they might also ask students to propose additional ones. Listening to students’ input and revising
our grading criteria accordingly can not only help strengthen standards for the project, but as Inoue noted, also lead
to new insights and learning about writing. In the future, from what I have learned from my students’ feedback
and this study, I plan to add the following categories: logos, design, and fair use. Thinking about these issues
would further strengthen students’ projects. Logos could help prevent logical fallacies and improve the persuasive
quality of the arguments. In thinking about logos, instructors might acquaint students with Toulmin’s elements of
argumentation and encourage them to use his theory as a framework to test the strength and persuasive quality of
their rhetoric. Adding a category for design would force students to consider how strategic uses of artistic elements
such as typography, coloration, contrast, repetition, alignment, and proximity can create rhetorical effects (Ball
& Arola, 2010). The category of fair use could help students avoid copyright infringement, which would allow
them to circulate the videos beyond the classroom. This is especially crucial in the age of much (illegal) filesharing
(DeVoss & Porter, 2006). Understanding fair use can help students learn to legally incorporate and respect other
people’s labor and creativity, hereby fostering what Danielle DeVoss and James Porter (2006) called “digital
ethics.” Most importantly, as Wyatt-Kimber and Smith and Penrod advised, the criteria sheet should be generated
anew with each class so that they are always current with the ever-changing writing technologies and literacy
practices, as well as specific to each instructional objective and context.

. Encourage  reflection  throughout  the  process  not  just  in  a  final  reflective  essay  accompanying  the  final  project.

Hearing students’ insightful comments about what they gained from the multimodal video unit led me to recognize

that I needed to ask students to extensively reflect orally and in writing about their multimodal composing process
throughout the course of the project and after the submission of their final product. Reflection, Yancey (1998)
argued, is a powerful mode of knowledge making. It can lead to rich insights about one’s writing and learning,
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as evident in the student interviews. To encourage extensive reflection in the future, following Borton and Huot’s
call, I will ask students to maintain a video composing blog in which they detail their composing process and the
rhetorical decisions they made or plan to make. These blogs might be in the form a double-entry notebook (Berthoff,
1981), where on the left side students maintain a running list of things they did (or decided not to do) in the video,
and on the right side they justify their reasoning and purpose. Given that digital technology can function as “digital
mirrors” (Journet et al., 2008), we might allow students to maintain their reflection in a variety of medium—blogs,
audio narratives, written journals, or whatever best suits their learning style. In the future, I plan to ask students to
turn in their reflections on a weekly basis so that I can provide them with formative feedback and encouragement
throughout the composing process.

In addition, following Shipka’s (2011) call for using SOGC, I will continue to ask students to submit a reflective
essay with their final project in which they detail their “goals and choices,” specifically addressing the project’s
purpose, rhetorical moves, and the strengths (and limitations). Thus, besides engaging in “reflection-in-action,”
students must also engage in “reflection-in-presentation,” “the process of articulating the relationships between
and among the multiple variable of writing and the writer in a specific context for a specific audience, and the
associated texts” (Yancey, 1998, p. 14). Reading student reflections and blogs can help us better evaluate students’
learning and understand to the rhetorical decisions and thinking behind their projects, information that cannot be
obtained from the final videos alone. More importantly, however, sustained reflection helps them gain rhetorical
sensitivity (Shipka, 2011), better understand their composing process and literacy practices (Journet et al., 2008;
Sommers, 1989; Elbow & Belanoff, 1989), and internalize [good] standards for writing (Katz, 1989).

4. Motivate students  to  carefully  consider  and  construct  their  criteria.
As Brenda pointed out, some students might not recognize the significance of the criteria they are proposing;

however, we can encourage them to do so through three measures: 1) Emphasize that what they generate will
impact how they will be graded. Students should understand that they now have a say in the grading process and
what they contribute does and will matter to their grade because we might incorporate their suggestions. 2) Give
feedback on the criteria they proposed. Doing so will encourage students to take the assignment seriously and
push them to refine their thoughts and contributions. 3) Grade the proposed criteria for clarity, thoughtfulness, and
thoroughness. This could motivate learners to perceive criteria building as a high-stakes exercise that will require
thoughtful engagement and careful considerations.

5. Be  flexible  about  how  students  might  repurpose  the  criteria.
This study has taught me several lessons. Just because students did not use the criteria in the way I intended did

not mean they were negligent or off-track. Jane’s case clearly demonstrated the opposite. She repurposed the criteria
and used them as an invention guide, opening up new possibilities for how the consolidated criteria sheet could be
employed. I now see that student-generated criteria can function as a heuristic, as well as a revision checklist, a set
of standards to achieve, or a peer review sheet. It has multi-purposes. Previously, I told students not to worry about
grading standards until the revision phase because I thought that paying attention to benchmarks in the beginning
might overwhelm them; however, Jane’s remarks helped me realize that providing the grading criteria to students
early on in the project, a practice that Zemelman and Daniels and Richard Leahy (2002) encouraged and a point Jane
noted, can help them feel more grounded and clear, as well as better understand how to approach the assignment.
Just as there is not one way to write, there is no single, right way to use the criteria. According to Odell and Katz,
grading criteria for multimodal projects should be generative and generalizable. That is, they should help generate
thinking about effective writing in more than one way. We should not predetermine or stipulate how students might
utilize them, though we might make recommendations. I will now offer the consolidated criteria early on in the unit
and encourage students to use and repurpose them during any stage and in any way that might be most beneficial
to them.
Teaching and learning multimodal composing are complex endeavors, but if instructors ask students to collaborate
and generate the criteria for evaluating multimodal projects, the process can provide many benefits for both students
and instructors. As Inoue argued: “If our purpose for assessing and evaluating student writing is to help students
learn—if assessment is inherently a learning practice—then the teacher shouldn’t control all of the process” (p. 203).
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y involving students in assessment, they gain a sense of ownership over their projects and become stronger evaluators
nd authors of multimodal composition, and instructors have more specific guidance for the challenging task of
eaching and evaluating new media assignments. Through the collaborative process of generating evaluation criteria,
ur pedagogy becomes student-centered, and learners come to acquire multimodal literacies and rhetorical sensibility
hat are essential for “reading,” composing—and succeeding in the 21st century.
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ppendix  A.  Sample  Rhetorical  Viewing  Questions

Clip I: As you watch the clip from the Humane Society of the United States, pay attention to the following:

. How are the images arranged? In what order do they appear? Is there any logic to them?

. What makes the clip memorable and why?

. What sounds do you hear first, next, and afterward? Why do you think they are put in that order?

. How are quotations used; why?

. How is ethos utilized?

. What do you like about this clip that you might try to emulate in your own work?

. Is there anything that you dislike? Identify them and provide your reasons.

Clip II: As you watch the PETA clip, pay attention to the following:

. How does the author balance between logos and pathos? Be specific. Does s/he use interviews, factual descriptions,
etc.?

. Why do you think the clip doesn’t contain music like other ones? In other words, why is silence used?

. Listen to the voice of the narrator. Each voice has a distinctive style, and each one provokes different reactions.
How would you describe the narrator’s pitch and tone? What effects does his voice create?

. What colors are present in the clip? What rhetorical purposes do they accomplish?

. Is there anything missing in the clip that you might add? What might you incorporate to make it more effective, if
any?

Clip III: As you watch the clip about racial discrimination, please watch it 3 times and pay attention to the following:
First round: pay attention to how the arguments are conveyed—through images, quotations, sounds? Observe how

olorations are used. What are their functions? Also, read the texts that are provided. How do they enhance or detract
he mood of the clip?

Second round: pay attention to the Ken Burns effects–that is, how images pan, focus, zoom from one area to another
e.g. begin in the middle and then zoom out). What effects do they create? Additionally, listen to the music provided.
ow does it correspond/sync (or does not) with the images? What reactions are evoked?
Third round: think about how the images are organized. Do you see any coherent theme in their ordering? What do

ou see first, second, third, last? How does the sequence enhance or detract the clip’s effectiveness?
ppendix B.  Instructions  for  Creating  the  Grading  Criteria  for  Your  Multimodal  Clip

Part I  Develop the criteria that should be utilized to grade the multimedia clip you’re composing. They must be
lear and specific, and they must demonstrate your rhetorical understanding of new media. Before developing them,
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please review the ones I’ve used to previously evaluate your autoethnography, rhetorical analysis, and argumentative
essays. Use them as models.18 Your criteria must address the following categories:

• Images
• Sounds
• Transitions (screen transitions)
• Alphabetic texts
• Clarity
•  Persuasiveness
•  Arrangement (sequence)

For each category, specify what needs to be met. Make a list of at least 3 things. For instance, under images, what
are some of the things you would look for? Under sounds, what might be some important things we need to listen for
when we grade? Please avoid vague statements such as the images are good; the clip looks nice, etc. Specify what you
mean by good and nice. Do you mean the sound syncs nicely with the visuals in the clip, or they are appropriate for
the mood and the argument?

Post your finished work in the discussion area of Blackboard and randomly comment on 4 of your classmates’
criteria. Depending upon the kind of feedback you receive on your criteria, you may need to further revise them. If
revision is necessary, revise and re-post your work by the date on the course calendar.

You will be evaluated for specificity, thoroughness, and thoughtfulness.
Part II  You’ll become the teacher! Watch the clips that are assigned for homework, and grade them using the criteria

you developed. (If revision to your criteria is necessary, wait to do this part until you have them revised.) In a separate
discussion forum on Blackboard, post the grade that you think each clip deserves. Then use your criteria to justify why
it should receive that grade. Also explain where each clip falls short and what it does well.
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Interfaces and Ephemerality: 
Teaching Early Modern Ballads
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Seventeenth-century broadside ballads are well-suited for the undergradu-
ate classroom. The multimedia page of a printed ballad includes concentrat-
ed text, sensational content, and illustrations conducive to student research. 
Furthermore, ballads have received a fresh wave of attention thanks to digi-
tal archives, like the English Broadside Ballad Archive (EBBA) and the Bodle-
ian Ballad Archive, that make facsimiles and text transcriptions—searchable 
by keyword and image—freely accessible. These surviving sheets, now pre-
served and reproduced digitally, offer glimpses into the popular culture of 
the period (Fumerton 2010, 13). 

How ballads enter the classroom can take a variety of forms. Most obviously, 
broadsides can contextualize musical allusions in early modern drama. For 
instance, students encounter ballad-singing in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Othello, 
and The Winter’s Tale, and viewing and listening to broadsides provide his-
torical insights. Approaching ballads from a digitally-informed perspective 
on interfaces and ephemerality, however, opens readings beyond allusions, 
and asks students to analyze historical artifacts and consider their material-
ity. Indeed, studying the multimedia interfaces of ballads through modern 
technology is an ideal way for students to develop research skills. To deci-
pher the content, students must look up unfamiliar vocabulary and historical 
phenomena. Reading ballads as interfaces—both as spaces and as a process 
of making—brings broadsides closer to their multivalent social function. Us-
ing twenty-first-century social media allows students to engage with early 
modern popular culture, while also providing insights into the continuing 
efforts to preserve printed ephemera.

1. Mediating interfaces: new technologies and early modern ballads

Though anachronistic, the word “interface” offers particular advantages to 
studies of early modern print. The Oxford English Dictionary lists “interface” 
as first appearing in 1882 to refer to “[a] surface lying between two portions 
of matter or space, and forming their common boundary.” The figurative 
definition of “[a] means or place of interaction between two systems […] 
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a meeting-point or common ground between two parties” emerges in the 
1960s, and this definition takes on associations with computing in the same 
decade.1 The etymology for interface, “inter” + “face,” implies a meeting be-
tween the edifices of two entities; tracing the word further down its Latinate 
roots, however, we find facio, facere, to make, to do. Early modern definitions 
share this active connotation: Latin–English dictionaries define “[i]nterfacio, 
interfacis,” as “[t]o set hand to the worke that is in doing, to doe or worke by 
times or fits” (Thomas 1587, Hhiir). Interface, then, is a mediation that allows 
the meeting of faces, but it is also a space of intermittent working, doing, and 
creating. 

These early definitions do not mean that the interface was something that 
early modern people knew. Still, it does permit a path between twenty-first-
century interfaces and the interfacio of the seventeenth century. In terms 
of ballads, the multimedia interface of the printed page affects the trans-
mission of popular songs from the period. The broadside brings consumers 
face-to-face with the narratives of fictional or real people. Since broadsheets 
were circulated among friends, hung on tavern walls, sung on street corners, 
and sold outside of playhouses, they were a multivalent presence (Fumer-
ton 2018, 414; Stern 2008, 139–140). The material sheets contributed to how 
ballads were experienced aurally, orally, visually, and tactilely by audiences 
(Burke 1978; Brokaw 2016). Ballads are also interfaces in terms of interfacio 
because they invite making through adaptations of lyrics, tunes, or woodcuts 
in subsequent printed copies or performances. 

Early modernists can profit from digital applications of the term “interface.” 
As Johanna Drucker notes, emphasis on the “graphical user interface,” or the 
way humans interact with technological screens, pervades discourse about 
web design. Focus on the graphical user interface has resulted in a demand 
for “user-friendly interface[s]” that require little or no instruction (Drucker 
2014, 8). But she argues that the user never passively receives an interface; 
instead, the interface “is what we read and how we read combined through 
engagement” (Drucker 2014, 151; 147). Indeed, recent digital humanities 
scholarship has reconsidered how the mediating space of interfaces affects 
creativity in composition. Lori Emerson’s theory of “reading writing” affords a 
framework for analyzing interfaces by drawing attention to ubiquitous, self-
enclosed screens, which in her estimation limit critical readings and creative 
engagement (Emerson 2014, ix, xiv). These twenty-first-century contexts 

1 OED Online, s.v. “interface, n.” Oxford University Press, September 2020, oed.com/
view/Entry/97747. Accessed 12 November 2020.
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for interfaces as combined space (what we read) and practice (how we read) 
provide a new entry into seventeenth-century artifacts, and, in the process, 
require students to slow down while using technologies that may have limi-
tations or implications worth considering. 

With a ballad broadside, I see an analogous interface that is a static space, 
yet always in the midst of a process of making and re-making. Ballads de-
manded adaptation, a result of their unique mobility in oral circulation and 
printed copies, with voices and sheets that traveled throughout England and 
song elements that changed in subsequent printings, manuscript copies, and 
musical renditions (Fumerton 2020). Using a more expansive view of “in-
terface,” Drucker only gestures toward the interfaces of books as providing 
insights about digital interfaces (2014, 161–170). The formatting conventions 
of printed ballads invite interpretation of rhetorical attributes that shaped 
how individuals may have encountered them as social documents, where 
subjects—rather than users—engage with the multimedia page. 

Like the interfaces of writing technologies that Emerson analyzes, the inter-
faces of ballads both constrained and encouraged creativity. New versions 
resulted from their circulation; people performed and dramatized ballads 
and copied them into commonplace books or incorporated them into plays. 
Moreover, printers and singers often altered ballads in their transmission. 
Historical accounts of ballad adaptations indicate that users creatively 
adapted songs for social and political gain. Slander court cases allude to in-
criminating ballads fine-tuned to include the names of neighbors (Watt 1991, 
37; Gowing 1996, 57; Ingram 1984, 103). These accounts appear in literature 
as well, such as when Falstaff threatens Hal and Poins, “An I have not ballads 
made on you all and sung to filthy tunes, let a cup of sack be my poison” 
(Henry IV pt 1, 2.2.784–87). Sometimes performers adjusted a ballad according 
to individual preference, singing what they thought the words ought to be, 
rather than following what was printed (Fumerton 2016, 165).

This malleability in ballad culture is manifest on the page with its inter-
changeable printed components. Seventeenth-century ballads often fol-
lowed the same formatting conventions: they included black-letter type and 
woodblocks printed on one side of a sheet of paper in landscape orientation. 
Sometimes different editions of the same ballad would feature variations in 
tune or woodcuts. Discussing the layout, lyrics, tunes, and figures prompts 
students to make arguments about the multimodal interfaces of broadsides. 
By lingering on how various media might appeal to audiences who ranged in 
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literacies, class, and gender, students can create arguments about how the 
components of a ballad work in concert to represent a narrative. 

As part of studying early modern ballads, I asked students to analyze digi-
tal archives that make broadsides ballads available to modern audiences. 
Today’s encounters with ballads entail a different experience, mediated 
through archives; undergraduates explore their findings and reactions as 
they encountered ballads by creating videos of their searching experience. 
Then, in order to develop skills in close reading through a lens of digital pres-
ervation, students used markup language to annotate the text of a broadside 
of their choice in an exercise that worked toward an evidence-based research 
essay. My goal was to ease students into analyzing a genre, estranged by time 
and topicality, by thinking critically about the various interfaces they en-
countered and used. And the idea of ephemerality—of seventeenth-century 
popular media and today’s social platforms—grounded our discussions about 
how twenty-first-century technologies change the way we read interfaces of 
the past.

2. Ephemeral technologies, then and now

By focusing on ephemerality, an interface that at first seems indecipher-
able—such as a ballad—can be analyzed as analogous to modern digital in-
terfaces that also construct narratives from text, sound, and image to appeal 
to users. Book historians often relate the changes induced by the advent of 
the printing press with the revolutions brought about by the Internet (Dewar 
and Ang 2007; Darnton 2009; Blair 2010). Although scholars still debate the 
extent to which the printing press changed the dissemination of knowledge 
(Eisenstein 1979; Johns 1998; Baron et al. 2007), the analogy can be a useful 
one to discuss early modern print with students who are thinking already 
about their digital presence, including their data security and privacy as 
consumers. Application downloads include lengthy policy agreements that 
are not necessarily transparent about their collection of users’ data. Traces 
of information can remain on servers and computer hardware long after 
they seem to be erased. As Matthew Kirschenbaum demonstrates, electronic 
data is “remarkably, stubbornly, perniciously stable” because information 
persists on the surfaces of materials even after ostensibly deleted (Kirschen-
baum 2008, 27). This tenacity of the digital has become a point of concern for 
some Internet users, especially in regards to personal data stored on servers. 
Digital trails from web analytics, data collection, and online communication 
have heightened users’ apprehensions about unauthorized use of personal 
information, leading web designers to imagine programs with deletion as 
the premise instead of archiving (Xu et al. 2016; Bélanger and Crossler 2011). 
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In other words, ephemerality has its benefits—even if fantasies of complete 
data destruction are not true to the technological realities. 

Ballad broadsides are exemplary of early modern ephemera: printers de-
signed the page to inform and entertain but not to withstand long-term use. 
Printed on one side of a single sheet, broadsheets were vulnerable to disinte-
gration or repurposing. As Tessa Watt states, “[t]here were roughly 3,000 dis-
tinct ballads published in the second half of the sixteenth century,” accord-
ing to the Stationer’s Register, which means between six hundred thousand 
and three or four million English broadsides originally existed (1991, 11; 42). 
Ballads were part of a shared cultural touchstone of early modern people, 
and their popularity in print indicates the scope of demand for new songs. 
Since they were affordable, costing about a penny or halfpenny, ballads could 
be bought by even the poor (Fumerton 2016, 169 and Würzbach 1990, 20). 
The appealing woodcut illustrations made ballads desirable for decoration as 
well as performance. According to Fumerton, ballads “were the most socially 
mass-marketed form of print, reaching high and low alike” (2016, 169). Not 
required for their enjoyment, however, was any lasting preservation.

Although ballads were a central part of early modern daily life, only a frac-
tion have survived to the present, mostly a result of seventeenth-century 
collectors who compiled albums to keep individual sheets. To preserve the 
ballads, owners dismantled, cut, and cropped pages, which reinforces the 
sheets’ susceptibility to physical alterations (Fumerton et al. 2015, 91). Now, 
digital archives participate in the next iteration of ballad preservation: al-
though existing as delicate items in special collections, digital reproductions 
make broadsides accessible to a broader public while also protecting individ-
ual copies. In addition, online repositories use technology to reunite pages 
to more closely resemble their earliest printed state, such as the ballad fac-
similes that digitally stitch the separated halves back together (Fumerton et 
al. 2015, 92; Duroselle-Melish 2017, 202). With TEI-XML markup, the text can 
be preserved for digital reproduction and tagged for search functionality.

The history of dismembered print is not the only indication of the ephem-
erality of broadsides; contemporaries recognized the vulnerability of pages. 
Early modern writers of print are notoriously concerned that the fate of their 
pages will be used as “waste paper,” with printed pages filling material needs 
by serving as bottle stoppers, pipe-fillers, and toilet paper (Smyth 2018, 139). 
Ballads were self-aware about their susceptibility to ignominious usages. 
For instance, Alexander Brome’s political song “BUMM-FODER OR, VVASTE-
PAPER Proper to wipe the Nation’s RUMP with, or your Own” (1660) capital-
izes on unwanted ballads destroyed for hygiene while also doubling-down 
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on the metaphor to mock the Rump Parliament (i.e., the reduced portion of 
Parliament that supported the execution of King Charles I in 1649). While 
ballads could be treasured possessions or wall decorations, their lifespan was 
short compared to longer pamphlets, sermons, or playbooks, which could be 
stab-stitched together, sometimes bound with other quartos in a sammelband 
(Farmer and Lesser 2005; Pratt 2015).

Stressing the vulnerability of broadside ballads as print designed to be en-
joyed and used, and then re-used as waste paper, opens a conversation with 
students about current types of short-lived media. One of the most down-
loaded applications for mobile devices today is Snapchat, a social media 
platform enabling users to send transient media. Over 70 percent of college 
students use Snapchat to share images, text, and videos with selected re-
cipients (Sashittal et al. 2016, 194). The distinguishing premise of Snapchat 
is its ephemerality. After taking a photograph or video using the front or 
rear camera, users can add text, emojis, bitmojis, gifs, and filters to augment 
their “Snapsterpiece” (to use Snapchat’s phrase), which they then transfer 
to selected recipients for a limited amount of time, usually between one and 
ten seconds. Once sent, this media constitutes a “snap.” Snapchat is a more 
intimate platform than other forms of social media (Jeong and Lee 2017, 275). 
Users select whom they want to direct a photo to, either picking individuals 
or posting to “My Story” to share with all friends for the next twenty-four 
hours. The only public option is to post to “Our Story,” which aggregates 
images based on the sender’s geolocation.

Not only is ephemerality the default interface, but the company also claims 
to abide by impermanent data storage. Snapchat states that they delete all 
media content from their servers once recipients view the message, and only 
retain timestamps of when exchanges occur. There are options, however, for 
the application user to download images and videos to their device, including 
the narratives that they create on “My Story” (see Appendix 3). By working 
against the ephemerality of Snapchat, students can think critically about an 
interface that many use daily. The narratives they record, in turn, are about 
surviving ballads, having likewise circumvented the ballads’ ephemerality 
because collectors worked against the printed interface by dismantling and 
storing them in albums. Now, open-access projects reproduce facsimiles and 
text transcriptions and use textual markup to ensure that ballads survive 
digitally for researchers in the future, a surprising fate for a medium that, 
within its own time, was perceived as susceptible to deterioration or recy-
cling. For John Selden in Table-talk, however, it is precisely because a broad-
side was light as a “straw” that a reader could “throw it up into the Air” and 
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see “which way the Wind is.” Paradoxically, he believes that “[m]ore solid 
Things do not shew the Complexion of the times so well […] as Ballads and 
Libels” (Selden 1689). Then, as now, ephemeral social media were perceived 
by some as a resource to understand their society.

3. The assignments

From the vantage of interfaces and ephemerality, then, I introduced my stu-
dents to assignments that analyze ballads through social media and digital 
composition. To that end, I asked students to navigate digital archives while 
using modern technology to create narratives about their research experi-
ence. Students then practiced close reading strategies through a markup as-
signment to craft an argumentative essay about their ballad. Having taught 
this assignment sequence twice, I have experimented in the form of the final 
project: one semester, I asked students to create a conference-style presenta-
tion and accompanying visuals, and another semester the final papers were 
incorporated in a class-curated digital exhibition (see Appendices 1 and 2). 
These teaching ventures have been inspired by successful examples of in-
corporating archival material in the undergraduate classroom, resulting in 
innovative student research.2

The assignments are designed to achieve the following learning objectives:

Students will

1.	Practice close reading and analyzing early modern literary texts;

2.	Develop research skills by navigating online resources, digital archives, 
and library databases;

3.	Discuss early modern cultural and historical contexts based on interpre-
tation of evidence;

4.	Compose in a variety of media, including a narrative video and an argu-
mentative essay;

5.	Think critically about media, interfaces, and ephemerality, historically 
and today.

2 The collection Teaching Early Modern English Literature from the Archives, edited by 
Heidi Brayman Hackel and Ian Frederick Moulton (2015), is an excellent resource for 
incorporating digital and material archives in the classroom. See also “Undergradu-
ate Projects” on EBBA’s website for contributions by undergraduate interns.
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The class began by studying a ballad still performed in Appalachian folk mu-
sic: “Barbara Allen,” known in the Renaissance as “Barbara Allen’s Cruelty.”3 
I used this ballad to investigate the genre of broadside ballads and model the 
digital resources that the students would be using. Students described the vi-
sual elements of the broadside, and together created a list of characteristics 
about the font, title, tune, illustrations, and formatting, information that, at 
a glance, was emphasized on the ballad’s interface.

After analyzing the visual layout of the ballad, we then close read the text of 
“Barbara Allen’s Cruelty” as a class. I played the recording of the song avail-
able on EBBA as well as selections of a few modern renditions. Here, we were 
uniquely fortunate that the ballad has modern—and regional—afterlives. 
Students took notes on elements of the performances that they found inter-
esting, and then collaboratively annotated a Google Document to highlight 
striking diction, imagery, tone, rhetorical elements, character development, 
and point of view in the lyrics (Appendix 4). After students took time to read 
and comment on the document, we then discussed their observations, which 
the class expanded and debated as we analyzed the text. I had collated the 
lyrics from several different copies of “Barbara Allen’s Cruelty” before class, 
using Juxta Commons—a free, online tool that I showed to my students to 
help them consider how even small word differences open different inter-
pretations (Appendix 5).

After reading the text, we returned to the woodcut illustrations. Students de-
veloped readings about the printers’ selection of graphics and hypothesized 
how differing images on other copies of the same ballad might provide differ-
ent commentary on the song’s lyrics. One class focused on the cartoon-like 
nature of the illustrations, which led to a conversation about the technology 
of woodblock engravings. Students developed interpretations about the ef-
fect of such vague figures, such as how this might invite audiences to fill in 
the characters imaginatively. Although the illustrations of “Barbara Allen’s 
Cruelty” seem nondescript, the students determined that the choices were 

3 Late nineteenth-century scholars such as Francis James Child and Cecil Sharp traced 
the connections between ballads sung in Appalachia to those from England and Scot-
land. As Joe Wilson notes, however, Appalachian music is more diverse than these 
studies indicate; he emphasizes how instruments and lyrics introduced by Native 
American, German, Eastern European, and African American people living in Appa-
lachia shaped American ballad culture (Wilson 2002, 102–103). Deborah J. Thompson 
also observes contributions of African Americans, Native Americans, and women to 
vernacular music in the Appalachian Region (Thompson 2006, 67).
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deliberate based on connections to the ballad’s content. Their close read-
ing of the pictures aligns with Megan Palmer’s assessment that printers did 
not randomly assign images to ballads (Palmer 2016). Instead, the selected 
illustrations often complement the song’s lyrics, and printers “acted as 
something like sophisticated literary commentators, aiding their audiences 
in decoding the larger connotative meanings of the ballad lyrics by layering 
visual meaning upon textual meaning” (Palmer 2016, 242). 

For the first copy of the ballad, EBBA 33316, one student proposed that the 
woodcuts featuring the casket—which she interpreted as containing the body 
of Barbara Allen, carried by three young women—faced a separate woodcut 
featuring a woman in a more ornate dress, whom she believed to be Barbara 
Allen while alive. The student hypothesized that the illustrations reinforced 
the social condemnation of Barbara Allen’s rejection of her suitor. She ar-
gued that the text of “Barbara Allen,” which mentions how “her Friends 
cry’d amain, / Unworthy Barbara Allen,” is reiterated visually, giving faces 
to the female friends who condone Barbara Allen’s death because she did not 
conform to her assigned courtship role. After comparing this ballad copy to 
others that emphasized other forms of social censure, we discussed as a class 
what this ballad’s text and illustrations might indicate about gender and 
courtship expectations, which culminated in the students listing research 
questions that would lead to a search for primary and secondary sources to 
nuance their preliminary claims.

Working against the ephemeral interface: Snapchat narratives and digital 
archives

After being introduced to ballad interfaces with “Barbara Allen,” students 
entered digital archives to find a broadside for their research projects. A 
corresponding Snapchat assignment served as a gateway into early modern 
ephemera, once I described ballads as a kind of early modern social media. 
Creating a video provided a low-stakes way for students to first approach 
seventeenth-century broadsides and to learn to use tools afforded by digital 
archives. 

Students were not required to make a Snapchat account and were given op-
tions besides the application to fulfill the assignments. Because one objective 
of this assignment is to think critically about modern social media—par-
ticularly its claims to ephemerality—students were asked to reflect on legal, 
political, economic, marketing, and privacy implications of social media 
software. As we went over the steps to download a Snapchat story to save a 
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file, we also discussed how a user could download the application’s accounts 
about data sharing, including what information about demographics, loca-
tion, and interests may have been sold to third parties. 

Given these justified security concerns about online data, and out of respect 
for the privacy of my students’ social media profiles, I listed other record-
ing options, including laptop screen recordings, or photographs and videos 
recorded on a phone or tablet, either personally owned or checked out from 
the library. Students who were already using Snapchat and were comfortable 
recording videos with their accounts could use the social media platform to 
work against the ephemerality of the default settings of the application.

In addition to discussing Snapchat’s premise of ephemerality, I also wanted 
to cultivate a sense of curiosity and open-ended exploration for students’ 
first forays into archival work through modern social media. In her appeal 
for incorporating innovative approaches when teaching early modern texts, 
Danielle Clarke argues that 

Interpretive activity is a two-way street, and the kinds of tasks that 
we set our students to do inevitably produce texts as much as they 
do readings or contextualizations of those texts. […] [C]ontempo-
rary students of the humanities focus heavily on the experiential, 
the ways in which they might empathize with the text, on how it 
resonates or speaks to them. […] [T]he act of reading is seen to be, 
in some sense, constitutive of the self, and as something that hovers 
uncertainly on the border between public and private: for both eras 
[early modern and contemporary], the text is an interface. (Clarke 
2011, 42)

Here Clarke perceives the significance of an interface as a locus and as an 
experiential interaction, although she separates the interfaces of the Renais-
sance from those of today; I suggest that ballads actually bridge these two 
senses of interface, then and now. In designing this unit, I sought to defa-
miliarize modern interfaces while encouraging students to “empathize with 
the text [and images]” on the old interfaces of ballads. Therefore, I asked 
students to use video compositions to record their research process, includ-
ing their incidental finds in the archives as they searched for broadsides ap-
propriate for the final project. To provide my students with some direction, 
I suggested two topics for potential video narratives: either to record ac-
cidents in the digital archives or to create a tutorial instructing a novice user 
about features of the digital archive. For both approaches, students could 
annotate their videos with text, emojis, music, or other additions. 
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I also showed a video that I had made so that students had a sense of the po-
tential content and lightheartedness of tone. I stressed that this assignment 
was our entrance into rigorous analysis of ballads, which required modes 
of inquiry integral to humanities research; the goal for this assignment was 
to explore and discuss theoretical connections between ephemeral media 
across centuries. The assignment resulted in students’ narratives about 
their experience in digital archives (Appendix 6). Students grappled with 
the frustrations and hilarity of exploratory research, and their processes 
and incidental discoveries were recorded in the video narratives they made 
as they navigated thousands of ballads. According to Stephen Ramsay, the 
overwhelming number of books leaves researchers to “understand each path 
through the vast archive as an important moment in the world’s duration—
as an invitation to community, relationship, and play” (Ramsay 2014, 119). 
With the use of social media, the class bonded over their shared objective. 
The first assignment created a space for experimentation, with the oppor-
tunity for narratives about search failures and successes using keywords or 
discovering tools that made fonts and images more accessible. In the process, 
they interpreted content that ranged from courtship dynamics to demonic 
possession. These videos, often accompanied by humorous text and emoji 
annotations—sparked discussions about exploring digital archives and mak-
ing serendipitous discoveries. They also prompted conversations about the 
ephemerality of ballad broadsides and the labor required to preserve them 
in a digital space, including the markup that made their searches possible. 

Adapted XML: using markup language for close reading

Students learned about ephemerality as they created these engaging narra-
tives. Then, once they selected a ballad, I shifted the conversation toward 
preservation by asking them to take an editorial perspective to the text, im-
ages, and material elements of the broadside. Editors of digital projects use 
extensible markup language, or XML, to make aspects of a digital artifact 
human-readable and machine-readable. XML allows data to be stored and 
processed by online applications and therefore serves a descriptive function 
essential to the preservation of electronic texts. 

The Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) is one kind of extensible markup lan-
guage; TEI-XML is the standard for representing digital texts, and many 
digital humanities projects use their guidelines as best practices. The pro-
cess of marking up text requires attention to detail, similar to close reading. 
Jerome McGann lauds the fixed structure of TEI as a system that is “unam-
biguously delimited and identified,” and therefore exposes new truths about 
print and manuscript in the editorial processes of making choices based on 
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