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Abstract

For some teachers, the increasing attention to digital and multimodal composing in English and language arts classrooms has brought into sharp relief the profession's investment in print as the primary means of expression. Although new forms of communication that combine words, still and moving images, and animation have begun to dominate digital environments and self-sponsored literacy venues (e.g., blogs, digital video, digital audio, and podcasting), print continues to prevail as "the way" of knowing (Dunn, 2001, p. 15), in many English and Language Arts classrooms. This article discusses why teachers need to adopt an increasingly broad understanding of the roles that different composing modalities play in contemporary communication. The article also outlines an assignment sequence-focused on the creation of Public Service Announcements (PSAs).

Introduction

For us, the  title of this article—“Convince me!”—is intentionally ambiguous. It could be directed at the authors by teachers reading this article: “Provide me with an outline of the arguments that have succeeded in convincing some of our English colleagues that teachers should be attending to multimodal compositions in our classes.”  More importantly (and in a much more complex and interesting way), we can also imagine audiences outside the classroom asking high school graduates to be convincing: “Convince me that you know what you are talking about. Convince me that you can communicate in various ways.  Convince me to take the action you recommend.” Because so much public communication involves this kind of persuasive communication and responsive action, students need to learn how to convince real audiences—not just teachers—how to confront rich, meaningful, and complex communication tasks. To prepare them to succeed at such work, we have to provide them with many opportunities, in many learning environments, to do what rhetoricians have been suggesting for over a thousand years, employing all available means of persuasion. We believe that students are capable of being convinced that they can learn to research, organize, and present information, that they can select examples, media (screen, page, radio), and multiple expressive modalities (alphabetic writing, video clips, audio clips, animations); that they can develop a sophisticated understanding of audience expectations and needs; that they can commit to ethical standards of persuasion. Perhaps most importantly, in pursuing such communicative goals, we believe students will be preparing themselves to become effective and literate citizens of the  21st century.

We understand that teachers new to using multiple modes of composition might be skeptical of its value in the classroom. Parents, administrators, teachers, and students all have appropriate misgivings and concerns when teachers ask students to try composing new kinds of texts that might include moving and still images, sounds, music, color, words, and animations; and that might be distributed primarily, albeit not exclusively, via digital media (e.g., computers, computer networks, CDs, DVDs). English and language arts teachers who grew up and were educated as professionals in a print culture often continue to live comfortably there and to focus—almost exclusively in the upper grades—on printed essays and literature by well known authors and to assign student compositions in which they emulate certain values and conventions associated with such print works.  

In recent years, however, teachers and scholars have begun to recognize what elementary teachers have known for years:  that students learn best when they read and compose in multiple ways, when they use multimodalities to identify new and effective forms of literacy (podcasts, digital video, audio essays). Our goal in this chapter is to summarize some of the more compelling arguments for exploring multimodal composing with students and colleagues and then to link those explorations—via a Public Service Announcement assignment—to classroom curricula.

Why Multimodal Composition?

Reason #1:  We learn about, act in, and understand the world using multiple channels of communication.  

In his 2005 book on multimodal composition classrooms, New Literacies in Action, William Kist helps identify our first reason for integrating multimodal compositions into our classes. He reminds us that the way we use written language—and other all modalities of communication—influences how we come to know and learn about the world around us.  Kist argues not that we need to compose in multiple modalities just because others are engaged in these activities.  Rather, he notes that teachers need to pay some attention to multimodal communications because this and future generations will undoubtedly use such exchanges to learn, remember, think, and act in the world. This recognition undergirds the thinking of English and language arts teachers who are talking about language use and literacy, and experimenting with multimodality.  Drawing on related work about “multiple intelligences,” popularized by Howard Gardner (2005), these teachers and scholars have also focused on the role of multiliteracies in supporting “multiple learning styles” (Acker & Miller, 2005). Both approaches assume an intimate connection between the modalities we use most often to learn and to communicate and our understanding of the world around us. 

Reason #2:  Literacies aren’t static; they emerge, change, and accumulate around us.

As teachers and scholars of new literacies have observed, students no longer live in a “this or that” culture (as in choosing between writing or multimodal composing), but, rather, in a “both this and that” culture: a culture in which multiple  literacies are emerging, contesting, and accumulating at a rapidly increasing pace (Brandt, 1995; Selfe and Hawisher, 2004), one that expects both writing and multimodal composing to be essential components of students’ literacy skill sets and understandings. The traditional language skills of reading and writing, in short, are converging with new multimodal composing practices and feeding off each other in ways that make learning in all content areas both exciting and challenging for students and teachers from kindergarten to college. 

If such world-order changes have altered the world outside English and language arts classrooms, however, the magnitude of their effects are not always felt inside these classrooms.  As Pam Takayoshi and Cynthia Selfe (forthcoming, 2007) note:

…[W]hile time marches on outside of U.S. secondary and college classrooms, while people on the internet are exchanging texts composed of still and moving images, animations, sounds, graphics, words, and colors, inside many of these classrooms, students are producing essays that look much the same as those produced by their parents and grandparents. (p. 1)
The objective of these scholar teachers is not to devalue or dismiss the essays or text-based writings that are still of great importance in academic and professional settings. Indeed, there are many studies that illustrate how important traditional alphabetic writing skills are these days in professional settings (DeVoss, 2007). Rather, scholars like Selfe and Takayoshi are suggesting that conventional alphabetic writing alone is simply not enough. They are arguing for literacy practices that value “both/and.” 

In a similar vein, Kathleen Yancey, current Assistant Chair of the National Council of Teachers of English (representing over 50,000 kindergarten-college English and language arts teachers) made a related case. As Yancey and others have noted, unless English teachers and teachers of writing begin attending to emerging multimodal literacies in self-sponsored communication environments that exist outside the classroom, our profession will become increasingly irrelevant to students, parents, and the public (Yancey, 2004). 
Reason #3:  Workplaces and literacy demands are changing around us.

On February 1 of 2007, a coalition of teachers, industry and public sector representatives, library groups, educational providers, and government officials met under the umbrella of the Partnership for 21st Century Skills movement to describe the literacy and content skills that students will need during the coming decades. Focused primarily on the kindergarten-high school learning environments, the mission of this group was to “bring 21st Century Skills to every child in America by serving as a catalyst for change in teaching, learning, and assessment” (Partnership, online 2007, “About Us/Mission”). Informed largely by the demands of commercial and public enterprises that exist in rapidly changing and increasingly technologically dependent global and local environments, this group identified the following challenging skill sets to be mastered by students who are the next generation of potential employees and citizens:

· Information and communication skills (information and media literacy skills; communication skills)

· Thinking and problem-solving (critical thinking and systems thinking; problem identification, formulation and solution; creativity and intellectual curiosity)

· Interpersonal and self-direction skills (interpersonal and collaborative skills; self-direction; accountability and adaptability; social responsibility)

· Global awareness

· Financial, economic, and business literacy, and developing entrepreneurial skills to enhance workplace productivity and career options

· Civic literacy (Partnership, online 2007, “About Us/Mission”) 

Importantly, the Partnership doesn’t expect the best 21st century employees simply to write well. Like a similar group, the New Media Consortium (A Global Imperative, 2005), members of the Partnership recognize a rapidly changing professional world in which employees must be educated deeply and widely, and prepared to function effectively and critically in digital and transnational communication environments.  They must also be able and willing to work across conventional linguistic and geopolitical borders, to compose not only with words, but also with still and moving images, sound and music, animation and multimedia texts:

21 century literacy is the set of abilities and skills where aural, visual, and digital literacies overlap.  These include the ability to understand the power of images and sounds, to recognize and use that power, to manipulate and transform digital media, to distribute them pervasively, and to easily adapt them to new forms.  (A Global Imperative, 2005 p. 2). 

Reason #4:  Global communication networks are changing around us

As many contemporary literacy scholars have pointed out—among them Graff (1987),  Gee (1996), Brandt (1995, 2001), Barton and  Hamilton (1998), Powell (2002), Royster (1996), Hawisher and Selfe (2004)—we cannot hope to understand literacy practices or the values associated with such  practices fully unless, and until, we can also understand the complex cultural and global multi-cultural ecologies which serve as their context.  Such ecologies both shape peoples’ literacy practices and values and are shaped by them (Giddens, 1979).  

Digital environments, for example, have had many different effects at local, regional, national, and international levels (Castells, 1996, 1997, 1998), some of the most profound and far reaching of these have involved communication forms, practices, values, and patterns.  Although digital networks remain unevenly distributed along axes of power, class, and race, for example, they have provided new routes for the increasing numbers of communications that now cross geopolitical, cultural, and linguistic borders.  These communications—which consist not only of words, but of audio and video transmissions, images, sounds, music, animations, and multimedia presentations—are exchanged by multinational corporations, among international financial institutions and the agencies of governments, and by individual citizens and online interest or affinity groups that form around common interests and projects (cf., Human Development Report, 2001; Castells, 1996, 1997, 1998).  At the same time, new software and hardware applications—video and audio editing systems and conferencing software, electronic white boards, digital video cameras, multimodal composing environments, and digital audio recorders, among many, many more—have provided increasing numbers of people the means of producing and distributing communications that take advantage of multiple semiotic modalities.   

If we are not educating students to be effective and literate actors within such communicative environments, in short, we are not educating them to assume their role as literate, global citizens in the 21st century.

An Assignment Sequence for Exploring Multimodal Composition:  Public Service Announcements 

Arguments such as those we have outlined above, however—even when they are successful in convincing teachers that English and language arts instruction should focus on multimodal composition—do little to help them think about instruction and how to change their own classrooms.  To help in that transformative process, this section outlines an assignment sequence that starts small and focuses on Public Service Announcements (PSAs).  The assignment sequence is designed to involve both teachers and students in comparing the capabilities of various expressive modalities.  It can be adapted for classes at multiple levels and across disciplines. The various parts of the assignment can be approached modularly and, while they can be completed in a relatively short time, they can also be alternated with other short communication tasks.

PSAs have a number of strengths as multimodal assignments: 

•
They are short—print PSAs are generally limited to 1 or 2 pages, audio 


and video PSAs to 30 or 60 seconds.  Thus, they are manageable by students at a range of educational levels.

•
PSAs have specific purposes and are aimed at real audiences.  

•
Students can conduct research on a single issue and apply it to multiple PSAs in different formats.

•
The central content of and communicative work of PSAs can be easily compared across media (radio, screen, magazines) and expressive modalities (video, audio, print).

•
There are numerous example texts available online for teachers to use as models—see the Ad Council web site <http://www.adcouncil.org/> and the National Youth Anti-Drug Campaign <http://www.mediacampaign.org/mg/television.html> for  PSA examples.

•
PSAs can be composed with relatively inexpensive software:  for print PSAs, a word-processing program, like Microsoft Word, that can handle both text and images; for audio PSAs, a free audio editing program, Audacity, which works on both Mac and PC platforms; and for video PSAs, an inexpensive video-editing program (either iMovie or Windows Movie Maker) that comes bundled with most personal computers. 
The basic steps that structure the assignment sequence are as follows:

Step #1:
Students begin by identifying a larger social project in which they have some personal interest and can conduct some research:  lowering school drop out rates, decreasing cruelty to animals, building healthy lifestyles, eliminating drug or cigarette use, preventing gun violence at home, decreasing environmental pollution. Teachers may want to connect this issue with the work of a local or national not-for-profit organizations (the local animal shelter, YMCA, after school program, or police department). 

Step #2:
Students conduct library research for the issue on which they will focus and write a short research paper.  During this stage, teachers can focus on conventional research and library skills:  including note-taking, summarization, citation, quotation, and bibliographical work. 

Step #3:
Teachers and students collect, read/watch/listen, and analyze PSAs of various kinds—print, video, audio—focusing on conventions, formats, and organizational structures.  During this stage, students can be enlisted in finding model PSAs and involved in describing their elements.  In class, teachers and students can examine these models and ask series of rhetorical and analytical questions—represented in Table 1—about each text.


Insert Table 1 here.


Step #4:
Students create a draft of a print PSA focused on the issue they have chosen, show it to the rest of the class in a studio review where they get suggestions for improvement, and revise their work in a second, more effective draft using the Studio Review Form in Figure 2.  In Figure 3 we have provided an example of a print PSA, in this case written and designed by Chris Lee, a first-year student at Ohio State University.  Although this assignment was completed by a college-level student, P-12 faculty can extrapolate appropriate responses from students at their own levels of instruction.


Insert Figure 2 here.



Insert Figure 3 here.


Step #5:
Students create an audio PSA focused on the issue they have chosen, air it for the rest of the class in a studio review where they get suggestions for improvement, and revise their work in a second, more effective draft.

Step #6:
Students create a video PSA focused on the issue they have chosen, air it for the rest of the class in a studio review where they get suggestions for improvement, and revise their work in a second, more effective draft.  Teachers who want to see Chris Lee’s entire PSA can access it at <http://people.cohums.ohio-state.edu/selfe2/ChrisLeePSA.mov>.  Again, P-12 faculty will need to modify their  expectations for students at their own levels of instruction.

Step #7:
The class reflects on the affordances of each medium and expressive modality in accomplishing the rhetorical task for a specific purpose and a target audience. In Table 4, we provide a series of reflective questions for students and teachers to consider as they create PSAs.






Insert Table 4 here.


To help themselves envision such assignments, teachers can visit the Apple Learning Exchange to see examples of PSAs created by intermediate/middle school health students. <http://edcommunity.apple.com/ali/story.php?itemID=195> and high-school social studies students <http://edcommunity.apple.com/ali/story.php?itemID=153>.

One of the primary strengths of this assignment sequence, we believe, is its flexibility.  Below, we provide teachers a series of suggestions for tackling the assignment sequence with various modifications. Many of these are modified from Multimodal Composition: Resources for Teachers (Selfe, 2007).

Start small

Teachers new to multimodal composition, for instance, may want to start by experimenting with only one of the PSA forms— audio, video, or print—depending on their familiarity with the software packages required and the time they have available in class.  Some teachers may want to give students themselves a choice of the composing modalities—and help them make this choice based on the nature of their message, target audience, and purpose.  Other teachers may want to survey class members about their existing experiences with video, audio, or print modalities and alter the assignment accordingly.

Go low-tech and trailing-edge

Students do not need access to still or video cameras or digital audio recorders to complete these assignments.  Classes can use still images, music, and video downloaded from web sites like the Creative Commons <http://www.creativecommons.org> that provide content licensed for use in re-mix or non-commercial projects.  Teachers should consult with the support staff at their school for additional low-tech, trailing-edge options.

Work collaboratively

Teachers who work at schools that may have limited access to video cameras or microphones may want students to work in groups to lighten the demand on resources.  Collaborative teams, their leaders, the roles of group members, can be changed for each PSA.  Teachers, too, may want to collaborate with colleagues from other disciplines, involving students in PSA projects that extend across classrooms and disciplines.

Invite experts to help

Teachers who lack confidence in their own abilities to work with images and words, audio or video editing, may want to invite an expert into their classroom to help students learn the basics of handling video cameras, audio recorders, movie editing software, etc.  As an alternative, survey the class to find out which students can help with video or audio or image manipulation software.   Have students rate themselves as “expert,” “experienced,” “learning” on each piece of software or hardware you expect to use.  Using this information, teachers can work with the class to create a Class Expertise Grid  (Table 5) that lets everyone know who the local experts are and who might need help.  This grid can also be employed to form effective collaborative groups.


Place Table 5 here.


The PSA assignment sequence we have described provides students and teachers a way to combine the traditional research paper with contemporary communicative forms.  
By Way of Concluding, but Only for Now…

Teachers need not only to be convinced that they should integrate multimodal composing into their classes, but they need to inhabit an ecology that supports their efforts over time (Nardi & O’Day)—one that includes substantial support, financing, and infractructure (DeVoss et allist these out first time they are cited, year; R. Selfe, year; C. Selfe & Takayoshi, year).  To create such an environment, teachers and administrators must both acquire an enriched understanding of the world-order changes we have described in this chapter, and they must cooperate in connecting this understanding to a set of instructional practices, assignments, and curricula.  Such work cannot happen unless administrators can provide sufficient technology to use in teachers’ classes and in the professional development efforts they will need to undertake in order to change their classes as well as staff support for new technology efforts. Nor can change happen unless teachers are willing to become learners themselves, exploring new and unfamiliar modalities of expression and technologies of composing.   
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