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ABSTRACT 
 

 Grounded in computers and composition scholarship, this mixed-methods dissertation 

project investigates how digital literacy is being represented and instantiated across U.S. writing 

programs. Using critical theories of technology as my theoretical framework, I draw on three 

large data sets, including a national survey of 70 Writing Program Administrators (WPAs) 

concerning programmatic commitments to digital literacy, a multimodal critical discourse 

analysis of these programs’ websites, and follow-up interviews with survey respondents. Based 

on my analysis of these data sets, I argue that the focus of most programmatic discourses and 

practices tends to construct digital literacy in terms of how technological tools can be employed 

to meet rhetorical outcomes. I maintain, however, that with writing programs as a central force in 

the renegotiation of digital literacies, WPAs are in a unique position, through discourses and 

practices, to rearticulate digital literacy as not just a skill or means to improving rhetorical 

awareness for print composing but also an analytic to examine the social, political, and 

educational forces undergirding electronic texts and technologies—making visible the social 

relations involved in technology implementation and encouraging examinations of how 

technologies affect composing processes. This critical approach positions students as not just 

consumers but producers of new media who are able to become active agents of change in 

technological environments. Discussing the challenges that come along with taking a critical 

approach to technology integration at the programmatic level, I suggest a framework for 

addressing these challenges—including localizing technologies, mapping local practices to 

national goals, employing a multiliteracies training model, foregrounding assessment, and 

fostering communities of practice around digital literacy.  
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CHAPTER ONE: DIGITAL LITERACIES AS MULTILITERACIES 
  

“A writing program that ignores or minimizes digital literacy simply isn’t exercising 
responsibility towards its students.” 
 
“I don’t see how one could have a responsibly-constructed writing program that didn’t include 
interacting with and composing texts in a range of digital environments.” 
 
“I think digital writing (like blogs, for example) is over-rated. Far more important to me as a 
WPA is the training of good teachers.”  
 
“I sound really cranky, but, while I’m very interested in using electronic environments 
rhetorically, and our writing for electronic media class (in the English major) is well-subscribed, 
expanding our objectives for first-year comp in particular seems to be a misplaced ambition.” 
 

—Survey respondents 
 

Arguments that computers belong in the composition classroom are not new in rhetoric 

and composition scholarship. Researchers in the field of computers and composition, which 

constitutes a sub-discipline of rhetoric and composition that explores issues connected with 

writing and computers, have been especially committed to arguing for the importance of 

integrating computers into writing courses. At the same time, these scholars regularly argue that 

writing teachers should critically question when and if computers contribute beneficially to 

students’ learning (Duffelmeyer, 2000; Selber, 2004; Selfe, 1999a). In her seminal Conference 

on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) Chair’s Address, noted computers and 

composition scholar Cynthia Selfe (1999a) urged composition teachers to pay attention to 

technology and how it is “inextricably linked to literacy and literacy education,” remarking that 

compositionists tend to view computers as tools they can use or ignore in their classrooms as 

they choose—tools that need not be addressed “too systematically” (p. 414). Just a few years 

later, though, Steve Krause (2004) contended that the distinction between computers and 

composition and “composition-in-general” was largely over because those who were once 

“uninterested or even against the use of computers in the teaching of writing—have come over to 
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our side…Even those compositionists who don’t incorporate computer technology in their 

teaching acknowledge the value of it and the connection of it to the teaching of writing” (Hart-

Davidson & Krause, 2004, p. 152). Perhaps due in part to calls from prominent scholars like 

Selfe, composition instructors were beginning—according to Krause—to recognize the value of 

computer technologies in connection with composition pedagogy. In the same year that Krause 

made this assertion, Gail Hawisher and Selfe (2004) moved their arguments beyond computers, 

declaring that students must be able to “design, author, analyze, and interpret material on the 

Web and in other digital environments [emphasis added]” because these literacies will continue 

to play an “important role in determining if students will be able to participate and succeed in 

school, work, and community” (pp. 642-634). Thus, ten years ago, scholars were arguing both 

that composition instructors had begun to value the importance of computers in the context of the 

writing classroom and that composition students would need digital literacy—the ability to 

analyze and compose through computer technologies and in digital environments—to 

successfully participate in their public and private lives.  

These arguments continue to expand to include a wide array of digital and networked 

technologies and genres. “Most now agree,” as Randall Monty (2013) maintained in a WPA: 

Writing Program Administration review essay, that composition should empower students to 

analyze and write with a variety of “emergent technolog[ies], modes, and media” (p. 231). It is 

important to note, nonetheless, that there is a difference between the use of computers and the 

internet in composition classrooms and the production of new media texts, the use of web-based 

learning, and so forth. Krause’s enthusiastic statement, for example, was about the use of 

computers themselves, but there tends to be more resistance to new media composing than 

simply using computers for typing a paper or for research. These distinctions bring to mind 

certain concerns that scholars researching the relationship between composition and technology 
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continue to grapple with. Should students be encouraged to question gender biases on a news 

website or how power circulates in technological contexts, or does this turn technology into the 

content of the course and detract from writing instruction? Should students compose webtexts, 

blogs, wikis, or audio essays, or should Writing Program Administrators (WPAs) be content 

asking instructors to teach their students how to compose a text-based written analysis of a 

commercial or website? 

These questions have been addressed in myriad ways—not typically in the context of 

writing program administration but in the context of individual classroom pedagogies. 

Technology integration in the classroom has often been approached in a functional way that 

posits technologies as tools for students’ uses (Buckingham, 2008; Johnson, 2008; Selber, 2004), 

an approach that has tended to imply that computers should be used as tools rather than serving 

as the focus of instruction (Zeni, 1994). Using computers as tools can indeed foster collaboration 

and facilitate the writing process; however, researchers and teachers have argued that this 

functional approach to technology integration in the composition classroom represents a limited 

view of what technology potentially contributes to writing courses and students’ learning 

(Buckingham, 2008; DeVoss, Eidman-Aaddahl, & Hicks, 2010; Hawisher & Selfe, 2004; 

Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; Selber, 2004). Scholars in computers and composition have argued 

that composition instructors should also incorporate what Stuart Selber (2004) has labeled 

“rhetorical” and “critical” approaches into classroom implementations of digital technologies 

(DeVoss, Eidman-Aaddahl, & Hicks, 2010; Duffelmeyer, 2000; Vie, 2008). According to Selber, 

the critical approach positions students as critical questioners of computers as cultural artifacts, 

and the rhetorical approach positions students as producers of hypertextual media. In addition, 

Toby Coley (2012) recently added a fourth dimension of digital literacy—ethical digital 
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literacy—suggesting that instructors and administrators need to pay more attention to audience 

awareness as an ethical construct and academic integrity in relationship to digital literacy.  

 Not only have individual researchers claimed that critical, rhetorical, functional, and 

ethical digital literacies are important to the teaching of writing, but professional organizations in 

rhetoric and composition have taken note and issued policies and statements discussing the 

importance of digital technologies in writing classrooms. For example, the National Council of 

Teachers of English (NCTE) (2008) issued a Framework for 21st Century Curriculum and 

Assessment, which delineated literacies needed of “students of language arts.” These literacies 

included functional “fluency with the tools of technology,” the critical ability to analyze and 

synthesize information “from multiple places and in a variety of formats” including multimedia 

texts, the ethical responsibilities of using technology safely and legally, and certain rhetorical 

abilities such as considering design choices (n.p.). NCTE (2005) also issued a Position Statement 

on Multimodal Literacies, which defined multimodal literacies and their implications for the 

teaching of writing. Similarly, the Conference on College Composition and Communication 

(CCCC) (2004) issued a Position Statement on Teaching, Learning and Assessing Writing in 

Digital Environments in response to an increase in “classrooms and programs in writing 

requir[ing] that students compose digitally” (n.p.). This statement addressed faculty, writing 

programs, and WPAs, delineating ways they should support “a literacy of the screen” and 

touched upon the rhetorical, critical, functional, and ethical digital responsibilities in which 

students should be engaged (n.p.). Additionally, representatives from the Council of Writing 

Program Administrators (CWPA), the NCTE, and the National Writing Project constructed the 

Framework for Success in Post-Secondary Writing (Framework), and the CWPA issued the 

WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition (Outcomes Statement), both of which 

currently posit outcomes for composition students related to composing in and analyzing 
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electronic environments and texts. Together, these documents have shaped composition 

curricula, assessment, and pedagogy.  

Yet, while policy documents are being adopted, research on individual pedagogies is 

booming, composition textbooks are beginning to include sections on digital writing or the 

analysis of electronic texts, and individual instructors are assigning innovative projects such as 

machinima video and audio documentaries (Remley, 2012; Selfe, Fleischer, and Wright, 2007), 

there is work to be done at a programmatic level. As Pamela Takayoshi and Brian Huot (2009) 

discussed, “The glimpses we receive of what is happening in individual classrooms in our 

programs are not necessarily representative of what’s happening across a program” (p. 109). This 

kind of statement reflects the need for moving beyond examining what is happening in individual 

classrooms to examining what is happening at the level of the writing program. While much of 

the literature on computers and the writing classroom is concerned with what happens in 

individual classrooms, less scholarship has turned attention to the larger programmatic context 

that surrounds implementations of technology for the writing classroom—specifically the 

discourses constructed by writing programs about technology and the ways in which digital 

literacy is interpreted and instantiated at a programmatic level.  

Some scholars have indeed addressed practical administrative concerns such as how 

institutional and technological infrastructures can affect our classroom digital writing 

environments (DeVoss, Cushman, & Grabill, 2005) or how to best support sustainable computer 

environments (DeVoss, McKee, & Selfe, 2009; Selfe, 2005). A few scholars have advocated for 

more “technologically knowledgeable administrator[s]” (Day, 2009, p. 1) or WPAs who “face 

the challenge” of “new media composing” (Leverenz, 2008, p. 37), suggesting that developing a 

critical consciousness about the relationship between digital technology and literacy often begins 

with the initiatives “established by thoughtful WPAs” (McAllister & Selfe, 2002). Yet, there is 



16 

less concern with how digital literacy is talked about and enacted at a programmatic level. Carrie 

Leverenz (2008), for example, argued in the pages of WPA: Writing Program Administration 

that there is a “disconnect between the interests of writing program administrators and digital 

literacy” and that scholarship on writing program administration demonstrates a “limited interest 

in theorizing the development of technology-rich writing programs” (p. 41). While Leverenz’s 

critique was leveled at writing program administrators and WPA scholarship, Barclay Barrios 

also noted a lack of research surrounding the “relationship between computers and the writing 

program itself” in computers and composition scholarship (Barrios, 2005, p. 1). Related, Claire 

Lutkewitte’s (2010) dissertation research cited responses from instructors who noted 

programmatic and departmental hindrances to implementing digital assignments in their classes. 

As one stated, the “lack of realistic, forward-thinking mindsets of administrators” is a hindrance, 

while another respondent stated that digital assignments are “secondary to so many things 

because of department requirements” (p. 119). In general, Lutkewitte’s respondents described a 

desire for more program support, including resources and rubrics. The need for theorizing 

technology at programmatic level, as identified by Leverenz and Barrios, and the demand for 

administrators who are supportive and forward-thinking when it comes to technology integration, 

as discussed by Lutkewitte, is where my research finds its niche.  

Additionally, while the WPA literatures call for WPAs to think critically about 

technology (Duffelmeyer, 2003; Kimme Hea & Turnley, 2010; Leverenz, 2008; McAllister & 

Selfe, 2002), less research addresses how this is happening across a range of programs. Instead, 

many of the articles and book chapters addressing writing program administration and 

technology speak anecdotally about changes (in digital tools or curricula) that have occurred in 

one program (Blakely & Pagnac, 2012; Ericsson, 2009; Kemp, 2005; Takayoshi & Huot, 2009). 

While these stories are extremely useful for helping WPAs think through the decisions they 
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themselves may have to make as they integrate technology, my research builds on these local 

narratives by delineating trends across 70 writing programs. Leverenz (2008) noted how useful it 

would be for many WPAs to know how other programs have transitioned into more complex 

forms of writing, and one goal of this dissertation is to provide that information about a diverse 

selection of programs and to describe if and how programs are making this transition. Learning 

how programs are working towards digital literacy initiatives can give other WPAs room to 

argue for change at their own institutions, and learning how other successful programs train their 

teachers in the implementation and assessment of new media compositions can help WPAs make 

similar moves. I also suggest that many of the recommendations and approaches I discuss 

throughout this study can be extrapolated for instructors who are themselves working towards 

broadening what writing means in their own courses. This dissertation’s aim, therefore, is to 

study the under-explored relationship between writing programs and critical, theoretical 

understandings of digital literacy and to provide a picture of what is happening in writing 

programs across the country in relationship to digital literacy. In doing so, my study focuses on 

the following research questions: 

• Are writing programs pursuing digital literacy programmatically, and how is it being 
instantiated across programs? 

• What are the motivations underlying programmatic implementations of digital literacy in 
writing programs, and how are leaders in writing program administration interpreting and 
representing digital literacy? To that end, what are the dominant discourses of technology 
underlying these representations? 

• Are writing programs aligning with rhetorical, functional, critical, and/or ethical 
approaches to digital literacy, and how are these approaches being manifested in 
programmatic discourses and practices? 

• How can WPAs support sustainable approaches to digital literacy in their programs? 
 

To address these questions, I employ mixed methods research—to include survey research, 

interviews, and multimodal critical discourse analysis—drawing from critical theories of 

technology and Stuart Selber’s (2004) multiliteracies as my theoretical framework. In Chapter 2, 
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I report the results of a national survey of 70 WPAs, discussing the extent of their programmatic 

commitments to digital literacy, their attitudes towards and motivations for integrating digital 

literacy, and the ways in which they are representing digital literacy through programmatic 

discourses. Because the survey results showed that the most common programmatic 

instantiations of digital literacy are through teacher training, Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs), 

and program goals, in Chapter 3, I discuss the results of interviews with WPAs about teacher 

training as it relates to technology integration, and in Chapter 4, I analyze writing program 

websites with an emphasis on SLOS and goals. In Chapter 5, I discuss the challenges WPAs face 

as they strive to integrate digital literacy programmatically and suggest ways to address these 

challenges, pulling data from the other chapters to support my claims. The present chapter 

constitutes an explanation of my theoretical framework and a review of the literature surrounding 

digital literacy, establishing its relationship to composition and to writing program 

administration.  

I. Theoretical Framework 

Arguments for integrating digital technologies into a writing program’s practices do not 

come without reservations and warnings—nor should they. Assuming that a given technology 

will naturally improve upon an older practice can inhibit student learning. Presuming that a given 

technology will naturally improve students’ writing is the kind of thinking that led Hawisher and 

Selfe (1991) to describe the “rhetoric of technology” as “overwhelmingly positive, as if 

computers were good in and of themselves” (p. 56). They reminded readers that “if we fail to 

think carefully and critically about our implementations of electronic technology, these 

technologies can and will support any one of a number of negative pedagogical approaches” (p. 

56). I suggest extending Hawisher and Selfe’s warning to the level of writing program 
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administration because WPAs are in the position to influence the ways instructors teach with 

technologies. This requires a careful examination of what “critical” means in terms of technology 

and pedagogy.  

a. Critical theories of technology 

Computers and composition researchers have critiqued deterministic technological 

narratives that tend to decontextualize technologies by presenting them as either neutral tools or 

autonomous cultural forces (Duffelmeyer, 2000; Johnson-Eilola, 1997; Kimme Hea, 2002; 

Selber 2004, 2010; Selfe, 1999b; Turnley, 2011). Scholars within media and literacy education, 

too, have claimed that technological determinism (a view wherein technologies determine human 

behavior, relations, and social organization) is a commonly accepted view of how society 

understands technology and is an approach that implies the effects of technology are similar for 

those across various races and classes (Luke, 2000, p. 74). They have argued that the critical 

element of understanding the relationship between technology and literacy is underdeveloped 

(Martin, 2008; Søby, 2008), which requires reference to theorists like Andrew Feenberg who 

critically address the role of technology in society.  

Critical theory of technology is most often associated with Feenberg, Canada Research 

Chair in Philosophy of Technology at Simon Fraser University. Feenberg (1991), a theorist upon 

whom Selber relied in his Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, identified two established theories of 

technology—instrumental and substantive. The instrumental philosophy of technology, which is 

the most widely accepted, treats technology as subservient to the values established in other 

spheres, such as politics and culture, whereas substantive theories, associated with the work of 

Jacques Ellul and Martin Heidegger, treat technology as an autonomous cultural force that 

“overrides all traditional or competing values” (p. 5). Because instrumental theories treat 

technology as subservient to other values, technology is positioned as a tool to serve humanity’s 
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purposes. It is therefore understood as neutral (without value of its own) and hence indifferent to 

the ends to which it can be employed to achieve (p. 6). Thus, technologies are considered useful 

in any social context and equally efficient in any context or culture. Substantive theories, on the 

other hand, view technology as a whole new type of cultural system that entirely “restructures” 

the social world “as an object of control” (p. 7). Despite seeming to be binaries, the instrumental 

and substantive views are similar in that they both frame technology as destiny (p. 8). Feenberg’s 

critical theory of technology, he proposed, “preserves the best of both the instrumental and 

substantive views,” lying between resignation and utopia (p. 5). He reasoned that technology 

should be seen as an “ambivalent process”—a “scene of struggle”—where technology is not 

neutral but is not taking us over, either (pp. 14-15). In other words, human action can effect 

change. Thus, he rejected the fatalism of the substantive approach and the neutrality of the tool 

metaphor associated with the instrumental. Importantly, he argued that the values of the elite are 

inherent in the design of technologies but that there is potential for active, democratic 

participation in technological design, which can effect change (p. 14). 

Bryan Pfaffenberger (1992), another critical theorist upon whom Selber relied, would 

agree with Feenberg that the values of the elite are inherent in the design of technological 

production processes and artifacts and that technology is at least partly a political phenomenon. 

He argued, similar to Feenberg, that subjects—who are impacted by the power that the elite 

exercise via technological means—can act to change the stereotypes, inequities, or assumptions 

embedded in technologies and technological discourses through what he called technological 

reconstitution (Pfaffenberger, 1992). Through “technological reconstitution,” impacted 

constituencies try to reverse the implications of technology by creating counter-artifacts to 

negate the political assumptions of the dominant system (p. 286). Pfaffenberger’s theories, 
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therefore, echo Feenberg’s in that technologies are not neutral, nor are they all-powerful, but 

human subjects can effect change in technological systems, processes, and artifacts. 

Reminiscent of the substantive and instrumental views but more directly related to the 

relationship between technology and literacy education, Ellen Barton (1994) identified two 

primary discourses of technology: the dominant and antidominant. The dominant embodies an 

“optimistic interpretation” of technology in American culture and its relationship to literacy and 

education (p. 56). The dominant is related to Hawisher and Selfe’s “rhetoric of technology,” in 

the sense that overwhelmingly positive discourse is used to describe technology, and to 

Feenberg’s instrumental perspective in that technology is seen to be equally useful and efficient 

in any context. Selfe (1999b) later called this perspective the “computers as literacy boon” 

outlook, which constitutes narratives of computers as a progressive literacy tool. Barton’s 

antidominant perspective is skeptical of technology’s integration. The antidominant suggests that 

the integration of technology maintains existing lines of power and authority. Selfe (1999b) 

called this the “computers as literacy bane” narrative, wherein computers become “a force of 

distraction, isolation, and alienation” in literacy education (p. 32).  

Christina Haas and Christine Neuwirth echoed these perspectives on technology in their 

chapter of Selfe and Hilligoss’ (1994) Literacy and Computers, but they focused on the 

composition classroom. In light of Haas and Neuwirth’s argument, it is also important to keep in 

mind that, as Dennis Baron (1999) has reminded readers, “writing itself is always first and 

foremost a technology” (p. 16). Haas and Neuwirth suggested that the view of technology being 

transparent (Feenberg’s instrumental perspective) appeals to pragmatic values like efficiency. 

This view represents writing as being unchanged by mode of production or presentation (p. 322). 

The second perspective of technology—as all-powerful (Feenberg’s substantive view)—assumes 

that implementing technologies into the writing classroom will naturally change reading and 
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writing for the better. This view assumes that what writing teachers currently know about 

language learning is now outmoded and the rules must be completely rewritten to accommodate 

technology. Both of these views, Haas and Neuwirth (1994) asserted, are united by the idea that 

technology is a tool.  

Looking at the relationship between writing program administration and technology in 

light of critical theories of technology, it is clear that an instrumental perspective does not 

encourage critical questioning of technologies—from the ways they change writing processes to 

the ways they can influence power relations. In instrumental terms, technologies are viewed as 

essentially positive and useful in all contexts. At the same time, substantive or antidominant 

views can paint technologies in a negative light, and this perspective can often assign too much 

power to technologies such that there is a sense humans cannot take action. As Selfe (1999b) 

maintained, technology should not be looked at in an either/or way. Thus, teachers and 

administrators might do best to complicate both instrumental and substantive views, adopting a 

critical theory of technology. In this way, WPAs can work towards ensuring that classroom 

practices related to digital technology integration avoid reinforcing negative pedagogical 

approaches, as Hawisher and Selfe (1991) discussed. The kind of questioning involved in 

approaching digital literacy integration from a critical perspective requires more than learning 

how to use a tool but also learning how to question the complex social, political, and educational 

values embedded in technologies. 

This notion of questioning the sociocultural values embedded in technology is directly 

addressed by Stuart Selber. The project of Selber’s (2004) book, Multiliteracies for a Digital 

Age, is to critique standard conceptions of computer literacy as a functional skill in an attempt to 

establish the literacies that English studies students in a digital age need in order to become 

critically literate citizens. Selber’s book is for teachers of writing and communication, with the 
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goal of helping them establish computer literacy programs; yet, he stated that his framework of 

three literacies could be used at other levels—from the programmatic and curricular level down 

to individual assignments.  

I use Selber’s multiliteracies for a digital age as the theoretical grounding for this 

research because his theory supplies a useful framework for understanding the various skills, 

abilities, aptitudes, and mindsets writing students need when communicating in and through 

electronic environments. In fact, if digital literacy were understood as merely a functional skill, 

then digital literacy would not necessarily be the purview of writing programs because others can 

indeed teach technological skills. However, understanding digital literacy as also having critical 

and rhetorical components better embraces both what those of us in English studies can bring to 

a study of computers and why it is important in our writing programs, as I will discuss more in 

Section III of this chapter. Additionally, I chose Selber’s theory because it has become quite 

engrained and valued in the field of computers and composition. His work follows in the 

tradition of critical theories of technology, which many computers and composition researchers 

use to frame their work, and many computers and composition scholars (and rhetoric and 

composition researchers more generally) draw on Selber’s work when they describe the digital 

literacies pertinent to the composition classroom (see, for example, Ballentine, 2009; Coley, 

2012; DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 2010; Leverenz, 2008; Reid, 2008). Taking a similar 

approach as these researchers, throughout this study I use Selber’s multiliteracies as the 

theoretical framework through which I interpret how digital literacy is being interpreted and 

instantiated in writing programs. As I use this theoretical framework to interpret WPAs’ 

discourses and practices, I am looking at the ways their discourses and practices do and do not 

connect with what the field of computers and composition values theoretically and 

pedagogically. 
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  For Selber, as Table 1 shows, functional computer literacy employs the tool metaphor, in 

which computers are neutral tools for our uses. This metaphor therefore masks the social and 

political dimensions of technology. Functional skills for students might include exchanging files 

with classmates, employing graphics programs to create visual representations, and learning how 

to filter email messages, according to Selber. He noted that while it is dangerous to view literacy 

“as a set of value-free skills,” functional literacy can also be reframed in a positive light (p. 27). 

He maintained that English students need to achieve educational goals by controlling 

technological resources and to understand the ways communication activities are organized in 

online environments in order to compete for work in a digital age and to enact change (p. 35). 

Thus, Selber established parameters for a positive functional approach to digital literacy, which 

include students using advanced features of software that are often ignored, learning the 

specialized discourses associated with computers such as list commands, and learning how to 

manage their online worlds, including using filters for email and backing up files regularly. 

Table 1 delineates, in more detail, the parameters of functional literacy.1 

Table 1: Selber’s Multiliteracies 
Multiliteracy Metaphor Parameter Definition 

Functional Computers 
as tools 

Educational 
goals 

Student uses computers to achieve 
educational goals. 

Social 
conventions 

Students understand the “social 
conventions” that determine computer use 
(p. 45). 

Specialized 
discourses 

Students use the specialized discourses 
associated with computers. 

Management 
activities 

Students manage their online worlds 
strategically.  

Technological 
impasses 

Students resolve technological impasses 
with confidence. 

Critical Computers 
as cultural 
artifacts 

Design cultures Students examine the perspectives that 
shape design cultures—“the practices and 
perspectives of the people who are 
responsible for designing and maintaining a 

                                                
1	  All information in the chart was drawn from tables and paragraphs in Selber’s (2004) Multiliteracies for a Digital 
Age, pages 25, 45, 96, and 147, unless otherwise noted in the chart.	  
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computing infrastructure” (p. 106). 
Use contexts Students see how use contexts, the 

environments that constitute a computing 
infrastructure, help contextualize 
computers. 

Institutional 
forces 

Students understand how institutional 
force, such as academic-corporate alliances, 
shape computer use. 

Popular 
representations 

Students analyze representations of 
computers in the public sphere. 

Rhetorical Computers 
as 
hypertextual 
media 

Persuasion Students understand the persuasive 
elements of interface designs. 

Deliberation Students understand that interface design 
problems often have multiple, contradictory 
solutions. 

Reflection Students critically assess their knowledge 
of and uses of design. 

Social action Students use interface design for social 
versus technical action. 

 

With regard to critical digital literacy, Selber claimed that students should be encouraged 

to recognize and question the politics of computers. Thus, critical digital literacy employs the 

metaphor of computers as cultural artifacts, which “encourages attention to the non-neutral 

dimensions of computers and their non-neutral contexts” (p. 86). In this realm, students might be 

encouraged to analyze online environments, software, or hardware programs, asking who profits, 

who is left behind, and what cultural and/or political values are embedded in these environments. 

As reflected in Table 1, the parameters for critical digital literacy include being aware of design 

cultures—the practices and perspectives of those who design computing and maintain 

infrastructures—and use contexts, which constitute the more immediate environments that shape 

computing infrastructures, “such as courses, computer classroom spaces, and curricular 

requirements” (pp. 106-111). Students should also be made aware of institutional forces such as 

academic-corporate alliances that can affect computing infrastructures, Selber claimed, in 

addition to popular representations of technology in the public that can affect how computing 

infrastructures are constructed and employed. 
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The last literacy, rhetorical literacy, is concerned with students becoming producers as 

opposed to simply users of computer-based environments. The metaphor employed in connection 

with rhetorical literacy constitutes computers as hypertextual media, and while hypertexts are not 

as commonly discussed in computers and composition literature as they were when Selber wrote 

his book, the metaphor effectively highlights students in their role as composers or producers in 

electronic environments. This literacy is rhetorical because in order to be effective producers, 

students should recognize the persuasive dimensions of these electronic environments and of 

their designs in these environments. The parameters of rhetorical digital literacy, detailed in 

Table 1, involve students in learning how to tackle interface design problems using multiple, 

contradictory solutions (such as being asked to design several versions of the same website), 

reflecting on their designs, and considering ways to act in the world through their designs. 

Importantly, the rhetorical approach is a combination of functional and critical approaches, 

according to Selber. In other words, it takes both functional skills and critical analysis to 

effectively compose. 

Because Selber’s theory is not focused solely on writing program administration, an 

attempt to extend his theory to new territories requires recognizing spaces in which his theories 

potentially complicate the present study. For instance, some of the courses Selber referenced 

were quite technical, including not just technical writing but even a software documentation 

writing course that is not likely to be found in many writing programs. Because of that, his 

assignments often included interface design and website coding. With the many competing 

outcomes to accomplish in a writing course and program, coding websites may be beyond what 

is necessary to help inculcate multiliteracies. Students could use a drag-and-drop program to 

build a website, attending to concerns of persuasion and considering the social impact of their 

discourse and image choices, and an assignment like this would therefore still engage critical, 
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rhetorical, and functional literacies without requiring teachers to have advanced technical 

knowledge and without taking up too much time in the span of a course. As long as teachers 

frame these tasks in ways that encourage students to critically question the program and the final 

product, to attend to the persuasive elements of their design and choices, and to learn some of the 

advanced features of a given program, for instance, they would still be engaging in 

multiliteracies. Programs can support this if WPAs are aware of multiliteracies and the ways they 

can be employed on micro- and macro-levels and if they attempt to employ such a framework in 

teacher development. Additionally, digital technologies have changed since the publication of 

Selber’s book in 2004 to the extent that there are many more options for consumers to become 

producers without advanced technical skills. While Selber would likely advocate for students 

understanding what is essentially happening beneath the hood of the car (how code structures a 

website, for instance), digital technologies such as blog engines and wikis can still be used to 

engage students in multiliteracies (Santos & Leahy, 204; Tougaw, 2009). Extending Selber’s 

argument, I maintain that these related literacies should be supported and embodied in the 

representations and instantiations of digital literacy at programmatic levels in order to avoid 

merely functional or acritical approaches to digital literacy. After all, Selber asserted that his 

framework should function as a heuristic and should be suggestive and conceptual in nature such 

that it can extend to various programmatic and curricular contexts (p. 24). 

One other conception of digital literacy was used to frame this study: ethical. Coley 

(2012) recently identified what he deemed to be a gap in Selber’s framework, adding “ethical 

literacy as a fourth multiliteracy” (p. 13) because he argued that there has been a lack of 

correlation between ethics and digitally mediated writing instruction in scholarship (p. 21). 

Combining case studies with interviews and survey research, Coley effectively contended that 

when writing instructors teach digital media, we should include in-depth examinations of 
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audience, to include the audience’s values and beliefs, so students understand that their writing 

has consequences in the world. He also argued that instructors need to construct safe 

environments for students and give them choices in the electronic tools they use. To be ethical in 

digital environments, he suggested that instructors teach students about academic integrity, 

showing them how to properly cite and evaluate information found in digital sources, and teach 

them to respect others’ work and ideas. He also argued that instructors and administrators are 

ethically obligated to inform students of the blurred boundary between public and private 

information online, teach them to evaluate the social implications of digital texts, and teach 

students the functional skills needed to compose in electronic environments (p. 76). Many of 

these obligations are already covered in Selber’s other multiliteracies, but Coley has provided a 

useful category that requires attention. In my research, I focus on awareness of the audience’s 

values and academic integrity when asking study respondents about their ethical responsibilities 

because those categories tend to be the most disparate from Selber’s other categories. Coley’s 

category also afforded me an opportunity to push against his more conservative understanding of 

ethical digital literacy and follow up on other conversations in the field on these topics, which 

include the ethics of remix, understandings of Fair Use, file-sharing, and ethical communication 

across cultures (Adsanatham et al., 2013; DeVoss & Porter, 2006; McKee & Porter, 2008). 

b. Ideology, discourse, and power 

Critical theories of technology are inherently concerned with ideology, and ideology 

therefore figures into my theoretical framework. Thus, I briefly turn to how ideology has been 

theorized and how I understand it in relationship to writing program administration and digital 

literacy. I also discuss ideology’s link to discourses and why discourses are important to this 

research.  
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Originally coined by Antoine Destutt de Tracy during the French Enlightenment period to 

mean the science of ideas, the term ideology is typically associated with Karl Marx and Friedrich 

Engels (1932), who contended that ideology distorts our ideas about the material world. For 

them, ideology is related to class and is a means by which dominant forces and rulers can 

exercise power over subordinate groups, smoothing over the dehumanizing social relations under 

capitalism by making them appear normal and necessary (Freeden, 2003, p. 5). According to 

Professor of Politics Michael Freeden (2003), Marx’s theories have been critiqued for the 

assumption that truth would emerge once ideologies were exposed; however, what can be 

retained as useful from Marx and Engels’ theory is that ideologies are the products of groups; 

they order the social world, legitimate or delegitimate practices, and exert power (p. 11). 

Building on the work of Lacan and departing from Marx, French philosopher Louis Althusser 

(1971/2001) suggested that while Marx conceived of ideology as a means to create false 

consciousness, Althusser noted that ideology has a material existence (p. 112). Italian theorist 

Antonio Gramsci (1971), working within the Marxist tradition, argued in The Prison Notebooks 

that we must expand ideology to include common sense and critique what groups and individuals 

deem to be common sense. In another vein, Freeden (2003) argued that the development of the 

social sciences in the U.S. brought about a non-Marxist view of ideology, which focused on the 

attitudes and opinions of new mass publics (p. 39). Also, while Post-Marxists still see ideology 

as a way of upholding collective power, they no longer use class as the sole category through 

which ideology is understood. 

For my part, ideology figures into my study in two ways. First, I see ideological inquiry 

as key to the critical component of digital literacy that I advocate for, following Selber. In this 

sense, ideologies are representations of aspects of the world or ways in which we view the world, 

and these are certainly related to class and politics, in the Marxian sense, but also, as most Post-
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Marxists contend, include other categories through which ideology manifests, such as gender and 

race. In terms of critical digital literacy in the composition classroom, then, ideological inquiry 

involves engaging students in questioning how digital technologies and technological artifacts 

may be contributing to a particular worldview or representation of individuals, of the students 

themselves as consumers, of the products advertised or created through the technologies, and so 

forth. Additionally, ideological inquiry in relationship to digital literacy involves examining how 

public discourses represent certain ideological conceptions of technology as common sense or 

natural—such as the instrumental view of technology as something to be mastered and 

controlled. Second, ideology figures into my analysis of writing program discourses. In this 

sense, I take a more general view of ideologies as the attitudes, opinions, and beliefs of a 

particular group—the writing program. Thus, I examine ideology in terms of underlying 

assumptions about technology that come through in writing program discourses.  

Ideology has also been linked to discourse and specifically to CDA, which is the 

methodology I employ in Chapter 4 of this project. For those who connect discourse and 

ideology, discourses are practices through which ideology is exercised. In this research, I look at 

discourses as ways of representing and valuing the relationship between technology and literacy 

within the context of writing program administration. The emphasis on discourses in this 

research is important because language has the power to shape and maintain a group’s values and 

“create, maintain, and legitimize certain kinds of social practices” (Machin and Mayr, 2012, p. 

18). I suggest that in extending this notion to writing programs, how we talk about what we do in 

our programs (in this case what we do with technology) can influence the program we are 

representing by creating, legitimizing, or even delegitimizing actual practices. When technology 

is discussed on a program’s website or in a mission statement, the language used is never neutral 

and often contains buried ideologies about technology that deserve careful consideration. 
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Christine Tardy (2015) emphasized this when she said of institutional websites, mission 

statements, viewbooks, and brochures: “While the expressions of identity and ideology found in 

these kinds of texts may or may not reflect actual institutional practices, they are worthy of study 

because they play a role in establishing perceptions of the institution as well as the ideologies 

privileged by the institution” (p. 246).  

Both CDA and critical theories of technology presuppose that language reveals 

ideologies that shape and are shaped by subjects. Those subjects, then, have the power to 

intervene in those discourses and practices to reframe language and thus reframe experience and 

challenge oppressive practices. Thus, while critical theories of technology and CDA recognize 

that subjects have agency, both theories are invested in disrupting inequitable power relations 

(Feenberg, 2002; Machin & Mayr, 2012). As I discuss programmatic discourses and practices 

throughout this study, I discuss the complex, shifting, multiple power relations WPAs face and 

acknowledge how those shape my findings and my suggestions for change. I also want to note, 

however, that I do not believe the discourses I analyze necessarily are intended to be oppressive 

or manipulative (though they could be), yet they still can reflect underlying assumptions about 

technology that are important to explore. 

The discussed critical theories of technology and theories of ideology have implications 

for developing a critical perspective on digital literacy, which I argue is necessary for effective 

programmatic implementation. Looking at how discursive strategies build certain ideological 

representations of technology also can help WPAs better theorize their relationship to digital 

literacy. In light of these theories, the next section of this chapter specifically defines digital 

literacy. 
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II. Defining Digital Literacy 

While some authors in the 1990s used the term digital literacy to discuss hypertexts, the 

emergence of the concept of digital literacy is typically associated with Paul Gilster and his 1998 

book, Digital Literacy. Gilster described digital literacy essentially as literacy in the age of the 

internet—an indispensable life skill. He defined it rather simply as “the ability to understand and 

use information in multiple formats from a wide range of sources when it is presented via 

computers” (p. 1). His focus on the word “understand” demonstrates that digital literacy is more 

than mastering technological tools. He described certain digital literacy competencies, such as 

the “ability to make informed judgments about what you find on-line,” “the ability to think 

critically,” and “developing search skills” (pp. 2-3), but while these competencies grace the early 

pages of this book, Gilster’s work is not about listing particular technologies one should use or 

skills one should acquire. Instead, it is squarely focused on the “ability to think critically” or the 

ability to “understand” the internet and the information one retrieves on the internet. In fact, in 

David Bawden’s (2008) discussion of the origins of digital literacy, he claimed that Gilster’s 

conception of digital literacy is about mastering ideas—not keystrokes (p. 18). Thus, while 

technologies have changed since the publication of Gilster’s text, what is key in Gilster’s 

definition that carries through to today’s scholarship is that digital literacy should not be seen in 

a merely functionalist sense, but as a practice of critical thinking that is necessary in the digital 

age.  

Many scholars after Gilster tended to equate digital literacy with skills that would enable 

a user to operate software effectively or retrieve information online, leading media education 

researcher David Buckingham (2008) has claimed; yet, others have reacted against this definition 

to suggest that digital literacy is not just a skill but a set of social practices involving the ability 
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to use and evaluate online information and tools critically (Buckingham, 2008; Eshet-Alkalai & 

Chajut, 2009; Goodfellow, 2011; Luke, 2000; Martin, 2008), to compose digital texts 

(Buckingham, 2008), to make choices appropriate for a given audience and leverage the 

persuasive affordances of design (Coley, 2012; DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 2010), and to 

reflect on these processes (Coley, 2012; Martin, 2008). Critically using and evaluating online 

information includes being an informed questioner of technology, recognizing and questioning 

the politics of computers, and the way power circulates in technological contexts (Duffelmeyer, 

2000; Selber, 2004). 

 Other researchers in rhetoric and composition tend to use the term “digital literacy” 

interchangeably with other terms such as “electronic literacy” or “computer literacy” (cf. Pandey, 

2006), and they occasionally avoid explicitly defining what they mean by digital literacy, as 

though a common understanding of the concept is already a given in the field (cf. Remley, 2014). 

Additionally, there are other terms used in rhetoric and composition that are often conflated with 

digital literacy—such as “information literacy” and “multiliteracies.” Each of these terms has its 

own connotations and works best for certain audiences’ shared knowledges. “Computer literacy” 

was a term in vogue in the 1980s and still has a skills-based connotation (Bawden, 2008). In 

other words, “computer literacy” refers to a general ability to use computers (Guglielmo, 2011) 

including skills such as being able to work with spreadsheets and word processing programs 

(Reed, Doty & May, 2005) or using software applications (Wilson, 2003). Selber (2004) used the 

term “multiliteracies” in his attempt to critique the functional, skills-based connotations of 

“computer literacy.” Coined by the New London Group (NLG) in 1996, “multiliteracies” became 

a broad concept that forwarded two main claims about literacy learning: (1) that communication 

and literacy are increasingly integrating various “modes of meaning-making” including the 

“visual, the audio, the spatial, the behavioural, and so on” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p. 5); and 
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(2) that literacy education needs to embrace “increasing local diversity and global 

connectedness” (p. 6). While the term “multiliteracies” does indeed embrace the increasing 

diversity of text forms associated with information and multimedia technologies in 

understandings of digital literacy, the NLG’s concern with increasing cultural and linguistic 

diversity, while related to communication in electronic environments, is beyond the scope of this 

study, as it encompasses much more than the digital; thus, while I use Selber’s multiliteracies as 

a frame to understanding digital literacy, I believe digital literacy is a more salient term for this 

study. “Information literacy” has strong ties with the library community (Bawden, 2008) and is 

often but not always associated with electronic researching (Koltay, 2011). The term is used to 

describe library research skills, including not just using and citing research but also evaluating 

the reliability of various resources and understanding the consequences of information use 

(Artman, Frisicaro-Pawlowski & Monge, 2010; VanderPol, Brown & Iannuzzi, 2008). Because 

of its focus on research skills and evaluation in electronic environments, the term is an important 

aspect of digital literacy, but so are composing and rhetorically analyzing digital texts; thus, 

digital literacy works as a broader umbrella term of which information literacy can play a part. 

A more recent term related to digital literacy is “multimodality” or “multimodal 

composing.” Typically associated with Kress (2009), multimodality means representations in 

many modes (socially shaped and culturally given semiotic resources for making meaning). 

Multimodality has been appropriated by composition studies and is typically defined as drawing 

on multiple modalities including words, still images, animation, video, and sound to make 

meaning (Selfe, 2007; Williams, 2007). Others in composition studies focus less on the actual 

technologies and propose that multimodality constitutes the interaction among various sensory 

experiences (textual, verbal, visual) in producing and reading texts (Bowen & Whithaus, 2013). 

While multimodality is typically associated with digital media in the composition literature, 
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other scholars, such as Jody Shipka (2013), have expressed concern that the tendency to equate 

multimodality with digital, screen-mediated texts can limit the texts and communicative 

strategies students are learning with in writing courses (p. 74). Because this study is primarily 

about digital media and because the term “composing” is typically associated with 

multimodality—whereas digital literacy focuses both on analysis and composing in electronic 

environments—I again found digital literacy to be the best fit for this study. 

Lastly, the term “technological literacy” is the expression most often used in current 

rhetoric and composition scholarship, aside from digital literacy. In the context of movements 

such as the Clinton Administration’s Technology Literacy Challenge, technological literacy has 

been defined as “the ability to use computers and other technology to improve learning, 

productivity and performance” (Getting America’s Students Ready for the Twenty-First Century, 

1996, p. 5). Yet, this definition was critiqued for being functional by scholars such as Selfe 

(1999b), who argued for a definition that includes cultural dimensions, incorporating literacy 

events and practices. Later, Hawisher and Selfe (2002) defined “technological literacy” as the 

practices involved in exchanging, reading, and writing in electronic environments along with the 

cultural, social, political, and educational values associated with these processes. They also 

indicated that they use “digital literacy” and “technological literacy” interchangeable (p. 2). I 

chose to align with their definition of digital literacy, using it directly in my survey.2 I made this 

choice because although this study uses Selber’s multiliteracies as a framework, Selber never 

explicitly provided a succinct definition of computer literacy or multiliteracies (the two key 

                                                
2 One thing I have realized through my own research is that the rhetoric surrounding digital literacy often tends to 
emphasize the technology and efface the agents acting on, with, and through those technologies. In my own choice 
to align with Hawisher and Selfe’s definition, I realized after the survey that my definition too was missing the 
human agents—students and teachers—who should be foregrounded in a definition of digital literacy as it relates to 
composition programs. Additionally, while this definition was used in the survey, I currently recognize that a more 
accurate definition might better be phrased as an awareness of and passing facility with the practices involved in    
exchanging, reading, and writing in electronic environments along with the cultural, social, political, and educational 
values associated with these processes. 
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terms he used), but among various definitions of digital literacy in the field of rhetoric and 

composition, Selfe and Hawisher’s definition best embraces the components of Selber’s 

argument by recognizing that digital literacy encompasses composing as well as reading in 

electronic environments and, importantly, emphasizing the sociocultural values embedded in 

these electronic environments.3  

Since “digital” is the latest descriptive term used to express the incorporation of new 

information and communications media in education (Goodfellow, 2011) and because “digital” 

reflects the more recent move from seeing technology as computers to seeing it as 

“encompassing multiple digital and electronic tools” (Bradbury, 2014, p. 57), I chose to frame 

this research around the term of digital literacy as opposed to technological literacy. Perhaps 

most important, I chose the term digital literacy because I felt it would be the most commonly 

used and understood term by the WPAs in my study. My notion was proved correct when I 

measured this concern in the survey. I provided survey respondents with the definition of 

technological or digital literacy by Hawisher and Selfe and asked them to select the term used 

most often in their programs to describe these practices. They were given many of the discussed 

terms to choose from, including digital literacy, multimodal composing, information literacy, and 

technological literacy, among others. (See Appendix A, Section 2, Question 7 for the actual 

survey question.) By far, the term chosen most often was “digital literacy,” at 47.37% of all 

responses. 

Of course, the word literacy itself is a complicated one to identify with. Historically, the 

term meant the ability to read and write “at a rudimentary level” (Kaestle, 1985, p. 13), but 

around the time of WWII, literacy began to be viewed as a vehicle for employability and social 

                                                
3 I use “digital literacy” and “digital literacies” interchangeably throughout this study, but I should note that digital 
literacies is a preferable term, as it embodies the plurality of digital literacy (being multiple skills, values, and 
practices) and therefore emphasizes digital literacy as a sociocultural practice. 
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cohesion, thus taking on a less rudimentary definition (Rantala & Suoranta, 2008). These 

understandings of literacy, however, tended to approach it as a functional skill. Suggesting that 

seeing literacy as a functional skill ignores cultural contexts (Street, 1995) and buttresses social 

norms (Giroux, 1988), more recently, scholars have argued for a sociocultural perspective. 

“From a sociocultural perspective,” Knobel and Lankshear (2008) suggested, one acquires 

literacies by being embedded in a social practice, where people hold certain beliefs and values 

about given texts (pp. 5-7). In terms of digital literacy, similar arguments have been forwarded. 

Anne Wysocki and Johndan Johnson-Eilola (1999) asserted, for example, that the term “literacy” 

is not neutral or a value-free set of skills and is similarly not always the bearer of economic and 

social goods or progress. Because of this, they argued we should come up with a newer, different 

term than “computer literacy” or “technological literacy” because there is already too much 

baggage associated with the term literacy and more so when adding “digital” or the newest 

technological term to it. While I acknowledge the criticisms of digital literacy, my research 

advances an argument for a critical digital literacy, which ultimately encourages users and 

consumers to question technologies and disrupt assumptions that knowledge of digital tools 

automatically promotes social progress or economic security. 

Having established the conceptual definition of digital literacy around which this study is 

framed, I move to discussing why digital literacy is needed—particularly in writing courses—

and why those of us in English studies generally and rhetoric and composition specifically are 

well-suited to teach this literacy, as well as why scholars in the field have argued that it is our 

responsibility to do so. Without these understandings, it would make little sense to argue for 

better implementation and theorization at the level of writing program administration. Then, I 

move to specifically addressing the role of the WPA in these issues. 
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III. Composition Students, Digital Literacy, and the Writing Teacher’s Role  

While, in the introduction to this chapter, I briefly touched upon the fact that scholars in 

computers and composition have been arguing for years that digital literacy is integral to 

contemporary writing pedagogy, this is a point that deserves further exploration. First, it is 

important to note that college students have access to and are regularly using a variety of 

technologies. Based on a nationally representative survey of 802 parents and their teens aged 12-

17, which was conducted between July 26 and September 30, 2012, Pew Research Center data 

showed that 78% of teens have a cell phone, almost half of which are smartphones (Madden, 

Lenhart, Duggan, Cortesi & Gasser, 2013, n.p.). Ninety-three percent of teens have a computer 

or have computer access at home, and ninety-five percent of teens are online (Madden, Lenhart, 

Duggan, Cortesi & Gasser, 2013, n.p.). Teens are increasingly sharing information about 

themselves via social media (Madden, Lenhart, Cortesi, Gasser, Duggan, Smith & Beaton, 2013, 

n.p.), and 58% of all teens have downloaded apps to their cell phones or tablet computers 

(Madden, Lenhart, Cortesti & Gasser, 2013, n.p.).4 In addition to using these technologies for 

social communication and entertainment, these teens also use these technologies for academic 

purposes. A recent survey of 2,462 middle and high school teachers—many of whom were 

National Writing Project teachers—along with data from a series of focus groups with middle 

and high school teachers and high-school students, showed that students use search engines, 

online encyclopedias, and social media sites to conduct research far more often than consulting 

print books or a research librarian (Purcell, Rainie, Heaps, Buchanan, Friedrich, Jacklin, Chen & 

Zickuhr, 2012, n.p).5 Thus, based on the time when these studies were conducted, a majority of 

                                                
4This information is based on focus group interviews with 156 participants in greater Boston, L.A., Santa Barbara, 
and Greensboro, North Carolina. 
5The survey was conducted between March and April 2012.	  	  
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youth who have entered or are about to enter higher-education classrooms use the internet, 

computers, and mobile technologies for social communication and research.  

 Yet, there are varying degrees to which those same students are literate—particularly 

critically literate—with the technologies they are using, which points to a need for more 

education in these areas. Researchers argue that students may be users but that they are not often 

critical users (Duffelmeyer, 2000; Vie, 2008). The problems that using digital media—and not 

approaching it critically—can potentially impose are often related to students’ writing and 

research skills. A Pew study claimed that due to proliferating digital technologies, high school 

AP teachers and National Writing Project teachers are concerned about the increasingly 

ambiguous line between formal and informal writing that digital technologies are promoting; 

they noted an increasing need to educate students about writing for varying audiences using 

different “voices”; and they insisted that English teachers need to challenge the “digital tool as 

toy” approach that students tend to develop in their early computer instruction (Purcell, 

Buchanan, & Friedrich, 2013, n.p.). Other concerns have surfaced about the net generations’ 

ability to understand the legal and ethical considerations of copyright and intellectual property as 

well as the critical thinking skills that strengthen information literacy (Fieldhouse & Nicholas, 

2008). In Janna Anderson and Lee Rainie’s (2012) interviews with technology experts like 

Jonathan Grudin (principal researcher at Microsoft) and media scholar danah boyd, they stated 

that a “notable number” of their respondents expressed concerns that young people will become 

shallow consumers of information due to the proliferation of web and mobile technologies (n.p.). 

Similarly, the polled AP and National Writing Project teachers agreed that the “amount of 

information available online today is overwhelming for most students” (at 83% agreement) and 

that digital technologies are making it more difficult for students to find and use credible sources 

of information (at 60% agreement) (Purcell, Heaps, Buchanan & Friedrich, 2013, n.p.).  
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Some of the reasons why these issues can pose problems for students and their futures 

were pointed out by Anderson and Rainie’s study participants as well. For instance, their study 

participants argued that because of the proliferation of digital technologies and the vast amounts 

of information available online, millennials will begin to make shallow choices, expect instant 

gratification, or on a bigger scale, there will be stagnation in innovation—“especially for those 

who do not have the motivation or training that will help them master this new environment” 

(Anderson & Rainie, 2012, n.p.). Thus, many of the concerns about students needing to approach 

digital media more critically and carefully intersect at the concerns of the composition 

classroom, such as research, writing for varied audiences, and critically analyzing information.6 

Helping students understand the different discourses they use and in what contexts that discourse 

should be more or less formal is an obvious place where English studies instructors can excel. 

Additionally, we are well qualified to teach students the ability to adapt their discourse to 

varying audiences, and as instructors trained to teach students how to analyze and closely read a 

variety of texts, we are also well equipped to help students understand the broader contexts in 

which technologies exist, such that they move beyond the “digital tool as toy” perspective. We 

already teach research skills, and thus intellectual property concerns and evaluating information 

online naturally have become our responsibility in many ways.  

The literature in the field of rhetoric and composition—and sometimes in English 

studies—does often support the notion that composition instructors are particularly well-

positioned to teach students how to critically and rhetorically approach digital media.7 Carolyn 

                                                
6 Here, and throughout this study, when I discuss the composition classroom, I am referring broadly to all writing 
courses—business writing, technical writing—as well as first-year composition. 
7 Throughout this study, I often reference rhetoric and compositionists as well as English studies teachers generally. 
While my concern is more geared towards rhetoric and composition instructors because that is the discipline in 
which my work is situated, it is difficult to separate a discussion of rhetoric and composition instructors and their 
responsibilities from individuals with English literature backgrounds when discussing undergraduate writing 
because the disciplines are often inter-twined in writing programs. Yet, most everyone in these fields has taught 
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Handa (2001) indirectly spoke to these concerns: “incorporating digital elements into writing—

especially in the form of Web pages and multimedia projects—demands that composition 

teachers draw on our knowledge of rhetoric perhaps even more than our knowledge of HTML, 

design issues, or graphics software” (p. 3). In other words, instructors have valuable knowledge 

of rhetoric that enhances technological skills. A more direct reminder of how composition 

instructors’ skills can help students with digital literacies comes from Selber (2004). He argued 

that while instructors may lag behind students in computer skills (which is not always the case), 

teachers have expertise in rhetoric, which could help students learn to, for example, participate 

appropriately in online discussions and analyze the reliability of website content (Selber, 2004, p. 

20). Those of us who teach composition have rhetorical knowledge that will transfer to teaching 

students analysis and composing in electronic environments, such as our ability to help students 

choose which technologies suit a particular audience and purpose and our ability to help them 

conform their writing to the medium, context, and purpose. In addition to our rhetorical 

knowledge, we also can help students think critically about the social, political, and cultural 

contexts surrounding their use of technologies. Part of this critical knowledge, I argue, is about 

understanding technologies as not just about gaining access to information, but helping students 

understand that information is being gathered about them as users. They therefore need an 

awareness of digital literacies as not merely delivery systems but data gathering technologies as 

well. There are also arguments that composition instructors are strong teachers of digital 

literacies because digital compositions require some of the same abilities that are taught in solely 

alphabetic texts. For example, audio and visual composing require attention to principles such as 

audience awareness, exigence, correctness, arrangement, and organization (Takayoshi & Selfe, 

                                                                                                                                                       
writing courses, and so my focus in these discussions is on the goals of composition courses, as delineated in 
composition pedagogy and theory.	  
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2007). Plus, much digital writing still requires work similar to regular writing environments, 

such as planning, reflecting, drafting, and collaboration (DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 

2010).  

Further, scholars often move beyond simply arguing that compositionists can teach 

digital literacies to arguing that they should teach digital literacies. As early as 1999, Gunther 

Kress argued that for English to remain relevant—because it is a subject that provides access to 

participation in public forms of communication and because it is a subject that provides students 

the ability to understand and produce culturally valued texts—an emphasis on written language 

alone “simply will no longer do” (p. 67). In 2004, Kathleen Blake Yancey declared that writing 

teachers must bring together the writing that is happening outside our classrooms (because 

students are blogging, instant messaging, editing video) with what we are doing in our curricula 

(p. 308), and following this assertion, the WIDE Research Center Collective (2005) argued that 

writing instructors must teach digital writing because practically all writing occurs in computer-

mediated spaces. Some scholars have picked up on these arguments and suggested that social 

networking, collaborative writing technologies, and mobile technologies have taken hold among 

students and have “changed the landscape of what it means to ‘write’ and to ‘be a writer’” 

(DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 2010, p. 1), suggesting these technologies deserve critical 

attention in the composition classroom (Kimme Hea, 2009; Vie, 2008), and others such as Selfe 

(2009) have taken a broader view, not focusing on a particular technology. Selfe (2009) 

prompted teachers of rhetoric and composition that “our responsibility is to teach students 

effective, rhetorically based strategies for taking advantage of all available means of 

communicating effectively and productively as literate citizens” (p. 644). According to Selfe, 

this means that we are responsible for teaching students how to communicate effectively and 

productively in a variety of environments—including electronic—and that we should employ our 
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rhetorical knowledge in doing so. Thus, according to many well-respected researchers and 

teachers in English and composition studies, the writing classroom is a place where we should be 

embracing digital literacies if we are to continue responsibly teaching how to communicate and 

produce culturally valued texts.  

Arguments from those within the academy also touch on why students need digital 

literacy skills. These arguments often suggest that digital literacy is needed to for effective 

employment, civic, and private communication practices. For instance, Michele Knobel and 

Colin Lankshear (2011) maintained that “new communication technologies are changing 

demands on learners,” and learners need to acquire access to the new languages that are required 

for “access to new forms of work, civic, and private practices in their everyday lives” (p. 19). In 

other words, with new technologies come new languages and new literacies (p. 19). Drawing on 

earlier work by Mary Kalantzis and Bill Cope, Knobel and Lankshear discussed how literacy 

pedagogy must change to be relevant and provide students with access to fulfilling employment 

(pp. 18-19). Aside from this more general argument, there are many potential benefits to digital 

literacy. While there are indeed detriments to digital technologies, such as the AP and NWP 

instructors’ concerns that students’ informal language is creeping into formal writing and the 

concerns that digital technologies are making it more difficult for students to find credible 

information, these concerns are more about how the technologies affect students and their 

writing. They do not cancel out the need for digital literacies because students, as has been 

shown, are going to be using these technologies. Instead, this is all the more reason for 

instructors to intervene and help students engage in these literacies critically, rhetorically, and 

ethically.  

Much of the public rhetoric surrounding the benefits of digital literacy tie it to gainful 

employment and the ability to participate equitably in workplaces, as well as strengthening the 



44 

economy, often through the global connections online environments and technologies can foster 

(Jenkins et al., 2009; Selfe, 1999b). Thus, digital literacies give students desired life skills. In 

Anderson and Rainie’s (2012) interviews with technology experts and stakeholders about their 

projections of the impact of networked living on youth, participants offered “strong, consistent 

predictions” concerning “the most desired life skills for young people in 2020” (n.p.). These 

included “the ability to search effectively for information online and to be able to discern the 

quality and veracity of the information one finds and then communicate these findings well”—

which they happened to call “digital literacy” (n.p.). They also cited the importance of being able 

to “distinguish between the ‘noise’ and the message in the ever-growing sea of information” on 

the web (n.p.) Similarly, Maggie Fieldhouse and David Nicholas (2008) suggested that the web 

is necessary simply to function in society, as health, wealth, and education are dependent on 

access to the internet and our ability to use it effectively (p. 62).  

In addition to these larger workplace and economic factors and “life skills,” researchers 

have delineated some of the benefits of digital literacy, particularly to youth, as including 

increased opportunities for peer-to-peer learning (Jenkins, 2009, p. xii) and collaborative 

problem-solving (Luke, 2000, p. 87), greater respect for intellectual property rights (Lenhart & 

Madden, 2005; Jenkins, 2009), allowing for the expression of a fuller range of human emotion 

and experience than can solely be expressed through alphabetic language (Stein, 2004), and the 

ability to become social critics as opposed to being “indoctrinated consumers of material culture” 

(Selber, 2004, p. 95). Additionally, James Gee (2007) asserted that participating in digital 

literacy practices (such as machinima and blogging) provides youth with opportunities for 

situated rather than just verbal or literal meanings for concepts and processes, which underpins 

deep understanding. These arguments reflect that it is important for students to acquire digital 

literacy because they need it to communicate, express themselves, and succeed in personal as 
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well as workplace contexts and to critically evaluate not only the information they find in 

electronic environments but the ways they are being constructed as consumers. These statements 

also demonstrate that students may benefit from deeper learning, a better appreciation of 

intellectual property, and the ability to express themselves more creatively due to digital 

literacies.  

There are also advantages stemming from using, composing, and analyzing digital texts 

and technologies that are more directly related to composition. The discussed Pew survey of AP 

and NWP teachers found that a majority of these instructors feel digital technologies allow 

students to share their work with a wider and more varied audience and encourage creativity and 

self expression in writing (Purcell, Buchanan & Friedrich, 2013, n.p.). The effect of these 

impacts, the study showed, was “a greater investment among students in what they write and 

greater engagement in the writing process,” effects that are likely to improve students’ writing 

(n.p.). A public opinion survey on writing in schools suggested that Americans “generally agree” 

the technologies young people use in their school and social activities, from “creating slideshow 

presentations, doing homework on their computers, creating Web pages, writing blogs” are 

positively contributing to their growth as writers (Devoss, Ediman-Aadahl, & Hicks, 2010). 

Stories also abound in the computers and composition literature. Video composing has been 

touted as helping students find purpose and focus during the invention stage of the writing 

process, to help increase overall student enthusiasm (Adams, 2014), and to help students develop 

a deeper understanding of rhetorical principles (Briggs, 2014). Digital storytelling has 

anecdotally improved students’ understanding of what it means to be a writer by allowing them 

to express voice in a variety of ways (Devoss, Eidman-Aadahl & Hicks, 2010, p. 37). Marc 

Santos and Mark Leahy (2014) recently claimed that writing for the web aids students in gaining 

confidence as they enter a new discourse community and learn its conventions, and Rebecca 
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Black suggested that the beta-reading provided by online fan communities enables contributors 

to grow as writers in sentence construction, narrative structure, and becoming close, critical 

readers (2005). Selfe and Takayoshi (2007) even suggested that having students compose 

multimodal texts can help their traditional alphabetic composing skills, such as organization. 

Similarly, in her dissertation, Jeannie C. Parker Beard designed a mixed-methods study 

examining how composing video documentaries affected students’ “traditional composing skills” 

and contributed to their academic and professional communication skills, and she concluded that 

the multimodal composition process helps student with organization and developing a “keener 

sense of audience and purpose,” and students reported feeling more engaged with their topics 

when composing multimodally (p. 192). Thus, digital literacies hold many potential benefits for 

composition students such as increased engagement and investment in their writing, a better 

understanding of rhetorical principles, structure, and organization, and improved close reading.  

Many of these benefits, when viewed individually, could fall prey to critiques leveled by 

Feenberg and other discussed theorists. For instance, the claim that digital literacy leads to 

success in the workplace could fall into Feenberg’s critique of the substantive approach. Not all 

uses of technology may lead to economic prosperity. However, this is why the critical 

perspective espoused by Selber is so important. Additionally, some of the values attached to 

digital literacy here admittedly can come about in traditional, print-alphabetic writing contexts as 

well. Yet, as the statements from Selfe, Kress, and Yancey (among others) demonstrate, 

composition instructors may not be adequately preparing students for the communication 

contexts they will encounter in their lives if the focus is solely on print. Additionally, we could 

potentially, as Sean Williams (2001) argued, disenfranchise students who are at home in 

multimodal environments if we maintain a verbal bias in composition classes, and we may risk 

depriving students of the critical thinking they need in an increasingly visual and aural world 
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(Handa, 2001, p. 6). Again, much of this research focuses on individual classrooms, and in my 

research, the goal is to take a step back and look at the writing program’s role in digital literacy 

integration. Thus, in the following section, I address why it is important for WPAs to get 

involved and for them consider to the best ways to integrate digital literacy into their curricula. 

IV. Writing Program Administration and Technology 

WPAs—and others involved in writing program administration—are often tasked with 

designing curricula, establishing SLOs and goals, training teachers, and establishing policies. 

These policies, discourses, and practices often must consider technologies and their relationship 

to writing courses, and these documents and undertakings, in turn, influence instructors’ 

perspectives on technology and theirs and their students’ uses of it. Thus, writing program 

administration influences classroom practices and students’ experiences, which is why I find 

writing program administration to be an important site of study when considering digital literacy 

integration into composition studies. Yet, as the epigraphs I began this chapter with suggest, 

perspectives on the role digital literacy should play in a writing program are mixed at best. Not 

all WPAs find digital literacy to be necessary in their programs (although my study shows these 

perspectives are in the minority), but regardless of WPAs’ own perspectives on digital literacy, 

national frameworks and institutional pressures will more than likely continue to impress the 

importance of digital literacies—making digital literacies an issue WPAs need to address. If 

WPAs wish to keep their curricula in line with the experiences students are getting across the 

country, they are likely to turn to organizations like the CWPA and NCTE to guide their 

curricula. In fact, a majority of the programs in my study—based on the website analyses—used 

elements of the Outcomes Statement in their own programs’ SLOs. These national organizations, 

as discussed in the introduction to this chapter, have many position statements that do indeed 
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emphasize the importance of digital literacies and multimodal composing. Also, WPAs are likely 

to turn to research in the field of rhetoric and composition to help frame their practices, and as I 

have established, this research also values digital literacies. WPA researchers have also 

contended that WPAs must get involved because technology has changed writing (Leverenz, 

2008; Taylor, 2002). For instance, Sid Dobrin (2011) reminded readers in WPA: Writing 

Program Administration that “writing is not independent of technology” (p. 176), and if WPAs 

are in the business of supporting writing curricula, they need to consider how technology 

intersects with pedagogy.  

The WPA literatures do place some responsibility specifically on WPAs. The scholarship 

often maintains that WPAs are leaders who are therefore well-positioned and responsible for 

making arguments about the importance of technology in composition classes to both upper 

administration as well as their instructors and staff (Day, 2009; Leverenz, 2008; McAllister & 

Selfe, 2002; Palmquist, 2005; Rice, 2007a; Taylor, 2002). They are additionally in a position to, 

as Leverenz suggested, “influence the material conditions in which writing is taught” (p. 38). 

Suggestions for the ways that writing program administrators can work to stress the importance 

of technology and support the material conditions necessary for digital composing have included 

joining in national and global conversations and collaborating on listservs (Day, 2009; 

Palmquist, 2005), preparing proposals for computer companies or administration to secure 

funding for classroom technologies (Takayoshi & Huot, 2009); revising SLOs and goals to 

reflect digital literacy and ensuring these goals are widely understood by instructors (Oddo & 

Parmelee, 2008; Takayoshi & Huot, 2009), and thinking critically about uses of technology and 

infusing this careful thinking throughout faculty development, graduate teaching, and adjunct 

training—as opposed to looking at technology concerns as an add-on at the end of more 

important curricular goals (Palmquist, 2005; Rice, 2007a). According to Michael Day (2009), 
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WPAs invested in technology should also consider reading research in computers and 

composition and learning the history and concerns of the stakeholders in their local context in 

order to attend to local anxieties about technology integration. More specifically geared towards 

teacher training, Anthony Atkins (2005) noted a need for increased theorizing at the intersection 

of teacher training and technology, and Kimme Hea and Melinda Turnley (2010) described this 

importance of theorizing technology at the level of administration, arguing that WPAs should 

complicate notions of technological mastery that tend to support deterministic framings of 

agency and thus “run counter to rhetorical, critical engagement with technology” (p. 109). 

The WPA literatures also consider the role WPAs should play in digital literacy 

integration. It is common to find arguments that WPAs should focus on their programmatic and 

curricular goals and then determine how technology fits into and helps programs meet those 

goals (McAllister & Selfe, 2002; Taylor, 2002). This approach is useful in achieving 

programmatic coherence, but it can also tend to mask the fact that technologies can and should 

change certain goals and outcomes. Leverenz (2008), in fact, critiqued the “writing outcomes 

first, technology second” tone that she sees as pervading these perspectives (p. 44). Rather than 

blame the authors, who are scholars who typically embrace expanded notions of writing and 

literacy, she suggested that the audiences for these texts likely influenced the way they were 

written. This audience would be the “iconic writing program administrator [type] who doesn’t 

see herself as a ‘computers and writing person,’” she claimed (p. 44). Thus, she asserted that the 

writing outcomes first, technology second approach presents a limited view on writing because it 

does not invite WPAs and instructors to consider how technology might change outcomes. Such 

a tendency to use computers mainly to help us as composition teachers better achieve what we 

already do creates a continual emphasis on “alpha-centric academic discourse” (p. 44). 

Leverenz’s perspective is inherent in Palmquist’s (2005) insistence that we should reconsider the 
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common maxim that technologies should not drive instruction. This does not mean privileging 

digital over print, but it does emphasize consideration of how information technologies can 

“expand our understanding of what is possible in writing instruction” (p. 104). Perhaps the best 

approach is to both consider how technologies assist current writing program objectives while 

also recognizing that current objectives may not encompass the abilities and skills needed to 

communicate in electronic environments and thus necessitate change. In their article 

“Composing in a Digital World: The Transition of a Writing Program and its Faculty,” Huot and 

Takayoshi (2009) argued for this middle-ground approach when they said that “rather than 

causing a radical disruptive change, new technologies are often successfully incorporated into 

strong pre-existing contexts of learning and teaching,” but later emphasized that “writing 

program administrators need to pay attention to the ways computer technologies create new 

situations and call for new strategies” (p. 108). This research ultimately points to the difficult and 

complex job WPAs may have as they consider the role of digital literacy in their curricula. 

While I am focusing my discussion in this section on the WPA’s role, my goal in this 

dissertation is to examine the relationship between writing program administration and digital 

literacy, and I acknowledge that the WPA is one of many players in a complex puzzle that comes 

to stand for what a writing program is, what it can be, and what it can do. Assumptions are often 

made about the WPA’s relationship to the program, as Sharon McGee and Carolyn Handa (2005) 

conceded when they stated that “[t]he WPA comes, in the mind of some, to stand for the writing 

program and vice versa. The WPA also becomes a substitute for the curriculum and the 

pedagogy of that program” (p. 11). Yet, in their argument for a postmodern stance on writing 

program administration, McGee and Handa encouraged their readers to complicate these grand 

narratives. Although the WPA plays a large part in the writing program’s development in terms 

of the curriculum, teacher development, placement, and assessment, the WPA does not stand 
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alone in representing a writing program, nor do her own pedagogical beliefs necessarily become 

representative of the program’s practices. The WPA also faces a complex set of power relations 

and must negotiate a variety of relationships, attitudes, and practices. As Casie Fedukovich 

(2013) described, power is not owned “singularly by the WPA or even by upper-administrators 

but instead is relationally enacted through program administration” (p. 113). Power is diffused 

and conflicting and certainly not unilateral in a writing program. Therefore, to learn and report 

on what is happening in writing programs, I was faced with difficult decisions as to how I could 

access that information because while the WPA can certainly speak to the practices of the 

program, others influence the program’s practices as well. As a starting point, I did choose to 

gain access to programs’ discourses and practices primarily through WPAs because they are such 

an important part of the writing program and how it is shaped, and because they can speak to 

programmatic challenges that instructors or other stakeholders may not be aware of; however, in 

order to help acknowledge that the WPA is not the sole representation of the writing program, I 

designed the survey and interview questions in a way that would make visible some of the 

differences between the WPAs’ own motivations and practices and what was actually happening 

in their programs. I also attempt to acknowledge throughout my analysis the complex power 

relations WPAs face as they make decisions about their programs and their relationship to digital 

literacy. Further, I chose to analyze discourses on websites in order to gain further access to 

programs’ discourses that have likely been shaped by many members of the program, in an 

attempt to further round out my analysis so it was not solely focused on the WPA. Yet, because 

much of the data I gathered comes from the voices of WPAs, many of my suggestions are also 

directed towards WPAs—with acknowledgement that the local context of a given program and 

the power relations within that program must be considered in relationship to my suggestions.  
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V. Positionality of the Researcher 

Related to my overall research goals, I would like to acknowledge my position in terms 

of my research, teaching, and administrative work. When I first began asking students to create 

multimodal compositions and experiment with online peer review technologies, their 

engagement and interest motivated and energized me, but I was not thinking critically about 

technology—not in the sense that Selber (2004), Selfe (1999b), Kimme Hea (2002, 2010), 

Duffelmeyer (2000, 2003), Feenberg (1991) and others have advocated for. I also was not 

thinking on a curricular level; I was only concerned with my own classroom practices. However, 

as I began to link my classroom practices with computers and composition scholarship, I began 

to see the many ways in which I myself had been looking at technology as a tool for teaching 

efficiency or student engagement as opposed to thinking more carefully about the affordances 

and limitations of the technologies. Also, in my role as Writing Program Research Assistant, I 

was involved in revising the University of Arizona’s first-year writing program’s SLOs, which 

included mapping our own outcomes to the Framework, Outcomes Statement, and our peer 

institutions’ outcomes. This process encouraged me to look carefully at how different programs 

and national frameworks were articulating digital literacy goals. Through both of these 

experiences, I began to think more carefully about how my implementations of technology may 

or may not have been working towards particular rhetorical or theoretical aims that are important 

to a composition class. I was also encouraged to further research the benefits and drawbacks of 

technology’s effects on students’ writing processes, and I began to see a stronger relationship 

between curriculum development and classroom practices.   

The mapping process required me to visit writing programs’ websites, and because of my 

research and teaching interests in technology and my experiences as a website usability tester for 
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educational organizations, I started looking at how programs were constructing their 

relationships to technology and examining if the design and usability of their sites reflected their 

commitments to digital literacy. Because of this interest in websites, I originally sought to 

research representations of technology on writing program websites, and the survey that I discuss 

in Chapter 2 was designed to glean background information about the design and construction of 

writing programs’ websites. However, after studying the survey results, they slightly shifted my 

research trajectory. I continued the analysis of websites because the survey revealed that WPAs 

are increasingly aware of the importance of their websites, but I also found valuable data 

regarding other spaces of programmatic agency that WPAs find important for implementing 

digital literacy. Heeding Patricia Sullivan and James Porters’ (1997) suggestion to embed 

“methodological reflexivity” into research practices, I remained open to where the research and 

findings would take me (p. 5); thus, I revised my research questions, which were originally 

solely about writing program websites; I implemented interviews with WPAs about teacher 

training; and I chose to report more extensively on survey respondents’ responses to questions 

about their relationship with digital literacy. Because the survey was not originally intended to 

constitute a whole chapter of the dissertation, there are certainly questions I wish I could go back 

and ask, but the survey results provided valuable insight into how writing program administrators 

are thinking about digital literacy and representing its significance to others.  

Ultimately, my experiences with technology integration at the level of pedagogy and 

administration led me to a more critical position in regard to the complexities involved in 

implementing digital technologies at the level of teaching and at the level of a program. One of 

the necessary correctives to my own enactment of digital literacy pedagogies was coming to 

ideological inquiry and critical theory as integral to practice, and it is these very goals that I 

suggest should be extended to program-wide implementations of digital literacy.  
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VI. Looking Forward 

WPAs will indeed face complex challenges as they work to integrate digital literacy into 

their writing programs, although most of the participants in my study are enthusiastic about 

doing so. Using critical theories of technology and specifically Selber’s multiliteracies, this study 

explores those challenges. In the chapters that follow, I will describe how digital literacy is 

instantiated, interpreted, and represented across US writing programs, looking at the dominant 

discourses that pervade WPAs’ attitudes towards digital literacy and programs’ public 

representations of digital literacy. I will also examine if writing programs are tending to align 

with rhetorical, critical, functional, or ethical digital literacies as I analyze these spaces. The 

purpose of this research is to suggest ways that writing programs can have better curricular 

theorization of digital literacy, to provide a glimpse of how writing programs across the country 

are expanding their curricula to integrate digital literacy, and to suggest some of the challenges 

WPAs face in this process—as well as ways to address those challenges. My intention is that 

offering a description of what writing programs across the country are doing programmatically 

with regard to digital literacy, and framing my analysis around multiliteracies, will help WPAs 

shape programmatic discourses and practices in a way that represents a well though-out and 

critical relationship to technology, which I posit will ultimately affect how instructors and 

students approach technology. I also hope this can help computers and composition researchers 

think “up.” In other words, instead of just looking at what happens in the classroom, I suggest 

looking at the connections between classroom practices and curriculum development. Lastly, this 

study can be useful for those in rhetoric and composition at large, since digital literacy is 

something that most of us who teach writing courses will have to contend with—whether 

because of government initiatives, university outcomes, or WPA moves toward integration of 
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technologies. My research takes up some of the above concerns in the WPA literature by looking 

at how WPAs are implementing digital literacy across programs and by analyzing outcomes, 

goals, and websites for representations of digital literacy. I agree with the research that suggests 

a WPA’s leadership is important in establishing effective digital literacy initiatives, and my 

research contributes to this by providing a glimpse across a range of programs and offering 

suggestions for how WPAs can address the challenges they may face in the process. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A NATIONAL SURVEY OF WRITING PROGRAM ADMINISTRATORS  
ON PROGRAMMATIC INSTANTIATIONS OF DIGITAL LITERACY 

 
While substantive scholarly attention has contributed to understandings of digital 

technology integration in individual writing classrooms, fewer studies have focused on the larger 

programmatic contexts that surround implementations of technologies in writing curricula. As 

described in Chapter 1, some scholars have indeed addressed practical administrative concerns 

such as how institutional and technological infrastructures can affect classroom digital writing 

environments (DeVoss, Cushman, & Grabill, 2005; Selfe, 2005), and some researchers have 

advocated for administrators who are more technologically knowledgeable and prepared to think 

critically about the ways concepts of technology intersect with how we theorize writing at the 

level of administration (Day, 2009; Dobrin, 2011; Huot & Takayoshi, 2009; Leverenz, 2008; 

Rice, 2007a). However, this research does not typically discuss how technology is being 

theorized across a range of programs, instead focusing on one local context and often centering 

on instrumental concerns such as access. Recognizing Carrie Leverenz’s (2008) assertion that 

scholarship on writing program administration demonstrates a limited interest in “theorizing the 

development of technology-rich writing programs” (p. 41), and building on the extant research 

by examining trends across a broad range of programs, the current study investigates how digital 

literacy is being theorized and practiced in a broad range of writing programs across the U.S. 

Using critical theories of technology and Stuart Selber’s (2004) multiliteracies as the theoretical 

framework for this study, I designed a national survey of writing programs, calling for 

participation from Writing Program Administrators, Directors, Chairs, and/or Coordinators 

(henceforth WPAs).8 The survey was designed to examine the level of programmatic 

                                                
8 Throughout this chapter, I use the term WPA, although some respondents held the title of Coordinator or Director. A 
few respondents were chairs of departments in situations where there was no WPA. 
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commitment to digital literacy at each of the selected programs and the ways in which these 

commitments are enacted and interpreted. 

This chapter begins with a brief discussion of the survey methodology. I first describe 

how I designed the survey. Then, I discuss the characteristics of the survey population, explain 

my method of analysis, and acknowledge potential limitations to my approach. The rest of the 

chapter discusses the survey results and my interpretations of the results. To best delineate trends 

in the data, I report the findings by grouping them under three of the study’s main research 

questions. 

I. Survey Methodology 

a. Survey design 

The questionnaire used both objectively scored questions (or closed-ended questions) and 

open-ended questions. When possible, I selected closed-ended questions because, according to 

Lior Gideon (2012) in the Handbook of Survey Methodology in the Social Sciences, “such items 

receive the most relevant and accurate information; they are easy and quick to answer; and, on 

top of it all, they provide unity in response” (p. 98). As such, it is useful for researchers to 

construct closed-ended questions when possible to make it easier for respondents to answer 

(hence promoting more survey completions), and to obtain accurate information due to uniform 

answers. However, open-ended questions are advantageous in certain circumstances as well. 

Providing “rigid response options” in closed-ended questions can create what Gideon called 

“mind blockage,” which locks a respondent’s attention into preconceived answers that may not 

accurately reflect their original opinion (p. 98). Open-ended questions, on the other hand, allow 

the researcher to obtain “answers that were unanticipated,” insisted Floyd Fowler, Senior 

Research Fellow at the Center for Survey Research at U-Mass Boston (2002, p. 91). Fowler 
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argued that open-ended questions may also more closely describe the actual views of 

respondents, since they are not locked into rigid response options. For that reason, often in this 

study, the open-ended questions ask respondents to elaborate on the closed-ended questions to 

gather more qualitative data for contextualizing the quantitative responses and to ensure that the 

multiple-choice and ranking questions did not limit the WPAs from giving their true opinions.  

The survey was designed both to gather background information to contextualize my later 

analysis of websites and to also learn about WPAs’ programmatic commitments to digital 

literacy. As such, the survey was divided into four main sections: (1) Details About Dissertation 

Research & IRB Exemption Information, (2) Background Information—Composing in 

Electronic Environments, (3) Digital Literacy, and (4) Writing Program Websites. In Section 1 

(see Appendix A), participants were given a brief overview of the study’s purpose, which I 

depicted as a comparative study focusing on how writing programs characterize their relationship 

to technology. I briefly informed participants that the survey was concerned with the relationship 

between digital technology integration and writing program administration, and I also provided 

information about how to answer the questions.9 In other words, I asked the respondents to 

consider their overall program goals, Student Learning Outcomes, and the trajectory of their 

curriculum in their responses. This reminder was to ensure that WPAs did not indicate their 

program was committed to digital literacy because some individual instructors have put forth the 

effort to integrate technology into their classrooms, allowing me to ensure I was studying 

programmatic instantiations.  

Section 2 was designed to glean background information about the WPAs in the study, 

including their educational background and the types of courses their programs offer. The 

                                                
9 Respondents were also notified of the time it would take to complete the survey (15-20 minutes). This number was 
based off the time it took the WPAs and colleagues who I had asked to review the survey to complete it. They were 
also informed of the study’s IRB exempt status and given the IRB number for the study. 
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questions them moved to examining programmatic requirements with regard to digital literacy. 

In these questions, the WPAs were asked if their program requires instructors to assign a digital 

writing assignment and if they require instructors to teach students how to analyze digital texts. 

They were also asked to indicate if they agree it is the responsibility of their programs to teach 

students rhetorical, ethical, functional, and critical digital literacies. I explain the design of this 

question more later when I present the results. 

Section 3, Digital Literacy, began by providing WPAs with a definition of digital literacy. 

I did not provide a conceptual definition of digital literacy in the previous section because I 

wanted to learn about programs’ practices before influencing their choices with my own 

definition. In Section 3, digital literacy was defined (as discussed in Chapter 1) as the practices 

involved in reading, writing, and exchanging information in online environments, as well as the 

cultural, social, educational, and political values associated with these processes. In this section, 

WPAs were asked if digital literacy is formally encouraged in their program and how important 

it is to their program’s overall mission. The respondents were also provided with an open-ended 

question that asked them to describe what role digital literacy should play in the composition 

classroom. Then, the respondents were asked to rank student outcomes I pulled from the 

Outcomes Statement and Framework by how important they are to their program, and the final 

question of this section asked the respondents to explain how they ranked their responses.  

Lastly, Section 4 was about writing program websites. I felt it was important to gather some 

contextual information about the upkeep and maintenance of writing program websites since I 

would later analyze them. The first few questions asked respondents to indicate who primarily 

built and designed the program’s website, who is typically responsible for updating the site as 

well as to indicate all individuals who have access to modifying the site and what elements of the 

site can be controlled by members in the program. Respondents were also asked how often their 
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websites are updated. I also asked the respondents to indicate important features of their ideal 

writing program website, so I could learn approaches they would take if they had more time, less 

institutional constraints, or more consistent IT staff. This section was also devised to determine 

any factors that inhibit updates to the programs’ websites, to determine the primary audiences for 

the sites, and to determine WPAs’ attitudes towards their programs’ websites. Because Chapter 4 

involves my analysis of writing program websites, I report the website-related survey findings in 

that chapter. 

Before sending my survey to my sample population, heeding the advice of Lauer and 

Asher (1988) in their well-known research text Composition Research, Empirical Designs, I 

made sure to user-test my survey, including some users “of the population of interest,” and I 

edited and revised the questions based on their responses (p. 65). I user-tested the survey with 

two WPAs who were not in my sample as well as with fellow colleagues, and the survey 

questions were revised accordingly with regard to usability, format, and question phrasing based 

on feedback from these early test respondents.  

b. Characteristics of the survey population 

To determine my total population, N, to which I would send the survey, I needed to establish 

criteria that defined a writing program for this study. First, I chose to make First-Year 

Composition (FYC) central to my definition of a writing program. FYC can be seen as a 

cornerstone of higher education in the US, and in most schools, the majority of students take 

FYC, which means this is where the bulk of a school’s students are provided support for their 

writing. Additionally, the administration of first-year writing programs is “the most common 

kind of WPA work,” according to Susan McLeod (2007, pp. 3-4). For these reasons, I selected 

FYC as an important site of study because my research centers around writing program 

administration and seeks to look at how digital literacy is reaching as many students as possible. 
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Another important criterion I selected was that the program needed an infrastructure and to self-

identify as a rhetoric, writing, and/or composition program or department. By self-identifying as 

a “program” or “department,” a writing program sees itself as an entity that may be part of, but is 

not subsumed by, an English Department.10 This enabled me to remove English Departments that 

offered writing courses but did not have an actual composition program, which ensured that my 

study was focused on writing program administration—something that would have been difficult 

to isolate otherwise as central to my findings. Additionally, having an infrastructure included 

having a leader—a WPA or Director of writing courses. Again, these decisions ensured that I 

was examining the intersections between technology integration and writing program 

administration in the context of composition curricula.  In sum, for the purposes of this study, a 

writing program was defined as: 

• A program dedicated to the teaching of writing, rhetoric, and/or composition that 
o Hosts first-year writing; 
o Has an infrastructure and leadership, which must include a WPA and may include 

other staff members; 
o Self-identifies as a program or department. 

 
Additionally, because WAC/WID initiatives are typically concerned with writing in classes 

outside of FYC and because their goals are often more about faculty development (Thaiss & 

Porter, 2010), I did not include these programs in my sample because this study examines the 

programmatic contexts that inform and influence what happens in the composition classroom. 

However, if a program with a WAC or WID initiative was part of a larger writing program, then 

I kept the program if it still met the other criteria. While my goal was to include as many writing 

programs as possible in this study, delineating the above criteria enabled me to find some 

consistency across the participants for the purpose of comparison. 

                                                
10 Examining writing courses that are more integrated within an English Department is an important area for future 
research. However, for the purposes of my study, I was hesitant to make claims about writing program 
administration if a given school did not have an entity that identified as a writing program.	  	  
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Once I set out my basic criteria, I consulted two national lists to identify my population. I 

used the current (February 2014) list of individual CWPA members and a list of class sizes for 

regular, basic, and honors writing courses collected by Richard Haswell from the Writing 

Program Administrators Listserv through October 2010, applying the above criteria to each 

program represented by either a CWPA member or school on the class sizes list. I selected these 

lists because both were fairly recent, broad, and were most likely to represent programs that 

cared about writing program administration, programs with self-selecting leaders, and programs 

and administrators that would be knowledgeable about important documents like the Framework 

and Outcomes Statement, which are documents I used to frame this study. The process of 

applying the criteria to both lists yielded 152 writing programs as defined by this study’s criteria. 

I then sent an individual email to the WPA of each of the programs, asking him or her to respond 

to the survey.11 I did not distribute the survey via listservs or recruit at conferences because I did 

not want programs to respond that did not qualify as “writing programs” according to my 

criteria, as that would skew my data. In my email to the WPAs, they were notified that the 

survey would be anonymous. Specifically, I informed them that while the survey program could 

track who responded to the survey (so I could choose to analyze their websites later), the 

program would disaggregate that information from their responses. I chose to make the survey 

anonymous because when it came to selecting my sample websites, it would be easy for someone 

to determine the WPA of a program and therefore know who responded to the survey. By 

disaggregating the data, I would not be able to identify a program (and therefore WPA) by his or 

her response to any question. 

                                                
11 For my survey, I chose to use SurveyMonkey.com because it allowed me the ability to track which programs 
responded to my survey while disaggregating that information from the rest of the survey. This functionality was 
important because I wanted to be able to know which programs responded to my survey, so I could include them in 
my analysis of websites and programmatic discourses, but I also wanted to offer anonymity to the respondents.  
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In all, 75 WPAs responded. Five did not fully complete the survey and were removed. 

This left 70 WPAs, for a 46% response rate. Of the larger population—the 152 programs that 

met all criteria—there was a bias toward research-oriented institutions and 4-year public schools. 

The distribution was fairly even across geographic regions, and the majority of the schools’ 

population sizes were between 5,000 and 25,000. As I had hoped, the 70 respondents represented 

a vast range of programs—varying in size, research focus, and geographic location (see Table 2). 

Again, there was a bias toward research-focused institutions, with 69% being doctorate-granting 

institutions according to Carnegie classifications. Institution type and geographic location were 

fairly representative of the larger population, and institution size varied significantly, providing a 

broad range of programs to examine.  

Table 2: Characteristics of Sample Population 
Carnegie Classification 
(Basic)12 

• Spec/Health: 1 
• Assoc/Pub-R-L: 2 
• Bac/Diverse: 1 
• Bac/A&S: 1 
• Master's S: 2 
• Master's M: 2 
• Master's L: 13 
• DRU: 6 
• RU/H: 21 
• RU/VH: 21 

Institution Size 
(Enrollment) 

• 1-4,999: 2 
• 5,000-9,999: 11 
• 10,000-14,999: 14 
• 15,000-19,999: 12 
• 20,000-24,999: 12 
• 25,000-29,999: 8 
• 30,000-34,999: 5 
• 35,000+: 6 

 

Institution Type  
• Public, 2-year: 2 
• Private, 4-year: 20 
• Public, 4-year: 48 

 

Geographic Location 
• West: 16 
• Northeast: 17  
• Midwest: 18  
• South: 19  

 

                                                
12 In Carnegie classifications, universities are doctorate-granting if they award at least 20 doctoral degrees during the 
year. These are classified as DRU, or RU/H and RU/VH to signify high (H) and very high (VH) research activity. The 
masters categories include “institutions that awarded at least 50 master's degrees and fewer than 20 doctoral degrees” 
(“Classification Description,” n.d.) and are classified by small, medium, or large programs. Bac/A&S and Bac/Diverse 
stand for institutions where baccalaureate degrees represent at least 10 percent of all undergraduate degrees and where 
fewer than 50 master's or 20 doctoral degrees were awarded, with A&S for Arts & Sciences, and Diverse representing 
Diverse Fields. Spec/Health is a special focus health institution. 
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Of the 70 WPAs who responded, the majority (over 50%) indicated that they hold 

degrees in Rhetoric and Composition or English with a specialization in Rhetoric/Composition. 

The second highest-ranking educational background was English literature. Table 3 represents a 

detailed list of the respondents’ backgrounds. 

Table 3: WPA Degree/Specialization 
• Rhetoric & composition: 22 
• English literature: 17 
• English with specialization in 

rhetoric/composition: 13 
• Rhetoric: 3 
• American studies: 2 
• Creative writing: 2  
• Education: 2 
• English Education: 2 
• Linguistics: 2 
• Educational psychology: 1 
• Higher education policy analysis: 1 
• Language, literacy, comp studies: 1 
• Liberal studies: 1 
• Writing, Teaching & Criticism: 1 
• Did not respond: 1 

 

 
Thirty-two (45.7%) of the programs represented by WPAs in the survey are first-year 

composition programs. Twenty-seven (38.6%) are undergraduate writing, rhetoric, and/or 

composition programs that host first-year writing along with other courses. Seven (10%) are 

Departments or Schools of Writing and/or Rhetoric, and two (2.9%) are Rhetoric and 

Composition graduate programs that host first-year writing. A majority (71.2%) of the programs 

are housed within English Departments, while the rest are either housed in a College of 

Humanities but not part of the English Department (6.1%), in a College of Liberal Arts and 

Sciences but not part of the English Department (9.1%), in a larger Department or School of 
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Writing or Writing Program that is not part of an English Department (4.5%), or constitute an 

independent program (9.1%).13 

When asked about the courses that fall under their purview as WPAs, the respondents 

most often indicated first-year composition. The other most common courses were business 

writing, technical writing, advanced or honors composition, and developmental or basic writing. 

Very few programs had courses with themes related to digital literacy, although there were a few 

such as “Digital Composition” and “Multimedia Writing and Rhetoric.” 

c. Method of analysis 

For the closed-ended questions, I used descriptive statistics to report on the data. For 

open-ended questions, recognizing that the coding process is always subjective (Umbach, 2005), 

I assigned multiple codes to each response and sorted the data in various ways to note prevalent 

themes and patterns. Because this study is concerned with discourses and representations, when I 

discuss findings, I offer substantive detail for the open-ended questions as opposed to just 

reporting frequency, in the service of examining how WPAs talk about technology—which 

cannot be easily reduced to numerical counts but deserves critical attention nonetheless.  Because 

open-ended questions leave room for interpretation and respondents can often respond to the 

same question in different ways, the process of analysis was iterative as opposed to necessarily 

conclusive. Casey Tefaye (2011), in a paper presented at the Midwest Association of Public 

Opinion Researchers Conference, argued about coding open-ended survey questions, “if one 

respondent responds about aspect A of the question and another responds about aspect B of the 

same question, we can't make any assumptions about the underlying views of the first respondent 

toward aspect B or the second respondent toward aspect A. This makes discussions about 

                                                
13 Four programs did not fit into the above categories, indicating that they were housed elsewhere within their 
universities/colleges. 



66 

findings tricky” (p. 2). Further, she asked, “Should we discuss the frequency of a code in the 

context of all of the respondents who answered a question, or just the respondents who gave 

substantive responses (isolating these can be difficult), or just the respondents who gave 

substantive responses about aspect A of the question?” (p. 2). Researchers are often faced with 

these difficult decisions when coding open-ended responses—choosing how to sort responses, 

how to report on them accurately, and choosing which responses to include or exclude. In the 

open-ended questions from my survey, some respondents did, as Tesfaye described, respond to 

one aspect of the question, whereas others may have responded to a different aspect or multiple 

aspects. For example, when asked about the role digital literacy should play in the composition 

classroom, some WPAs chose to describe the role of digital literacy based on what is required in 

a program in order to effectively implement it (such as access to technology and teacher 

training). Others chose to describe the importance of digital literacy based on how it should be 

taught to students. Still others focused on teachers’ attitudes. Based on these varied responses, I 

chose to report trends and make explicit in my explanation that some responses may have been 

coded under multiple categories. As such, some numbers are relatively low when trends are 

reported because only a certain number of WPAs may have chosen to answer a certain aspect of 

the question. Yet, while this process was more iterative than perhaps conclusive, the issues that 

surfaced in these questions can provide a starting point for discussing how WPAs and instructors 

can rearticulate digital literacy in ways that recognize the complexity of integrating technology 

into composition curricula.  

d. Limitations 

Any research study will naturally have limitations because researchers must make tough 

choices about the scope and focus of their research. First, the choice of a survey for my research 

could be seen as limiting because it cannot provide the depth of a case study. Further research in 
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this direction could involve ethnographies of programs that have a strong commitment to digital 

literacy or that are not committed to digital literacy, examining the reasons for and instantiations 

of these commitments (or the lack thereof). However, to offset the broadness of the survey 

approach, I did conduct interviews, which I discuss in Chapters 3 and 5. Additionally, this 

study’s criteria did limit the amount and type of programs that could be studied. Researching 

digital literacy in WAC/WID programs could prove very fruitful, but was beyond the scope of 

my research for the reasons discussed above. Another potential limitation was that the two lists I 

consulted to determine my population may not have represented all writing programs in the US; 

however, by cross-referencing two lists, I was able to find programs that were not on one list or 

the other, and I was most likely to find programs with WPAs or composition directors, given the 

origins of the lists. 

I should also note that because writing programs come in many different shapes and 

sizes, when this survey asked about “programmatic commitments,” some WPAs were 

responding about one or two courses, whereas others were talking about an entire department. 

While I was careful to construct the questions in a way that was conscious of these differences, I 

imagine it was more difficult to answer these questions for a program that includes a vast array 

of courses. This was, in some ways, the price to pay for not choosing to solely focus on FYC, but 

in only looking at FYC, I would have introduced a different limitation to this study by 

constraining its scope to only FYC instead of learning about programs that teach courses such as 

business and technical writing as well.  

II. Addressing the Research Questions 

Research Question 1: Are writing programs pursuing digital literacy programmatically, 
and how is it being interpreted and instantiated across programs?  
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 To answer the first research question, I asked respondents the following question: Is 

digital literacy formally encouraged at a programmatic level in your writing program? (See 

Appendix A.) Sixty-four percent of the respondents indicated yes, 29% indicated no, and 7% 

indicated they were unsure.14 Respondents were then asked to select how important digital 

literacy is to the overall mission of their program using a scale from 1-11, with 1 representing 

unimportant and 11 indicating very important. As Figure 1 shows, while there was a range in 

level of importance, only 19 respondents (27%) chose any number below moderately important. 

The highest number of respondents (20%) chose 8—in between moderately and very 

important—and the average rating came out to 6.75%, just above moderately important. 

Figure 1: Importance of Digital Literacy to Overall Program Mission 
 (Survey Question 3, Section 3); n=69 

 
 
Thus, the data revealed that a majority (64%) of the respondents formally encourage digital 

literacy in their programs at the level of administration, and it is, on average, at least moderately 

important to the programs’ overall pedagogical mission and goals.  

                                                
14 For this question, n=67. 
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Given this context, it is important to examine how digital literacy is actually being 

enacted. Of the 43 respondents (64%) who indicated “yes” in question 1 that digital literacy is 

formally encouraged in their programs, 39 answered the corresponding open-ended question that 

asked them to explain their response. The following themes emerged. Sixteen respondents (41%) 

mentioned that they include workshops and/or teacher-training initiatives that help instructors 

support students in digital communication endeavors.15 Workshops tended to be described as 

focusing on teaching faculty technical skills, whereas teacher training was described as 

supporting teachers as they created specific assignments. Twelve respondents specifically stated 

that they have student learning outcomes, goals, or program objectives related to digital literacy. 

These outcomes were characterized as requiring students to compose in electronic environments, 

write in multiple media, analyze digital texts, or learn multi-literacies. Nine respondents tied 

digital literacy to research practices. Six WPAs indicated that they have specific assignments that 

require students to use digital media, and six stated that their program integrates digital literacy 

into the course as a whole, or that they have courses with specific digital themes. Two mentioned 

using textbooks that contain information about digital media, and two mentioned that their 

websites include technology resources. 

Ten WPAs linked their programmatic instantiations of digital literacy to Learning 

Management Systems (LMSs) like BBLearn, Blackboard, and Canvas. While one WPA 

emphasized that the LMS in her program is used often for students to exchange information and 

participate in discussions, most stated that these LMSs are used for grading, assignment 

submission, and document storage. These WPAs also tended to only define digital literacy in 

terms of their program’s use of LMSs, as opposed to mentioning other common instantiations 

                                                
15 Some respondents mentioned more than one way digital literacy is enacted in their program. Their responses were 
therefore counted in more than one category. 
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such as SLOs devoted to digital literacy. This may suggest that some WPAs view the use of an 

electronic tool as the main type of digital literacy in the program, which can be interpreted as a 

functional approach to digital literacy, in Selber’s terms, as I will discuss below. Also related to 

functional digital literacy, references to technology as a tool pervaded in six responses, such as 

the respondent who stated that digital literacy is not encouraged because “our program is a bit 

averse to online tools.”  

Of the respondents who did not choose “yes” when asked if their program integrates 

digital literacy programmatically, only two WPAs expressed that they explicitly discourage 

digital literacy. Their reasons were clear: The focus of their programs is defined as “reading and 

writing academic prose in English,” as one respondent stated, or reading and writing 

“traditional…material texts,” as the other phrased it. Thus, these WPAs characterized digital 

literacy as something wholly separate from reading and writing alphabetic texts.  

To more specifically learn about programmatic requirements, I wanted to discover if 

writing programs are asking instructors to engage students in composing digitally or if they are 

just requiring the analysis of electronic texts. Writing a research paper about a website, for 

example, engages different literacies than actually composing a website or blog. As such, in 

Question 5, I asked respondents if their program requires instructors to assign a digital writing 

assignment (and provided examples such as a blog, wiki, audio essay, and documentary), and in 

Question 6, I asked respondents if instructors are required to teach students how to analyze 

digital texts. As Figure 2 shows, more programs indicated that they require students in at least 

some of their courses to analyze (29%) than to actually produce or compose a digital text 

(18.8%). Overall, the majority of the writing programs do not require students to analyze or 

produce digital compositions (52.2% for producing, 44.9% for analyzing), although 26.1% and 

29% of the WPAs stated that they suggest or recommend that instructors have students analyze 
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or produce digital texts, respectively. When the data was re-sorted by type of program (first-year 

composition programs versus the larger undergraduate writing programs16) analysis still proved 

to be a more common requirement than composing.17  

Figure 2: Programmatic Requirements: Composing vs. Analysis (Survey Questions 5 & 6, Section 
2) 

 
 
The data show that these writing programs are not typically intervening by requiring the 

composition or analysis of digital texts, instead leaving the decision up to individual instructors. 

This choice to not implement specific requirements could be beneficial for instructors who do 

not feel digital composing or analysis to be their strength; however, this is a sign that 

programmatically, digital literacy seems not to be getting much traction when it comes to 

assignments. Also, some WPAs may not wish to intervene in their programs at the level of 

assignments; however, I imagine it would be difficult to find a writing program that does not 

require a research or analysis paper, for example. The respondents who do require digital 

composing often mentioned in follow-up responses that they find integrating technology integral 
                                                
16 Throughout, when I discuss re-sorting the data by program type, I use the term “larger programs” to indicate 
programs that include more courses than just first-year composition. This does not necessarily imply that the 
programs are larger in terms of how many students they reach each year. 
17 I compared first-year composition programs to the larger undergraduate writing programs because the number of 
Departments of Writing and Rhet/Comp graduate programs would not have been significant due to the low number in the 
overall population. 
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to composing in the 21st century but to help the transition, they give instructors freedom in terms 

of the technologies they use or the type of assignments they require. For instance, a few stated 

that while they do require a digital assignment, they might ask instructors to have students recast 

an argument from a print essay into a new genre, and students can choose a digital genre with 

which they are already familiar. This can alleviate certain resistances, such as instructors feeling 

they do not have the technological knowledge to teach a digital composing assignment, which 

eases the transition for the WPA who wishes to integrate digital literacy. 

That analysis is required more often than composing is important to examine. Some 

open-ended responses to other survey questions explicitly addressed this issue. One respondent 

clarified that she wanted to “[make] a distinction between pressing our students to be critical 

readers of digital media and asking our students to produce digital media. We emphasize the 

former, and to that extent, digital literacy is very important to our program. The latter, however, 

is not important to our program.” Common reasons that WPAs like this respondent emphasize 

analysis over composing in their programs include a cited lack of time for training instructors, 

instructor resistance, access issues, and there generally not being enough time in a class to cover 

digital composing. In Chapter 5, where I discuss these resistances in more detail, I also suggest 

ways to address these challenges. 

Addressing the first research question, then, many WPAs are pursuing digital literacies as 

at least moderately important to their programs’ overall missions, and these instantiations are 

most common at the level of teacher training, workshops, and student learning outcomes; 

however, most have not yet moved to implementing specific assignments that require digital 

literacies. Those who do have digital assignment requirements typically ask students to analyze 

more often than to compose electronic texts. Thus, while many programs are finding the 

integration of digital technologies to be increasingly important, the data revealed some areas for 
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further consideration. First, some programmatic commitments to digital literacy take mainly a 

functional approach. Selber (2004) described the functional approach as employing the tool 

metaphor, wherein technologies are neutral tools for our uses, which masks their social 

dimensions. As an example of how this played out in the survey, the WPAs who tied digital 

literacy solely to their use of LMSs tended to be constructing a tool metaphor by implying or 

stating that digital literacy is employed in their program because they use LMSs for storage and 

grading. This does not engage students in the rhetorical or critical dimensions of digital literacy 

(composing digital texts or critically analyzing technologies). Similarly, direct references to 

technology as being a “tool” or something students use to accomplish a task are reminiscent of 

Selber’s functional approach. Tying one’s programmatic instantiations of digital literacy to 

access, as some survey respondents did, can also evoke a functional sense of technology. Each of 

these approaches frames technologies as instruments for efficiency purposes or for mastering a 

task. WPAs can promote more complex perspectives; for instance, they can encourage 

instructors to have students participate in forums within their LMSs and talk to them about the 

ethics of negotiating these discussions; instructors can also ask students to analyze the limitations 

of the LMS interface. We can teach students to question, as Selber discussed, the policing 

aspects of LMSs, where instructors can see how long a student has looked at comments or 

determine the last time a student logged in. These correctives engage students in critical thinking 

and rhetorical awareness, important aims of writing courses, and they help students see how 

digital technologies mediate and shape their communication practices. 

Additionally, WPAs that have enacted digital literacy by asking students to analyze 

electronic texts but who have not yet moved to integrating digital composing into their outcomes 

or assignments might consider working towards this goal. Asking students to compose in 

electronic environments or with digital technologies is an important literacy that benefits 
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students because, as Joddy Murray (2011) recently argued, “those who compose in several 

modes are more likely to be rhetorically appropriate for any given audience” (p. 111). Similarly, 

Pamela Takayoshi and Cynthia Selfe (2007) claimed that not only do students need skills for 

composing in multiple modalities if they want to communicate successfully within the digital 

communication networks that characterize workplaces, schools, and civic life, but that 

composing in digital environments requires students to pay attention to rhetorical principles and 

can even help students with the composition of print essays, as they learn to think critically about 

organization and purpose, for example (pp. 5-9). The New London Group (NLG) (2002) also 

suggested that changes in technology have created a new language of work and that literacy 

pedagogy must provide students with access to and practice in this language in order to access 

fulfilling employment. Thus, these scholars argue that composing digitally is important for 

students’ functional as well as rhetorical composing abilities. I agree with Dylan Dryer, Darsie 

Bowden, Beth Brunk-Chavez, Susanmarie Harrington, Bump Halbritter, and Kathleen Blake 

Yancey (2014) who stressed the importance of basing “programmatic decisions on disciplinary 

knowledge” (p. 139). The discipline of rhetoric and composition and literacy studies largely—as 

can be seen in these assertions by the NLG, Murray, Takayoshi and Selfe—is increasingly 

emphasizing the benefits of teaching students to compose in multiple modes, and WPAs might 

therefore consider these benefits in their own programmatic decisions. 

The cited problems in implementing composing requirements (time, resistance, 

technological expertise, and access), however, are not to be taken lightly, and making an effort to 

resolve these issues is a lofty goal for busy WPAs with other important commitments. 

Respondents committed to digital literacy, however, have worked toward resolving these issues 

in various ways. Some WPAs have tried to alleviate access issues by writing grants or helping 

instructors write grants to purchase technologies for a course assignment or by working with 
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upper administration to require a small course fee that enables the program to fund a technology 

lab. To help assuage instructors who are resistant or feel they do not have the technological 

expertise, other WPAs have turned to asking knowledgeable graduate students to lead 

technology workshops, and with graduate students earning a line on their curricula vitae for 

leading or attending, administrators can keep costs low while still providing support. Some 

respondents also mentioned encouraging their instructors to work with students, positioning 

themselves as learners of technology alongside their students. In Chapter 5, I describe some of 

these approaches in more detail. 

Another area for potential improvement when it comes to integrating technology 

programmatically concerns critical digital literacy. While it is indeed more common for 

programs to encourage analysis over composing, the artifacts of focus—as shown in the follow-

up responses to questions 5 and 6—tend to be documentaries, images, websites, and other 

electronic texts. WPAs rarely mentioned the analysis of the actual technologies students use to 

produce electronic texts—such as computers themselves or software programs—or even the 

technologies they use (like Word) to produce print essays. Selber (2004) argued that students 

should be encouraged to recognize and question the politics of computers and the social/political 

values underpinning them. He similarly argued that students need to be alert to the fact that 

technology can be dangerous and they should be able to articulate the ways power circulates in 

technological contexts (Selber, 2004, p. 133). The benefits for students who learn to analyze 

digital technologies include developing their critical thinking skills related to the digital and 

multimodal arguments that surround them daily and understanding how they are being 

constructed and influenced as consumers. This kind of knowledge helps them become informed 

citizens; it helps them make appropriate choices regarding what technologies to use in different 

rhetorical situations; and it helps them recognize ways they are being influenced by others’ 
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arguments in digital spaces in a way that will transfer to their own composing practices. It helps 

them deconstruct and subvert digital technologies and digital composing practices that, if not 

critically analyzed and changed, might reinforce social inequities, cultural biases, and so forth. 

Taking a critical approach to technology does not have to eclipse other course goals, though, 

which is something a good number of respondents stated they were worried about. If students 

were asked to compose an infographic using a web-based program like Piktochart, for example, 

instructors could ask for a short, 15-minute written critical analysis of the program. This would 

involve asking students to question Piktochart to recognize its limitations, implicit power 

relations, and biases. Users, for example, must pay to have the Piktochart logo removed or to 

gain access to upgraded backgrounds and graphics, and students could be encouraged to consider 

the implications or shortcomings of these features. They might note gender biases in the design 

of certain templates and, given the context of the course, perhaps create their own templates that 

disrupt these biases. Such an activity would not take over multiple class periods, and it would 

engage students in analysis, rhetorical awareness, and written response. WPAs can intervene by 

having these discussions with instructors during training, encouraging them to enact a critical 

digital literacy by critically considering the technologies they choose to integrate and inculcating 

this mindset in students. WPAs might help by providing instructors with workshops about 

intellectual property or a particular technology’s terms of service such that instructors can 

prepare their students appropriately, and instructors may need theoretical readings that help them 

teach the analysis of electronic texts and technologies.  

Research Question 2: What are the motivations underlying programmatic implementations 
of digital literacy in writing programs, and how are leaders in writing program 
administration representing digital literacy? To that end, what are the dominant discourses 
of technology underlying these representations? 
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There were a few important reasons for addressing the second research question. First, I 

wanted to determine if programmatic discourses might be reinforcing dominant cultural 

narratives of technologies as neutral tools for mastery or efficiency because fostering these 

dominant narratives within a program can influence how instructors approach technologies in 

their courses. Research question 2 focuses heavily on discourses and representations of digital 

literacy because writing program administration often involves the creation of framing 

documents such as SLOs that affect actual practices and because the extant research often does 

not examine how technology is talked about in classroom or program contexts. Underlying the 

concerns reflected in this question is the notion that discourses shape as well as reflect actual 

practices (Fairclough, 2003; Gee, 2010). Additionally, this question addresses motivations 

because learning why leaders in writing program administration find it important to integrate 

digital literacies into the teaching of writing can be useful for various stakeholders who perhaps 

want to argue for increased resources in their own programs, who need to explain to upper 

administration why digital technologies are the purview of writing programs, or who want to 

better articulate to students why they are being asked to compose electronically—to name a few 

examples. It is also important to examine the reasons why some WPAs are hesitant to integrate 

digital literacies because this could reveal some of the limitations of digital literacy. 

To measure these concerns, survey respondents were asked the open-ended question in 

survey section 3 question 4, “What role should digital literacy play in the composition 

classroom?” By using the term “should,” I hoped to get at WPA attitudes toward digital literacy 

in general, as opposed to how digital literacy might be enacted in the WPA’s own program 

because, for instance, a WPA could be committed to digital literacy but work in a culture biased 

against digital practices that slows programmatic change. There were 58 responses to this 

question. Of the 58 responses, 47 (81%) were positive, in the sense that these WPAs feel digital 
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literacy does belong in the composition curriculum. Many used strong words such as “central,” 

“primary,” “essential,” “important,” and “integral” to describe the role of digital literacy. A few 

expressed a wish that their program could integrate digital literacy more, but the responses were 

still coded as positive if they suggested that it should play a role, even if it is not valued currently 

in their own program; however, I also noted in my analysis that the respondent’s program was 

not necessarily making significant strides toward advancing digital literacy in the curriculum. 

Only one respondent (1.7%) responded with what I coded as a negative response, and he 

indicated that digital literacy should play “no role” in the writing curriculum.18 The remaining 10 

responses were categorized as “undecided” or “unclear.” One respondent, for instance, said 

digital literacy’s role should depend on the goals of the program but did not did explain further. 

Others indicated that they were undecided, citing concerns about fitting digital literacy into an 

already-packed curriculum or that a focus on digital literacy could “water down” the primary 

mission of “reading and writing academic prose.” The overwhelmingly positive response here 

(81%), read against the quantitative data above, indicates that most WPAs find digital literacy to 

be important, but slightly less of them have made the move to implementing this on a 

programmatic scale. Patterns in the responses revealed that the most common reasons for these 

disjunctures between programmatic action and WPA attitudes or beliefs are similar to the 

reasons why more WPAs require analysis over composing: There is a need for teacher 

technology training; faculty members are resistant or lack the technical skills or interest; or 

programs do not have classrooms with computer access.  

I further analyzed this question by looking at the reasons why the WPAs feel digital 

literacy is or is not important. While it would have been valuable to know why the respondent 

with the negative response does not believe digital literacy should play a role in the composition 
                                                
18 Because this survey was anonymous, I have chosen to alternate gender pronouns when discussing respondents. 
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classroom, he did not explain further. In the undecided category, most respondents did not 

provide enough context for me to determine their attitude. The most common trend was that the 

institution’s context and goals should define digital literacy’s role in the classroom and program. 

Of the 47 positive responses, four patterns emerged in terms of how the WPAs responded.19 

Some WPAs argued that digital literacy is important because it is how we communicate today; 

others did not explicitly state why it is important but instead chose to discuss how digital 

literacies should fit into the overall curriculum, and others discussed digital literacy in terms of 

the resources needed in order to implement it programatically. Lastly, some WPAs discussed 

digital literacy based on its benefits to students. 

Eleven respondents justified the teaching of digital literacy based on the notion that 

digital literacy is communication today. Six of these respondents explicitly stated that digital 

literacy is becoming literacy itself, and these statements tended to suggest that because digital 

literacy is literacy, it therefore fits into the traditional goals of the writing classroom and should 

be taught in the service of “improving traditional written communication.” The other five 

respondents stated that we should start from where students are, which means teaching with and 

through digital media because it’s “what students do.” The difference in these two main 

responses is that the former WPAs argued digital literacy is being subsumed under literacy 

whereas the latter focused more on the fact that many of our students’ literate practices today are 

mediated by electronic environments. The former perspective potentially masks the ways that 

digital literacy is different from alphabetic literacy, while the latter still leaves room for an 

understanding that digital literacy needs its own space—meaning that digital literacy requires 

new and different approaches to teaching communication that are not necessarily always covered 

                                                
19 A few respondents only stated that digital literacy should be an important or central component of any writing 
program and I therefore was not able to further code the responses.  
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in alphabetic, print-centric composition courses. In either case, these WPAs recognize that 

communication is increasingly electronically mediated and that it is the writing program’s 

responsibility to address this issue with our students because we are teaching students about 

communication in the environments they will encounter in professional and personal contexts.  

On the other hand, in some responses, the role of digital literacy in writing courses was 

discussed based on its overall level of importance in a writing curriculum. Of these respondents 

(13), nine stressed that digital literacy is important, but less important than the “basic” reading 

and writing skills that should be the focus in writing courses. These WPAs stated that digital 

literacy or technology should not be course topics or that digital technologies should be used 

only insofar as they aid alphabetic literacies. The other four did not express worry that digital 

literacy would eclipse reading and writing skills, but they suggested that digital composing 

should be seen as one of several writing modes or genres. Thus, opinions were mixed when it 

came to how important digital literacy should be to the curriculum, but the majority indicated 

that it should hold less importance than alphabetic literacies, as opposed to being potentially 

complementary. 

Other respondents chose to define the role of digital literacy in terms of the resources 

programs need in order to inculcate digital literacy. Five argued that its role in the composition 

classroom is defined by access to technology, which includes the availability of computer 

classrooms and laptop carts, as well as students’ access at home. Thinking about digital literacy 

in terms of the resources needed tends to take on a functional bent, as I will discuss below, 

because it emphasizes the technologies and de-emphasizes the agents or actors working with 

these technologies.  

Others stated their motivations in terms of how digital literacy can help students gain 

knowledge, skills, and abilities. The most common trends in the responses included research 
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skills, audience awareness, and personal and professional growth. Regarding audience, the 

WPAs emphasized that digital literacy helps students think about how to appeal to various 

audiences “according to the way audiences read and retrieve information.” Research skills were 

also a common way to describe the role of digital literacy in the composition classroom. Most 

respondents indicated that we need to teach research skills in online environments because these 

environments are used most commonly by our students. They argued that digital literacy should 

be used as part of how the research process is approached. Only one respondent, however, 

specifically addressed the concern of evaluating the credibility of online sources. Instead, digital 

literacy tended to be described in terms of providing tools for researching. Lastly, some 

respondents argued that digital literacy is needed in order to help students succeed in their 

personal and professional lives in college and beyond. These respondents indicated that digital 

literacy is a skill needed for “social communication” and “business practices.”  

Additionally, there were two common themes that pervaded both the answer to this open-

ended question about the role of digital literacy in the composition curriculum and the previously 

mentioned question in which WPAs were asked to describe how digital literacy is implemented 

into their programs. The first theme was that many respondents felt digital literacy should be a 

means to accomplish the standard goals of the writing classroom. Typically, the WPAs indicated 

that digital literacy is a means toward a greater goal of gaining rhetorical knowledge. As one 

respondent maintained, “digital literacies are a means to an end of engaging audiences.” Others 

identified digital literacy as helping students analyze their “writing context,” “consider purpose,” 

and “evaluate information.” Important in these understandings of digital literacy is that these 

WPAs typically did “not see digital literacy as a separate consideration” but as part of larger 

questions about understanding a writer’s rhetorical situation. Thus, it was common in both open-

ended questions to see digital technologies discussed as tools to improve students’ rhetorical 
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awareness but not necessarily as artifacts with their own rhetorics or unique affordances worthy 

of examination—nor was there a focus on how technologies might transform composing 

processes or be a cause for moving beyond traditional rhetorical principles. 

The second common pattern across the open-ended questions was related to assessment. 

When assessment was mentioned, the respondents almost always stated that they are just 

beginning to work on how best to assess digital projects or that their program has not yet 

considered assessment. Thus, it seems that requiring or suggesting digital assignments has been 

placed ahead of talking with instructors about assessing them. The assessment literature often 

suggests the opposite, maintaining that assessment should drive the design of the assignment or 

be front-loaded (Moran & Herrington, 2013; Reilly & Atkins, 2013). It will be difficult to teach 

students digital composing if we cannot articulate assessment criteria, and I suggest that just as 

teachers are typically trained in how to assess print-based texts, writing programs might consider 

doing the same with digital texts. WPAs may consider foregrounding assessment in teacher 

training and suggesting that instructors discuss it early in the introduction of a digital assignment.  

Addressing the second research question, then, WPAs’ most common motivations for 

integrating digital technologies into writing curricula include enhancing students’ rhetorical 

awareness, remaining relevant to students’ communication practices, and keeping curricula in 

line with current literacy practices, which are increasingly mediated by technologies. The major 

cited limitation to digital literacy involves a fear that it takes time away from reading and writing 

print texts. The discourses used to describe technology integration are overwhelmingly positive 

but often reflect a functional approach. 

The discussions that justified the use of digital literacy based on its benefits to students’ 

personal and professional growth tended to assume a certain ideological positioning of 

technology critiqued by Feenberg (1991, 2002). These discourses reflected assumptions that the 
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use of technologies will naturally lead to improved performance in the workplace or to more 

economic prosperity. While this certainly can be the case, it is important to balance this view 

with a critical perspective of digital technologies that recognizes their limitations and how they 

can reinforce social inequities. Barbara Duffelmeyer (2000) noted, for instance, that her first-

year composition students are often affected by and find it difficult to resist the cultural messages 

of technology that are overwhelmingly positive. She therefore argued for critical computer 

literacy as a means to better understand and critique these narratives, which requires making 

computers the content of the classroom as well, something that WPAs in my study did not seem 

inclined to do. A critical analysis of a web-based program like Piktochart, as discussed above, or 

of a given search engine or website, could help students analyze the political and economic 

dimensions of a given technology. One way a WPA could support instructors in the 

implementation of such an assignment, as an example, would be to ask instructors in training to 

compose a digital text similar to one they plan to ask their students to compose. A later group 

discussion of the composing process could help instructors see the limitations of the technology 

they are working with and question if there are ways in which the technology they have chosen 

could impede or limit the students’ growth as communicators. The WIDE Research Center 

Collective (2005) argued that compositionists need to develop critical pedagogies for engaging 

with digital media, which will help students choose among available options and “acquire new 

knowledge for themselves as tools develop and evolve” (n.p.). WPAs and instructors can discuss 

the potentials and constraints of the technologies and determine if technologies are being used 

merely for efficiency or if they have unique affordances that offer something different to students 

than composing on paper or composing an alphabetic text through a word processor. 

Encouraging this kind of critical approach can help instructors and students make more informed 

choices about the technologies they use in the composition classroom. 
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 In terms of how WPAs are representing digital literacy, WPAs may be reinforcing 

normative ways of looking at digital literacy by saying, as a good number of respondents did, 

that digital literacy is important simply because it is the way we—especially our students—

communicate today. This motivation for integrating digital literacy can contribute to the 

ideological position where technology is seen as destiny, in Feenberg’s terms, which can mask 

the power students have as agents of change. Just as Feenberg (1991) argued that participation in 

the design of technologies can effect change and inculcate democratic practices (pg. 14), I would 

argue that programmatic discourses and practices should position students as active composers in 

new media who are working toward social action—an important element of digital literacy also 

advocated by Selber. By doing so, we encourage students to question their everyday 

technologically mediated communication practices instead of allowing these technologies to be 

neutral tools, and we foster the notion that their communication can facilitate change. This could 

be accomplished, for example, through a service-learning project where students work with local 

organizations or community members to create for them digital or multimodal texts or where 

students teach local organizations how to use a new media application. Administrators can 

support these goals by helping instructors establish community relationships or generally 

advocating for digital literacy as a means for change. Again, if programmatic decisions should be 

based on disciplinary knowledge, as Dryer et al. (2014) maintained, those in English studies are 

increasingly recognizing that student investment and engagement increases and students feel 

empowered if their work has a real audience and is used to help their others in their community 

or beyond (Edwards, 2001; Shamoon & Medeiros, 2010), and digital technologies are often 

employed to help move students’ sense of audience beyond that of the teacher or the class 

(DeVoss, Eidman-Aadahl & Hicks, 2010; Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007). 
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Additionally, a functional discourse of technology pervaded some of the WPAs’ 

discussions of the importance of digital literacy in relationship to research. Suggesting that we 

should teach research to students in online environments because it is what they already do 

seems to support another version of a functionalist approach as it makes use central to the 

mission of teaching digital literacy. Other responses explicitly constructed digital technologies as 

tools for research without broadening understandings of these technologies. Administrators and 

instructors can foreground digital literacy as being about more than just using technologies as 

research tools. They can engage students in discussions of the credibility and validity of various 

online sources. They can teach students to use the advanced search features of library databases, 

show them Boolean logic, or instruct them in how to configure Google Scholar preferences or 

curate sources using a social bookmarking tool. While these activities are functional because 

they involve students in learning advanced features of technologies (this is the positive reframing 

of functional literacy discussed by Selber), encouraging analysis of the tools by having students 

discuss their limitations and possibilities can help them think more critically about these tools as 

well. For example, using a social bookmarking tool to aggregate secondary research sources can 

simply increase efficiency or make organization easier, but it can also help students build 

connections among sources by establishing folksonomies. Some WPAs have made efforts such 

as establishing relationships with librarians who will speak with instructors or visit classes to 

discuss some of these tools with students, but WPAs can also encourage instructors to push 

students’ engagement with these tools beyond neutral use. Connecting one’s program’s 

relationship to digital literacy with access to computers, another common survey response, also 

can seem functional because it focuses on the tools over the literacies. While a lack of campus 

access to computer labs or at-home access to computers is a brute reality that can impede a 

program’s momentum toward digital literacy, there are other approaches that can be taken. For 
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example, one respondent mentioned that while her students often do not have computers, they all 

have smart phones and regularly compose papers on their phones. This program therefore asks 

students to compose photo essays that make an argument through the juxtaposition of image and 

text. Students would therefore be engaging in the juxtaposition of modes, an important rhetoric 

of new media (George & Shoos, 1999; Rice, 2007b), while employing resources they have at 

hand. Programmatic implementations will always be local and contextual; however, WPAs are 

typically knowledgeable about the access issues of their particular student population and can 

work to suggest alternatives or secure additional resources.  

 The common trends across questions—lack of assessment discussions and using digital 

literacy as a means to accomplishing the goals of composition courses (especially rhetorical 

goals)—also reveal potential spaces for further consideration at a programmatic level. Increased 

rhetorical awareness seems to be a major motivating factor for WPAs. I suggest that programs 

take a both-and approach to using digital literacy as a means for greater rhetorical awareness. In 

some ways, this is an excellent way to understand digital literacy’s role in composition 

classrooms because rhetorical awareness is highly valued. At the same time, viewing digital 

literacy as only a means for rhetorical awareness and not as a separate consideration, as some 

respondents emphasized, has limitations. A common approach to computer literacy, Selber 

(2004) claimed, emphasizes rhetorical concerns but abandons considerations of the medium, as if 

the technology is neutral. If students are asked to create websites, for example, that demonstrate 

awareness of the canons of rhetoric, the elements of argument, and the rhetorical situation, and 

we borrow evaluation criteria from the expository essay because we are ignoring the technology, 

the resulting projects privilege alphabetic print literacies (p. 137). While we may privilege 

alphabetic literacies in our courses overall, some standard writing outcomes do not translate well 

to digital composing. Thus, rhetorical approaches to digital literacy, when not balanced with 
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critical approaches that encourage students to question technologies and their unique 

affordances, can privilege print literacies such that students do not recognize the differences 

between print and electronic composing processes. If WPAs continue to represent digital literacy 

as only a way to improve rhetorical awareness, the critical element of digital literacy tends to fall 

away, which could lead to socially inattentive designs of technologies or technological artifacts 

(Selber, 2004, p. 90). 

The responses about digital literacy being a means to accomplishing the traditional goals 

of the writing class often echoed Leverenz’s (2008) critique of the “writing outcomes first, 

technology second” perspective writing program administrators often take when approaching 

digital literacy. This perspective, she argued, focuses on how WPAs can meet their current goals 

instead of recognizing that digital literacy necessitates changes in outcomes and requires a 

redefinition of writing. She argued that “writing programs are deficient to the extent that they 

limit their view of writing to traditional alpha-centric texts” and that “new knowledge about 

writing produced by our experiences with new media composing necessitates [a] 

reinterpretation” (pp. 38-40). Thus, many of the writing programs in this study tend to focus on 

program goals first and then determine how technologies can be used to meet these goals. The 

reason I argue for a both-and approach here is that while ensuring technologies meet the goals of 

the program is extremely important, it can also mask the fact that digital technologies require 

new literacies and that writing needs to be reconceptualized in the context of our programs.  

Writing programs might consider, for example, curation, interactivity, or remix as integral to 

new media composing. Consider, also, Devoss, Eidman-Aadahl, and Hicks’ (2010) reminder that 

while digital writing requires work similar to regular writing environments, there are differences 

such as the fact that digital writing invites instant feedback and that students can moderate their 

own communities of writers. If programs try to implement digital literacies without 
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reconsidering their goals and outcomes, they could miss these differences and not engage 

students in some of the key affordances of digital technologies. Building on this critique, in 

Chapter 4, I conduct a critical discourse analysis of student learning outcomes, goals, and 

program overviews on writing program websites to provide specific suggestions for 

rearticulating these discourses to better embrace the affordances of digital technologies. There is 

also a chance that if WPAs continue not to adapt outcomes and policies to digital technologies, 

instructors may end up using mainly print criteria to assess students’ digital compositions, as 

Selber’s statement above suggests. In Chapter 3, I offer explicit suggestions for how to frame 

assessment issues in teacher training based on interviews with WPAs from this study. 

Research Question 3: Are writing programs aligning with rhetorical, functional, critical, 
and/or ethical approaches to digital literacy, and how are these approaches being 
manifested in actual practices? 
 

The survey was also designed to measure if a multiliteracies approach to digital literacy is 

being employed in current composition curricula. In this section, I discuss how the four 

multiliteracies are instantiated in writing programs. My goal in looking at digital literacy from a 

multiliteracies perspective was to determine if programs are embracing the multi-faceted nature 

of digital literacy or if programmatic commitments are biased towards a particular approach. In 

other words, looking for biases towards one or more multiliteracies approaches in programs’ 

instantiations could reveal ways to better approach technology integration or to broaden 

understandings of the potentials for digital literacy in composition curricula. 

These concerns were measured in question 8, which asked respondents to examine 

definitions of rhetorical, critical, ethical, and functional digital literacies and to indicate if they 

agreed that their program has a responsibility for teaching these literacies. To design question 8, 

I took Selber’s definitions of rhetorical, critical, and functional computer literacy and Toby 

Coley’s (2012) definition of ethical digital literacy and summarized them, asking WPAs to 
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choose from strongly disagree to strongly agree if it is currently the responsibility of their 

program to teach students each of these literacies (See Appendix A). I did not use the words 

“critical, ethical, functional,” or “rhetorical” in these definitions because I did not want to 

influence choices. I assumed that a word like “rhetorical” or “ethical” would carry strong 

connotations for the WPAs.  

Over 85% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their writing program should 

teach students the ethical components of digital literacy, which included helping students 

become aware of the values of the audiences for their own electronic compositions, respecting 

others’ work and ideas in electronic environments, and citing them correctly. At 70% agreement, 

respondents indicated that their programs have the responsibility of teaching students to become 

informed questioners of digital technologies, to question the political and social assumptions of 

these technologies, and to question the ideologies that shape technology—the critical approach to 

digital literacy. A majority (59.42%) also indicated their programs are responsible for the 

rhetorical component of digital literacy, which includes actually producing digital texts and 

understanding the persuasive abilities of design. On the other hand, less than half of the WPAs 

indicated that it is their responsibility to teach students the functional aspects of computer 

literacy, such as learning how to use certain apps and programs. When I re-sorted the data to 

only look at the programs that stated “yes” to the question—does your program formally 

encourage digital literacy at the programmatic level—the same hierarchy existed, with ethical 

literacy the highest (87%), followed by critical (81%), rhetorical (71%), and functional (51%). 

Thus, looking solely at programs that have specific curricular requirements for digital literacy, 

the same trends in multiliteracy hierarchies existed. 
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Some of the responses to the question—what role should digital literacy play in the 

composition classroom?—also alluded to multiliteracies.20 Digital literacy was most often 

defined in terms of the critical, with respondents indicating that students should be taught to 

think about production and use and to analyze the sociopolitical dimensions of electronic 

compositions. However, as with other responses discussed above, the analysis of the 

technologies used to produce these compositions—such as hardware, software, or computers—

was very rarely mentioned. Rhetorical literacy was the second most common literacy discussed; 

however, unlike in Selber’s theories, while persuasion was addressed often, design was not, nor 

was social action or reflection. Very few responses (3) took a functional perspective on digital 

literacy; these few responses mentioned digital media as “tools” that students should learn how 

to use. Ethical digital literacy most commonly emerged in terms of respondents saying their 

program values citing electronic sources correctly, which is a fairly limited view of ethical 

digital literacy. 

While this question was general in defining the multiliteracies, in section 3 question 5, I 

also took specific student outcomes from the Outcomes Statement and Framework and asked the 

respondents to rank these outcomes based on the level of importance to their program’s mission 

and goals. The goal here was to force a hierarchy of principles and practices with regard to 

functional, critical, rhetorical, and ethical literacies.21 To design the question, I consulted the 

Outcomes Statement and Framework to examine the student outcomes delineated as important 

by these WPA-driven documents. I used two outcomes that aligned with each literacy—

functional, critical, rhetorical, and ethical—and asked respondents to rank these from least to 
                                                
20 In coding, I did not try to categorize a response as purely rhetorical or purely critical because these can often go 
hand-in-hand or overlap one another, and some WPAs discussed multiple types of digital literacy in their responses. 
Instead, one WPA’s response may have been categorized as both critical and functional. 
21 In Selber’s framework, analyzing digital texts could be both a rhetorical and/or critical literacy. However, the 
rhetorical always tends to accompany the goal of students producing, so when I went into more depth about each of 
these literacies in the survey, I made sure that all acts of rhetorical literacy were defined in relationship to composing.  
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most important (1-8), choosing each number only once. Below, I have included each outcome 

and labeled how each was categorized, although I did not label them in the questionnaire. The 

outcomes labeled as ethical were clearly related to Coley’s definition of ethical digital 

literacies—learning how to use and cite information responsibly and evaluating the credibility of 

online sources. Those labeled rhetorical focused on composing, including awareness of rhetorical 

strategies, audience, design, and purpose that would all contribute to effective composing 

processes. The critical outcomes were those that focused on analysis and thinking critically about 

the effects of technologies, and the functional outcomes framed technology as a tool to be used—

for composing, revising, and dissemination.   

a) Students should learn to use and cite information from electronic sources 
responsibly in their own documents. (Ethical) 

b) Students should learn how to evaluate the credibility of online sources. (Ethical) 
c) Students should analyze electronic texts to determine how technologies affect 

reading and writing processes. (Critical) 
d) Students should learn to use technology strategically with a clear purpose that 

enhances the writing for a given audience. (Rhetorical) 
e) Students should analyze where print and electronic texts are used, examining why 

and how people have chosen to compose using different technologies. (Critical) 
f) Students should use electronic environments to compose, revise, and edit texts. 

(Functional) 
g) Students should understand and exploit the differences in rhetorical strategies and 

affordances of electronic composing processes. (Rhetorical) 
h) Students should learn how to disseminate texts in electronic forms. (Functional) 

 

The findings may be limited here because some respondents did not want to choose an order, as 

some felt all were equally important or otherwise felt none were important. Still others felt that 

these categories overlap. To best respond to these concerns, however, after reporting the 

quantitative results, I also discuss patterns in the WPAs’ follow-up responses to this question, 

where I asked them to explain their choices—in the service of better contextualizing the 

quantitative results. The qualitative responses therefore shed additional light on the trends 

delineated in the quantitative data. 
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The categories that received the “most important” ranking most often were D (22.58%) 

and F (20.97%), with B close behind (16.92%).22 No respondents (0%) put H as most important, 

and for least important, again, H stood out, with 51.56% of respondents ranking it as least 

important. C was also ranked low in importance. These data suggested that the rhetorical skill of 

learning to use technology strategically with a clear purpose that enhances the writing for a given 

audience was the student outcome most important to the overall goals and missions of these 

respondents’ programs. This aligned well with the earlier finding that WPAs are motivated to 

implement digital literacy in order to serve rhetorical ends and enhance written communication. 

Also important was a functional skill—using electronic environments to compose, revise, and 

edit texts. However, the other functional skill of disseminating texts in electronic forms was not 

important. This makes sense since the first functional skill focuses more on the writing process, 

which was important to WPAs in other parts of the survey, whereas the second is a technical skill 

to circulate writing. Also important was the ethical ability of evaluating the credibility of online 

sources. This is consistent with the high ranking of ethical digital literacy in question 8. With the 

critical category, programs value teaching students to analyze where print and electronic texts are 

used and examine why and how people have chosen to compose using different technologies, 

more than teaching students to examine how electronic texts affect reading and writing 

processes. Other than functional ranking very low, there weren’t clear distinctions between 

rhetorical, critical, and ethical. 

The open-ended follow-up to this question shed more light on the responses and hence on 

the actual practices of programs. Explaining their approach to ranking the eight outcomes, many 

stated they were less concerned with production or dissemination than with the other categories. 

Also, respondents indicated that practice in critically reading and analyzing electronic texts is 
                                                
22 For this question, n=69.	  	  
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more important than production. However, this was not because they did not value composing 

but because of time constraints and/or faculty expertise. A few respondents stated that 

technologies are often invisible in their programs. These tended to be complaints about how 

faculty in the program teach with technology. For instance, one respondent stated, “Most treat 

the technology as invisible and only acknowledge it when it doesn't function right.” These 

respondents ranked functional literacies low, likely because they were critiquing the practices of 

instructors within the programs.  

Most respondents’ explanations for their ranking focused on choosing the outcomes that 

were most similar to traditional writing pedagogy goals. As one respondent stated, “I put as most 

important the tasks that are specific to general literacy skills (analyze texts and their technologies 

so as to use them in their papers effectively and responsibly).” A similar response was: “I 

selected as most important the choices that help students achieve in traditional writing 

contexts—research and analysis.” Others indicated that questions focusing specifically on the 

technology were ranked lower because thinking about “genre” and “audience” is important for 

all students and should transcend medium. Thus, the theme of digital literacy being a means to 

achieving the traditional goals of writing courses and a means to rhetorical ends carried through 

these responses.  

Research also carried heavy weight in this question. Over 60% of the follow-up responses 

mentioned research by stating their program cares about students being able to use online 

sources. A few respondents explicitly stated that students need to use sources ethically, and one 

stated programs should be sure “students know how to cite so that they don’t end up 

inadvertently being charged with academic dishonesty.” These comments clearly aligned with 

Coley’s (2012) ethical digital literacy. While evaluating the credibility of online sources was 
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ranked highly in the quantitative data, most respondents took a more functional approach in the 

open-ended answers, describing computers as research tools. 

Thus, in looking at how programs are aligning with the multiliteracies, there is a lot of 

critical, careful thinking going on by these WPAs, and yet there is room for growth. The 

quantitative data revealed that over 85% of the programs studied view ethical digital literacy as 

the responsibility of their writing programs. They feel it is their programs’ responsibility to teach 

students audience awareness in electronic environments (as an ethical construct by understanding 

the values of one’s audience) as well as careful evaluation and citation of sources found in and 

through electronic environments. The open-ended responses, however, revealed that digital 

technologies tend to be viewed more as tools for research; so, in addition to employing digital 

technologies in this more functional sense, writing programs might also consider emphasizing 

the ethical components of research that Coley argued for, such as teaching students to evaluate 

information found in digital sources and to respect others’ work and ideas in online 

environments, which might include informing instructors about Creative Commons and 

intellectual property issues. Additionally, ethical awareness in digital media has many other 

components that were not brought up in the open-ended questions. For instance, WPAs might 

consider discussing the ethics of remix culture and how that relates to intellectual property; and 

helping students think about how communication varies across cultures and how that feeds into 

the choices they make online. WPAs might also ask their instructors to consider their own web 

presence and social media strategies, thinking about the extent to which their students can view 

their web presence.  

WPAs also feel that critical and rhetorical digital literacy are important to their programs, 

with critical being valued higher than rhetorical, as defined by this study. When it comes to 

critical digital literacy, though, while the selections in question 8 indicated that WPAs value a 
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critical approach where students are encouraged to question the political and social assumptions 

of technologies and to question the ideologies that shape technology, the open-ended answers 

revealed that they may be interpreting technologies as the electronic texts students analyze in a 

course, like a You Tube video, as opposed to computers or programs used to create these texts. 

Only two respondents mentioned in an open-ended response—throughout the entire survey—that 

students are encouraged to question technologies themselves. Selber (2004) maintained that 

students should be encouraged to ask what cultural and/or political values are embedded in 

technologies so they can become social critics as opposed to “indoctrinated consumers of 

material culture” (Selber, 2004, p. 95), and I would argue based on the survey responses that 

these kinds of questions are not typically being asked in the writing programs surveyed for this 

study. Similarly, some respondents noted technology is often invisible in their own programs, 

and others indicated that analyzing how technologies affect reading and writing processes was 

not as important as other multiliteracies. Looking at a technology as invisible, as only a means of 

textual production and not something to question or analyze in its own right, is a stereotypically 

functional approach—similar to the instrumental perspective criticized by Feenberg—and 

necessitates a critical approach to balance it. An area of concern for forward-thinking WPAs, 

then, is that they may want to consider emphasizing the critical, in order to help instructors 

understand that they need to make technologies visible for students to analyze and critique. This 

also requires that WPAs themselves challenge functional perspectives in their own practices. For 

instance, in “Cooltown—The Place of Intellectual Work,” Jeff Rice (2007a) argued that faculty 

often base their perspectives of technology on one model, which is their LMS. He argued that 

their dissent with digital literacy is being forced into this corporate model of education, and he 

suggested that this is ultimately a problem for writing program administration (p. 93). He argued 

that WPAs must differentiate from use of a tool and “rhetorical application of a tool,” including 
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in administrative policies (p. 103). Thus, we should look at how technology alters our 

perceptions and consider how we can better design or use technology systems when teaching and 

enacting assessment, revisions, assignment creation, or any other pedagogical issue (p. 103). 

These are ways in which technologies can become more visible in our programs. 

In another vein, while programs do tend to value rhetorical digital literacy, it was 

connected, in responses, to audience and persuasion but not typically to reflection or social 

action, two other important parameters emphasized by scholars like Selber or the members of the 

New London Group (2002) who are concerned with digital literacy practices. Programs aligned 

positively with rhetorical digital literacy when it was defined as learning to use technology 

strategically with a clear purpose that enhances the writing for a given audience, but injecting 

reflection into assignments and encouraging students to take activist stances in their designs 

could also be important skills to emphasize in administrative efforts toward digital literacy. 

Reflection, for instance, can help students improve their compositions and gain metacognitive 

and genre awareness, and social action help students see that their compositions have 

consequences in the world, which could increase engagement. For reflection, WPAs could ask 

instructors to work with students on creating their own rubrics or writing reflective pieces that 

explain the choices students make when creating an electronic text. Social action could involve a 

service learning opportunity as discussed above or another online project where students are 

encouraged to think about the implications of making their work public. WPAs could emphasize 

social action and reflection in Student Learning Outcomes, sample syllabi, or other documents 

that instructors reference to create their courses. 
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III. Possibilities for More Critical Discourses and Practices 

Ultimately, I argue that the current relationship between writing program administration 

and digital literacy is characterized by WPAs who are committed to the use of digital 

technologies for the purposes of research and the analysis of electronic texts. I argue that 

programs’ practices should attend more to critical digital literacy as it relates to the questioning 

of technologies themselves—embodying important disciplinary knowledge from the field that 

will help students make informed choices about technology use and become more rhetorical in 

their composing. I also suggest that reflection and social action be built into requirements and 

discussions of students’ rhetorical composing processes. These abilities help students become 

active and critical agents in technological environments in ways that will combat the 

instrumental view of technologies as neutral tools. Students may also have difficulty negotiating 

the politics and ethics of making their arguments public in online settings. If WPAs value ethical 

digital literacy, as they have indicated, these concerns are important and occasionally 

overlooked. Also, those involved in writing program administration need to continue to be aware 

of functional approaches to digital literacy. While WPAs tend not to rank functional literacy high 

in their priorities, their discourses occasionally represent digital literacy in a functional, tool-

based manner, which can in turn affect how instructors introduce technologies in their courses. 

WPAs can also strive to encourage the implementation of composing in electronic contexts as 

opposed to only requiring analysis, such that students are adequately prepared for the digitally 

mediated personal and workplace communication contexts they will regularly face and so that 

students can achieve greater rhetorical and audience awareness. Without the lead of thoughtful 

WPAs—and many of these respondents are indeed careful about their implementations of digital 

literacy—change may be slow. In much the same way that many writing programs require 
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research papers or textual analyses, programs could require an assignment via digital media and 

provide the necessary training in technology skill, pedagogy, and assessment; while some WPAs 

may not feel comfortable requiring such practices, some instructors may try to integrate digital 

literacy but not have the technological support or theoretical grounding that WPAs could provide 

so that digital literacy is best employed to work within the program’s local, contextual mission. 

Perhaps the most important issue, though, is that programs consider the both-and 

approach to the “outcomes first, technology second” issue. The relationship between writing 

program administration and digital literacy tends to be characterized by both fears that digital 

literacy as a focus of instruction will eclipse emphasis on “basic reading and writing skills” and 

implementations that reflect an adherence to these basic reading and writing skills, with digital 

technologies serving as simply a different tool to accomplish the same things. A tendency to use 

computers mainly to help us better achieve what we already do creates a continual emphasis on 

“alpha-centric academic discourse” (Leverenz, 2008, p. 44). For better curricular theorization, 

WPAs might, as Mike Palmquist suggested, consider how information technologies can “expand 

our understanding of what is possible in writing instruction” (p. 104). We can reframe our 

definitions of writing such that we see writing as composing, and we can focus on the notion that 

composing in electronic environments requires some different rhetorical strategies than 

composing an alphabetic print text. For instance, programs may want to consider rhetorics of 

new media and how these differ from print conventions and the writing goals we may already 

have in place in our curricula. Features like non-linearity and the juxtaposition of multiple 

modes, which are covered often in the computers and composition scholarship, are affordances 

of digital compositions that can be addressed with instructors and hence implemented into their 

teaching and assessment approaches in the classroom. These rhetorics are not the “traditional” 

features of alphabetic texts that WPAs invoked in the survey but deserve attention for effective 
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composing in a new medium. To embrace a critical perspective, WPAs might also consider how 

and when technologies can be counter-productive in educational settings, which was not 

addressed often in survey responses.  

Why does this theorizing need to occur at the level of writing program administration, 

though? After all, some WPAs in the study indicated that while implementing digital literacy is 

“fine” for individuals, they did not feel the need to implement change programmatically.  As the 

WPA literatures suggest, WPAs are leaders and spokespeople for their programs who are 

therefore well-positioned and responsible for making arguments about the importance of 

technology in composition classes to both upper administration as well as their instructors and 

staff (Day, 2009; Leverenz, 2008; McAllister & Selfe, 2002; Palmquist, 2005; Taylor, 2002). 

Their arguments and decisions frame instructor choices and implementations, and their 

discourses outwardly reflect their programs’ commitments publicly. They should defend uses of 

technology, specifically, because as Kress (1999) argued, for English to stay relevant “as the 

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

remaining capable of providing understandings of and the abilities to produce culturally valued 

texts,” solely emphasizing written communication will no longer do (p. 67). In order to change, 

we must think critically about technology and move beyond seeing it as an add-on to our 

curricula. As Kathleen Blake Yancey (2004) declared, if we continue to represent technology as 

something “outside the parameters governing composing, or limit it to the screen of the course 

management system, or think of it in terms of the bells and whistles and templates of the 

PowerPoint screen,” then our students will only learn to “fill up those templates” (p. 320). They 

will not “compose and create, making use of all the means of persuasion and all the possible 

resources thereto; rather, they will complete someone else's software package; they will be the 

invention of that package” (p. 320). Understanding technology as an add-on to our already 
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packed curricula, or failing to approach technology critically, may indeed invite these issues 

cited by Yancey. Our students might only learn to fill in the templates—not to create their own 

persuasive and critical compositions that potentially subvert the biases or socially inattentive 

designs that we can find in templates. Thus, WPAs might consider expanding their definitions of 

composing and the ways that electronic technologies complicate understandings of composing, 

and this can happen in their public discourses and policies as well as in teacher training, as I 

discuss further in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Certainly, too, the results of this survey have implications for computers and composition 

scholars, other administrators, national organizations, and instructors, and while this study is 

focused on writing program administration, it is not intended to assign all responsibility for 

digital literacy solely to the WPA but instead to suggest ways WPAs can intervene in and 

support digital literacy practices that embrace a more critical and rhetorical approach. National 

organizations, too, might consider the importance of encouraging students to critically question 

technologies when constructing outcomes and designing initiatives. Instructors should think 

about the ways that digital media changes writing and emphasize the skills, abilities, and 

rhetorical strategies of composing for electronic environments and how they differ from 

alphabetic literacy, as opposed to simply trying to fit digital literacy into pre-existing goals and 

outcomes for a course. All stakeholders might consider that defining digital literacy in terms of 

research and/or the use of LMSs can be limiting and can contribute to a functional representation 

of digital literacy. Ultimately, working towards a critical digital literacy is important for 

programs, national organizations, and instructors alike, and it will take top-down initiatives from 

national organizations and bottom-up movements from instructors, too, to ensure careful and 

critical consideration of technologies, technological processes, and technological artifacts in the 

context of the composition classroom. 
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CHAPTER THREE: DIGITAL LITERACY TRAINING 
 

WPA scholarship often espouses the importance of instructor training, faculty 

development workshops, and mentoring programs (Wilhoit, 2002), suggesting that such 

programs help new instructors reflect on their teaching experiences and solve problems (Pytlik & 

Liggett, 2002) and emphasizing that without proper training, teachers cannot effectively assist 

programs with their goals and agendas (Atkins, 2005). Less research, however, has turned 

attention directly to teacher training as it relates to digital literacy. The extant scholarship does 

indicate a few key concerns.23 First, the research points to a general lack of departmental and 

program-level support—in terms of resources, access, and training—for instructors who want to 

integrate multimodal composing or digital literacy into their courses (Anderson et al., 2006; Hult 

& Meeks, 2001; Tulley, 2009) and shows that instructors are calling for more of this support 

(Lutkewitte, 2010).24 In fact, Daniel Anderson et al.’s (2006) often-cited survey of 45 

composition instructors across the country found that the majority of multimodal composition 

occurs at the individual level and not through program-wide efforts and that most instructors 

(97%) train themselves in how to implement multimodal pedagogies into the classroom. In 

programs that do provide technology-training support, the training and workshops often tend to 

be tool-based (Atkins, 2005). In other words, training focuses on how to use a specific hardware 

or software program, and despite the emphasis on learning software and hardware programs in 

the existing TA training, 100% of the respondents in the Anderson study still stated that they 

were primarily self-taught with regard to their use of technologies. A majority of the respondents 

                                                
23 I searched widely for scholarship on technology, digital literacy, and multimodality as related to training. 
24 Multimodal composing does not have to be digital (Shipka, 2011). However, the term multimodality and the 
research associated with it arose out of the proliferation of new media. Some of the interviewed WPAs only require 
multimodal compositions, which “foregrounds materiality a little bit differently” than digital literacy, one 
respondent said. The individuals I interviewed, however, were informed that the study was focused on digital 
literacy and were asked to speak to digital composing as much as possible. Additionally, most of the WPAs strive 
for the multimodal compositions in their programs to be digital, and while a poster presentation might count as a 
multimodal composition, the programs are generally trying to push for stronger experimentations with form. 	  
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in Claire Lutkewitte’s  (2010) dissertation survey of 418 FYC instructors at community colleges, 

small colleges, and universities in the United States also stated they were self-taught on how to 

teach multimodal or digital assignments. Laura McGrath (2008) noted—based on survey data—

similar issues with workshops and training addressing technologies as tools, and survey 

respondents expressed a desire for technical as well as pedagogical help (n.p.). Thus, there 

appears a need for more training to help support instructors at the level of using technologies, as 

well as more pedagogical instruction.  

This issue brings about the second key concern in the technology training literature. The 

research points to a need for more theoretical and critical training. In Anthony Atkins’ (2005) 

well-known survey of 113 faculty and graduate students in rhetoric and composition programs, 

which examined TA technology training, he noted that none of the respondents’ answers 

mentioned that their programs taught the theory behind the use of digital technologies in the 

composition classroom. In other words, he argued, the departments or programs were not 

addressing the theoretical context within which digital technologies become meaningful for the 

composition classroom (Atkins, 2005, n.p.). Yet, there have been calls for teacher training to 

integrate theory—from the CCCC Position Statement on the Preparation and Professional 

Development of Teachers of Writing (1982), where the authors emphasized that teachers need 

theoretical grounding to guide practice—to calls specifically rooted in computers and 

composition for more theoretical grounding (Duffelmeyer, 2000, 2003; Kimme Hea & Turnley, 

2010). Barb Blakely Duffelmeyer (2000, 2003), for one, used critical pedagogy theories in her 

TA training and has generally advocated for a critical approach to technological literacy as it 

relates to TA training, which she suggested means helping TAs become reflective about the use 

of technology, aiding them in making informed decisions about computer use, and ensuring they 

retain a sense of agency and choice in these decisions. Amy C. Kimme Hea and Melinda Turnley 
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(2010) further emphasized the importance of theorizing technology at the level of administration 

and mentoring in order to complicate notions of technological mastery that support deterministic 

framings of agency and thus “run counter to rhetorical, critical engagement with technology” (p. 

109). In addition to calls for more critical, theoretical engagement in training, some researchers 

have suggested that graduate students and other instructors should, themselves, be positioned as 

producers of digital media in order to connect theory and practice (Graupner, Nickoson-Massey 

& Blair, 2009; Hult & Meeks, 2001; Micciche, Rule & Stratman, 2012). Additionally, 

assessment has become a key concern in computers and composition scholarship, but its 

relationship to teacher technology training has not been fully explored, and it is rarely discussed 

at a programmatic level, as my Chapter 2 survey showed. In the Anderson (2006) survey, too, 

only 7% of respondents indicated that program committees are involved in forming the design 

and assessment of multimodal compositions. Other scholarship has provided advice for those 

who have been faced with developing a program for training teachers in uses of technology, 

exploring issues such as computer classroom configurations, locating funding for technology 

costs, and the potentials and constraints of different training models (Carnegie, Kimme Hea, 

Turnley & Menchaca, 2002; Sidler, 2008), and researchers have argued that WPAs and other 

administrators should find ways to sustainably support uses of technology (Hult & Meeks, 2001). 

Given the discussed trends and issues in the research on teacher technology training, I 

conducted interviews with WPAs from my larger study, and I developed the interview questions 

to tackle some of the main concerns in the literature, to follow up on issues addressed in the 

survey, and also to address the key research questions for this study—particularly the ways 

multiliteracies emerge in the context of teacher training, how digital literacy is being instantiated 

and interpreted in terms of training, and how WPAs can supporting sustainable approaches to 

digital literacy in their programs. To build on Atkins’ concern about a lack of theoretical training 
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and Kimme Hea and Turnley’s argument for theorizing technology at the level of administration, 

I asked the WPAs I interviewed if and how critical digital literacy emerges in their training and 

what types of theories they may use to train their instructors. Because ethical digital literacy was 

ranked highly in Chapter 2, with over 80% of all respondents indicating that ethical digital 

literacy is important to their program, I also wanted to further explore this type of digital literacy 

and how it is represented by leaders in writing program administration because, as I discussed in 

Chapter 2, ethical digital literacy is often linked to citation whereas there are other important 

elements of being ethical in the context of digital literacy that did not often emerge in the survey 

data. Hence, I asked these WPAs both to explain what it means to be ethical in the context of 

digital literacy and how this is covered in TA training if at all. To address assessment concerns, I 

asked the interview respondents how they discuss the assessment of digital or multimodal 

compositions with their instructors, and because instructor resistance is often an important factor 

in the effectiveness of teacher technology training, I asked these WPAs about instructor 

resistance to programmatic implementations of digital literacy. It is important to remember, as 

Kimme Hea and Turnley (2010) maintained, that teacher technology development practices and 

local situations are intimately connected (p. 122). What works for one program may not work for 

another, but some of the strategies and tactics discussed here can provide programs with ideas for 

developing robust practices related to digital literacy training.  

I. Interview Methodology 

To select participants for the interviews, I chose to invite all survey respondents who 

indicated at the end of the survey that they were willing to be contacted for follow-up who also 

indicated that their program had some form of teacher training, professional development, or 

workshop opportunities related to digital literacy. It was not within the scope of this study to 
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interview those who do not integrate digital literacy into their teacher training because my goal 

for this chapter was to characterize the current status of teacher technology training and discuss 

how WPAs are supporting digital literacy integration through training. Thus, the original pool of 

30 respondents who indicated willingness to be interviewed was reduced to 16 potential 

interviewees, with 11 of these 16 respondents agreeing to interview with me. The interviews 

were held between September 15 through 29, 2014. This was approximately six months after the 

online survey closed, allowing me time to analyze the surveys and the websites before 

conducting the interviews. Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 minutes.  

The interviews I conducted were semi-structured. Participants were asked the same set of 

nine interview questions in the interest of establishing “comparability across informants” 

(Brenner, 2006, p. 62). (See Appendix B for a list of the interview questions.) At the same time, 

while attempting not to interject my own values or opinions, I allowed for some flexibility 

(Spradley, 1979) by asking follow-up questions that stemmed from the WPAs’ responses and by 

following the lead of respondents to change the course of the conversation. As Axinn and Pierce 

(2006) maintained, this type of flexibility is “likely to yield new hypotheses” (p. 6). Skype 

interviews were recorded via Audacity, and phone interviews were recorded using an iPhone app 

called TapeACall. All interviews were transcribed and then coded for themes and patterns.  

II. Overview of Selected Programs 

As Table 4 shows, all but one of the WPAs I interviewed are leaders of first-year 

composition (or first-year writing and rhetoric) programs.25 The other WPA is the head of a 

writing program that includes first-year composition in addition to other upper-division and 

graduate writing courses. The interviewed WPAs all work at four-year institutions, and only 

                                                
25 As in Chapter 2, I use the term WPA, although the respondents may hold similar titles such as Director or 
Coordinator. 
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three of the writing programs I studied are at private institutions. A majority of these programs 

require teacher orientations to the curriculum and teaching practices at the beginning of the 

school year and then semester-long or year-long practicums for the graduate student instructors 

that offer varying degrees of digital literacy instruction. Some also offer workshops that focus on 

learning a particular technology or discussing a particular digital assignment the program 

requires—which could include having teachers show student examples, share their assignment 

sheets, or teach the technologies involved in the assignment.  

Some of these writing programs are staffed by PhD graduate students who teach for five 

years or longer, whereas other programs are only staffed by masters degree students who may 

teach for a semester up to two years—and many of the graduate student teachers have creative 

writing or literature backgrounds. Most of the programs also have lecturers, adjuncts, and other 

faculty who teach the courses, and while the practica are generally for graduate students only, the 

workshops are typically open to everyone. Only one program requires attendance for at least one 

workshop, and one program’s practicum is for all instructors—regardless of rank.  

Table 4: Profiles of Programs 

 Type of Program 
Carnegie 

Classification Orientation Practicum Workshops 
Mentoring 
program 

1 FYC 
RU/VH, 

public, 4-year  ✓ ✓  

2 FYC 
Master’s M, 

private, 4-year ✓ ✓ ✓  

3 FYC 
DRU, public, 

4-year ✓  ✓  

4 FYC 
Master’s L, 

public, 4-year ✓  ✓  

5 FYC 
RU/H, public, 

4-year ✓ ✓ ✓  

6 FYC 
Master’s L, 

public, 4-year ✓  ✓  

7 FYC 
RU/VH, 

public, 4-year  ✓ ✓  

8 FYC 
RU/VH, 

public, 4-year ✓ ✓  ✓ 

9 FYC 
Master’s L, 

public, 4-year  ✓   



107 

10 

FYC, along with other 
undergraduate and 

graduate composition 
courses 

RU/VH, 
private, 4-year ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

11 FYC 
RU/VH, 

private, 4-year  ✓   
 
 
Typically, the WPAs teach the practica, and for orientations, they often invite other instructors 

and faculty to lead portions of the training. None of the individuals who I interviewed 

specifically mentioned that they invite IT staff to workshops or training to teach technologies, 

although some stated that rather than teaching the technologies themselves, they encourage their 

instructors to visit campus technology centers to learn new technologies or they direct their 

instructors to online tutorials and resources.  

While each program offers some level of digital literacy support through their practica, 

orientations, or workshops, it is decidedly more explicit or in depth at some programs versus 

others. Six of these WPAs explicitly require instructors to have their students compose a digital 

text and one requires a multimodal assignment—which is typically digital, but the WPA would 

also consider a poster with text and image multimodal. Two of the WPAs strongly suggest that 

their instructors integrate a multimodal assignment but have not made it a requirement, and the 

other two stated that their program’s outcomes mention multimodality or digital technology but 

they do not have specific requirements. While some WPAs may not want to require a digital or 

multimodal assignment due to instructor resistance or a lack of resources, the WPAs who require 

a digital or multimodal assignment try to overcome these issues by making sure to give their 

instructors flexibility to ease the transition. For instance, Mitchell, a director of composition and 

well-published new media scholar whose program requires all sections to “have at least one 

digital composition assignment,” said that these assignments are “very broadly defined.” Sonia, 

the leader of a smaller liberal arts school’s composition courses stated, it’s “pretty flexible, so 
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some will go whole hog and do all these complicated multimodal things, and some won’t…and 

I’m going to say that’s at least OK for now. At least in the beginning.” Thus, because these 

WPAs find digital literacy to be important, they are working towards programmatic 

requirements, but they try to allow their instructors flexibility, choice, or the ability to start slow.  

Given this context, the following sections of this chapter present a more comprehensive 

picture of how WPAs are supporting instructors in adopting digital literacies for their classroom 

practices. In this chapter, I first describe the primary model of instructor training that I see 

operating in these programs, discussing the potentials and challenges of this model. I then point 

to common sources of instructor resistance to digital literacy that affect WPAs’ abilities to 

integrate digital assignments and training, and I identify administrative strategies that I argue can 

help overcome these resistances. Following a discussion of how to address assessment, which is 

a key source of instructor resistance, I move to articulating how Stuart Selber’s (2004) 

multiliteracies are interpreted by these leaders in writing program administration and how the 

multiliteracies, in turn, emerge in teacher training. I conclude by offering suggestions for 

fostering sustainable and robust approaches to digital literacy training in writing programs. 

III. Situating and Layering: A Model for TA Training 

In the programs I interviewed, training for digital literacy most often occurs in the 

context of workshops. Discussions of technology also often occur during practica but less often 

during orientation—likely due to time constraints. When asked to describe their training as it 

relates to digital literacy, eight of the eleven WPAs mentioned that training during orientation, 

practica, or workshops often has a functional purpose such as instructors being taught how to 

“use a particular tool,” “learn the technologies,” being “trained in software packages” or the 

school’s Learning Management System (LMS). Instructors often need this kind of training to feel 
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they have the technological skills to employ digital literacies in their classrooms. Yet, while 

Atkins (2005) maintained that the theories underlying the use of digital technologies in the 

composition classroom are not typically invoked in training, the WPAs I spoke with also 

typically move beyond functional training by connecting the technology to both theory and 

pedagogy. For example, when I asked John, the director of a first-year writing and rhetoric 

program, if the focus of training for his program’s audio assignment is on learning the 

technologies involved in the assignment, he said the focus is “more on the pedagogy. More on 

the why. Why does this matter? The curricular moves you need to make. Not so much the IT 

support or the training, you know, less about here’s how you embed a sound effect in Audacity 

or Garage Band.”26 Focusing more on the pedagogy includes, for some interviewees, asking 

technologically knowledgeable instructors to help other teachers design digital assignments or to 

show examples of digital or multimodal assignments students have created in their courses. 

Theory and research are also important in training, and the WPAs I interviewed often integrate 

theory into their training. One WPA even explicitly stated that she prefers to focus on critical 

approaches and theory because instructors can learn the technical skills through resources on the 

web. A few of these WPAs stated technology theories naturally infiltrate their curricula because 

they have computers and composition backgrounds, but even those who stated they have no 

background in digital media still typically provide theoretical readings for their instructors. 

Commonly mentioned authors included Cynthia Selfe, the New London Group, James Gee, and 

Cheryl Ball, and the readings tended to be about integrating technologies into the composition 

classroom as well as how technologies are shaping literacy. The readings less often focused on 

rhetorics of new media or assessment. One WPA actually asks his instructors to read the WPA 

                                                
26 I have used an online random name generator to provide pseudonyms for my participants. The pseudonyms do 
reflect the gender of the participants. 
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Outcomes Statement and discuss it during the practicum, and another has asked her instructors to 

read Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) position statements on 

digital literacy and technology. Thus, these WPAs are asking their instructors to be 

knowledgeable about best practices on a national level as well as current theory. 

These WPAs also typically find it important to infuse digital concerns throughout 

training. Barb Blakely Duffelmeyer (2003) argued that computer pedagogy training needs to 

exist organically with other composition pedagogy issues, such as dealing with difference in the 

classroom and responding to student papers (p. 308). In other words, it cannot be separated from 

these concerns. Similarly, Mike Palmquist (2005) expressed concern that “as designers of writing 

curricula we seem to regard the integration of important technological tools in our syllabi and 

lesson plans as an extracurricular activity” (p. 97). Most of the WPAs I spoke with do make 

efforts to ensure that technology is not simply an add-on to curricula. Sonia expressed that 

discussions of digital literacy are “infused throughout” because her program’s curriculum is built 

around encouraging students to “try out different modes and try to think about the relationship 

between alphabetic text and image or sound.” Darren, who is the coordinator of a public, 

regional university’s first-year writing program, said, “Technology and digital literacy is the 

place where I don’t want to have an hour-long orientation to it before the semester starts. I kind 

of want to have that conversation long-term.” Darren tends to integrate discussions of key 

technology issues alongside other issues covered in the practicum, and he aims to meet 

instructors where they are at by helping them gain knowledge in digital literacy when they want 

it and how they want it. He said, “When the teachers reach a point where they need a technology 

or they need to understand some part of digital literacy in order to better engage their students, I 

think I react to it and everybody else in the program who likes doing stuff with technology…we 

all kind of react to that…to make whatever it is they want to happen happen.” He further 
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provided an example: “So, if one of the TAs is using Blackboard and they want their students to 

collaborate and they’re not able to collaborate in a way that helps teach them about audience or 

something, we’ll try to find a better way or a better platform for the digital literacy they’re trying 

to promote and…help them learn how to do it.” This WPA’s description of the program’s 

approach to digital literacy is inclusive—“we’ll find a better way,” “we all react to that”—and 

tends to characterize training in digital literacy as an in-the-moment, responsive approach 

accomplished by a group, which meets instructors’ needs as they arise. 

This responsive, group approach best describes the model that I am arguing most aptly 

characterizes approaches to teacher technology training in the programs of the WPAs I 

interviewed. I argue that programs are taking a situated, layered, and responsive approach to 

training instructors to integrate digital literacies, and there are five key features that characterize 

how these WPAs tend to approach digital literacy integration: (1) flattening the power structure; 

(2) leveraging the affordances of internal and external resources and relationships; (3) 

inculcating enthusiasm in stakeholders; (4) maintaining responsiveness to instructors’ needs; and 

(5) leading by example.  

1. flattening the power structure 

First, these WPAs often work to level out hierarchies such that training does not always 

involve top-down directives from the WPA. This layered approach means that instructors may 

receive training from the WPA, informal help from peers or experienced teachers, and more 

formal training from a variety of stakeholders within and outside the program. One approach to 

this is implementing a mentoring program, as a few respondents have implemented. New 

instructors are assigned a mentor (usually one to three instructors per mentor) who meets with 

instructors at specified times (often, once a week), is available for concerns via email, and 

observes teaching. While the mentoring programs are not directly to support digital literacies, the 
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mentoring helps “flatten out the power structure so they can feel free to talk about whatever they 

want,” one interviewee indicated. In this way, the graduate instructors may “feel more 

comfortable expressing concerns about a digital assignment or our LMS.” These WPAs also 

encourage peer support during training and aim to help the members of the program feel 

competent in their own abilities so they share with one another. Jill, the coordinator a first-year 

composition program that has its own digital composing studio, stated, 

In this last go-round of instructor training, we have a couple of instructors who were 

more comfortable with all of this...They did a session on multimodal assignments—how 

they designed them, how they deliver them. They showed examples of things students 

had created, and then they shared the rubric, and one of our instructors who had been the 

most resistant…She was like, wow, that was really good. So, I think she’s going to be 

more inclined to do more of that. So, we’ve gotten to a critical mass now, and I think it’s 

peer support that’s going take us the rest of the way.27 

Jill also emphasized, “I try to empower the faculty I work with and try to encourage them and to 

get them to do more peer mentoring of one another, and I think that’s been a pretty good model.” 

Like Jill, others I interviewed ask their graduate students or other faculty to present on topics 

related to digital literacy, which further cultivates an environment of peer support. Through peer 

support and mentoring, these WPAs are helping their instructors feel comfortable expressing 

concerns about digital literacies and getting answers from knowledgeable peers, spreading out 

and layering the types of assistance instructors receive. 

2. leveraging the affordances of internal and external resources and relationships 

                                                
27 I have not included the actual name of the studio in order to maintain anonymity. However, this studio belongs to 
the English Department and is designed to help students create multimodal texts. 
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These WPAs are not only seeking resources internally but looking for resources and 

fostering relationships outside of their own programs that can help instructors learn digital 

literacies. Some have invited guest speakers such as Jody Shipka, Henry Jenkins, and John Logie 

to discuss issues such as multimodal composing and networked culture in workshops, 

professional development events, or in training. Many WPAs make their instructors aware of 

outside resources—from providing them with information about staff who can help them at 

campus technology centers to hosting websites with technology tutorials to posting sample 

student digital texts on a website accessible to all instructors. One has even created a website 

where instructors can find tutorials related to technologies used in the program. A few WPAs 

have sought relationships with librarians, which I will discuss in more depth later, who help both 

instructors and students with information literacy. These approaches are again layered, as the 

WPAs are providing multiple, different types opportunities that can build on each other. For 

example, Cathy, the director of the larger program that offers courses beyond first-year 

composition, told me that after having a guest speaker come in, she began asking instructors to 

pursue multimodality in their assignments. This program then used readings recommended by 

the guest speaker and elements of the guest speaker’s talk to begin having assessment 

discussions (how to assess students’ multimodal work).28 Thus, these approaches continue to 

build on each other towards a sustainable digital literacy initiative.  

3. inculcating enthusiasm in stakeholders 

The third element of the training model I identified in these programs is to encourage 

enthusiasm for digital composing. These WPAs encourage instructors to feel they are part of a—

as one phrased it—“collective that is working towards an exciting goal.” This is encouraged 

through the invited guest speakers as well as through the WPAs’ own discussions of digital 
                                                
28 I have not named the guest speaker here to assist with the WPA’s anonymity. 
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literacy with the teachers. When talking about digital literacy with their instructors, the WPAs 

remind them that their students are often more engaged in digital compositions. “Students like 

the new media projects we do,” Noel, the Director of Composition at a public, research-focused 

university, told me, and he is sure to remind instructors of these positive responses that students 

often provide. Others feel that enthusiasm occurs when instructors share their students’ work 

with each other through workshops. As WPAs build enthusiasm for digital composing, they also 

are remaining responsive to instructors’ needs—the fourth component of training I identified.  

4. maintaining responsiveness to instructors’ needs 

One WPA, for instance, chooses topics for workshops based on either instructor 

evaluations or through voting. In this way, the WPA is able to provide workshops based on 

instructors’ weaknesses or topics instructors want to learn more about. Darren, as previously 

mentioned, says that he and others in the program react to instructors’ concerns about technology 

and they all work together to find and learn technologies based on these concerns. Another 

surveys instructors at the beginning of the semester to learn about their technological knowledge 

and tries to shape training around what they still need to learn. In order for this approach to work, 

WPAs must be willing to take the time to learn about their instructors, which can be particularly 

difficult in a large program; however, the voting and surveying methods these WPAs use can 

offer some quick data about instructors’ needs for and knowledge about digital literacy, among 

other concerns. 

5. leading by example  

Lastly, these WPAs lead their programs by example, which not only allows them to be 

responsive but also to situate the program’s assignments and technologies within the local 

context. This approach includes WPAs working from the ground up to support digital literacies, 

integrating digital literacies into their own courses, and sharing their successes and failures with 
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instructors. John, the WPA whose program often asks students to compose an audio essay, 

realized that there was nowhere on campus for students to record their audio essays. So, he told 

me, “I went out and bought a couple of those Rubbermaid bins and some foamy egg-carton 

material…And I sprayed the inside of the bin with spray adhesive and then lined it with the foam 

to make like a little portable sound booth…I found a couple of videos on Youtube that showed 

me how to do it.” Thus, while John often suggests a digital audio narrative, he does not just leave 

instructors to find the necessary resources on their own. He created the necessary resources 

himself in order to support the program’s mission with this project. Most of the WPAs spoke 

with me about being sure to test out the digital or multimodal projects in their own courses, and a 

few shared that an important part of training is talking to instructors about their own (the WPAs’) 

approaches to these assignments in their courses and sharing their successes and failures. As an 

example, Darren said, “maybe what I do on a regular basis is I tell all of our lecturers my horror 

stories about what happens to me in class. That’s kind of their training.” He went on to describe a 

particular instance in which student work was lost due to the program’s transition to a new email 

platform. By relaying their own approaches to digital literacy to instructors during training, these 

WPAs are constructing an ethos that is approachable but also knowledgeable in a way that 

should help instructors feel comfortable with new literacies. 

 Thus, the individuals I interviewed are making efforts to provide robust training for 

digital literacies, and there are many benefits to this situated, layered, responsive model. The 

instructors presumably come to see their administrator as an approachable mentor who has had 

challenges integrating digital literacy but who also knows how to overcome them, and instructors 

also have other outlets for expressing concerns and for learning—through knowledgeable 

mentors and peers. Teachers may also come to see themselves as capable of teaching digital 

literacies as they continue to discuss, share, and present examples of their students’ work. The 
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more WPAs can be responsive to instructors’ needs, the more the instructors may feel 

comfortable experimenting with digital technologies, and the ground-up approach taken by these 

WPAs is likely to inspire goodwill towards programmatic efforts to include the digital. 

 There are also challenges to employing the model described by these TAs. It was 

common to hear stories of WPAs sending instructors to campus technology centers not 

associated with the program. While I agree that training should not solely focus on technical 

skills, there can be issues with outsourcing these functional tasks. For example, Teena Carnegie, 

Amy C. Kimme Hea, Melinda Turnley, and David Menchaca (2002) argued that when working 

with external resources, “instructors and administrators may encounter a disjuncture between 

their pedagogical goals and other programs’ technical frameworks” (Carnegie, Kimme Hea, 

Turnley & Menchaca, 2002, n.p.). If instructors are sent to IT staff who are not part of the 

writing program, they may indeed have difficulty connecting the program’s pedagogical goals to 

the technologies they are learning. In some ways, this approach can remove responsibility for 

technology training away from the writing program. Additionally, in WPAs’ attempts to flatten 

out the power structure through mentoring programs, encouraging peer support, and asking 

graduate students to present workshops on technology, there is potential for instructors to 

interpret this as the WPA pushing responsibility for technology on others because they 

themselves lack the knowledge or interest, which could lead to resistance, as mentioned by a 

WPA in the study; however, this is why the WPA can in turn model best practices used in her 

own courses. Lastly, one important point to consider is that a majority of this training is for new 

graduate students during a TA training practicum. Lecturers and adjuncts often do not get these 

benefits, and when they are invited to participate in professional development, it is typically for 

the more functional workshops. WPAs might consider ways to link theory to practice in 

workshops or ways to offer more extended training for lecturers and adjuncts. Interestingly, it is 
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lecturers and adjuncts who often resist technology integration, according to some of my survey 

respondents, and perhaps this is due to their functional training. As such, I now turn to instructor 

resistance and discuss its role in programmatic implementations of digital literacy. 

IV. “This Isn’t Such a Seismic Shift”: Instructor Resistance  

In Chapter 2, when the survey respondents for this study were asked about the role digital 

literacy should play in the composition curriculum, their responses were overwhelmingly 

positive. However, WPAs often face resistance to technology integration—even if they 

themselves find it to be very important. In my interviews, therefore, I sought to determine the 

source of these resistances that may be keeping WPAs from integrating digital literacies in robust 

ways. Drawing on the interview data, I identify key sources of instructor resistance as well as 

strategies that WPAs—as well as other stakeholders involved in technology integration and 

training—may use to address instructor resistance to digital literacy. WPAs face additional 

resistances and challenges aside from that posed by instructors, but since this chapter focuses on 

instructor training, I discuss the other challenges in Chapter 5. 

 The most common source of resistance discussed by the interviewees was instructors, and 

the types of instructors who were most often mentioned as being resistant to technologies were 

graduate students without rhetoric and composition training (such as creative writing or literature 

graduate students) and faculty members such as lecturers who have been teaching in the 

programs for many years and are “averse to changing their ways.” Age seemed to be a factor, 

with the WPAs often stating that younger graduate students were less resistant to technology; 

however, the others tended to indicate that instructor resistance is still present in their programs 

although it is “lightening up” due, at least in part, to these WPAs’ efforts. The most commonly 

mentioned sources of instructor resistance in the interviews were related to technological 
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knowledge, instructor time, and classroom assessment. As might be expected, the interviewees 

most often indicated that resistance stems from graduate students or faculty who do not feel they 

have the technological knowledge or skills they need in order to teach their students how to 

compose an electronic text. Some teachers also feel that they do not have the knowledge to 

analyze digital works. Another source of resistance is instructor time—meaning instructors 

already have too much to cover in a class and do not want to add technology to their load. 

Related, a few of the respondents stated that many of their instructors come to training without a 

rhetoric/composition background, so in taking the time to provide instructors with the necessary 

disciplinary background, they do not have the time to discuss digital literacies. Gilbert, whose 

program has multimodal outcomes, said, “It’s almost like we can’t get to the digital because we 

can’t get to the disciplinary frame yet.” A third resistance cited by the interviewees is that 

instructors are uncomfortable assessing students’ digital compositions. Because of these issues—

instructors’ concerns about technological skills, time, and assessment—a few WPAs stated that 

getting the necessary buy-in from teachers is difficult.  

One strategy these WPAs have used to overcome resistance is to take the time to explain 

to their instructors why digital literacy is important in the context of composition. When asked 

how they explain to their instructors why they are being asked to implement multimodal or 

digital literacies, the WPAs provided a few explanations: First, some maintain that the contexts 

in which we compose are shifting, providing “new compositional opportunities and challenges,” 

and that we need to defamiliarize composing for our students—meaning they need to see writing 

as more than alphabetic, print literacy. This is “the new work of composing,” according to one 

interviewee. Second, similar to the notion that composing practices are shifting, the WPAs 

emphasize that digital literacy is important because we are in a digital era, and as one framed the 

issue, WPAs should emphasize to instructors “our responsibility to the times” because “literacy 
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is changing,” as another phrased it. Third, a few of the WPAs explain to the instructors that 

students need to be able to appeal to audiences in ways audiences are familiar with—and this 

often means in digital and multimodal contexts. Jill described this as “writers need to write in 

ways that readers read.” The administrators I interviewed also often indicated that in order for 

the program to keep up with national frameworks and standards, the program needs to integrate 

digital literacy. These WPAs help their instructors become knowledgeable about these 

frameworks, such as the Outcomes Statement, using these frameworks as a justification for 

integrating digital literacy. Lastly, similar to Noel’s comment earlier, the interviewees often tell 

the instructors that students often affirm enjoying the multimodal, remediation, or photo essay 

assignments they ask their instructors to implement. Student engagement, therefore, was another 

reason for employing digital literacy. A few also link digital literacy to student career success.   

While these explanations tend to center around why digital literacy is important for 

students, which could motivate instructors in their efforts, they do not necessarily alleviate the 

sources of instructors’ resistances—knowledge of assessment, technical skills, and time. To 

specifically address concerns about assessment, WPAs tend to focus on instructors’ rhetorical 

knowledge. Jill affirmed, “it’s not about the technologies or the software applications, but it’s 

about the rhetorical foundations we have and we bring those same kinds of rhetorical 

understandings to that.” Later, I discuss assessment in more detail, but of note here is that this 

WPA reminds instructors of their knowledge in rhetoric, which can be applied to how they 

approach assessing digital compositions. The WPAs’ responses to instructors who feel 

uncomfortable with guiding their students in analyzing digital texts are similar. They encourage 

their instructors to teach from their rhetorical strengths and to recognize that even if their 

students have more technological abilities, the instructors know more about assessing audience, 

context, and purpose. In Sonia’s words, she encourages instructors to “lead with what they 
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already know. I’m trying to encourage them that this isn’t such a seismic shift that you’re just 

going to be at sea.”  

In terms of instructor resistance at the level of skill, in addition to offering workshops 

about key program technologies, these WPAs suggest that instructors position themselves as 

learners alongside their students. Cathy stressed that the conventions of digital texts constitute “a 

world that your students are much more comfortable with, and it actually creates the perfect 

situation for us as instructors, really making them partners…Because they do know these worlds, 

they understand the conventions, and they can help us assess the rhetorical value.” Darren stated, 

“your students are some of the best teachers of technology that you have access to, so I think I 

try to get [instructors] away from the fear that teaching with technology requires that they have 

expertise in that particular technology.” Most of these programs do also provide workshops 

where instructors can learn the functional skills needed to navigate technologies used in the 

programs; thus, the WPAs are not pushing the learning on to students but are reminding 

instructors that if they position themselves as learners—letting students know that while they 

have made efforts to learn a technology, they still appreciate working with the students to 

continue learning— this may reduce the instructors’ anxieties as they introduce a new 

technology. Asking instructors to take the necessary class time to learn technology with students, 

however, still takes valuable class time that instructors may want to spend on other concepts, as 

reflected in the statements about instructors’ time being a key resistance. While most responses 

did not discuss approaches to alleviating this concern, some WPAs did emphasize that they ask 

instructors to make digital literacy assignments low-stakes. In this way, they believe some of the 

pressure is taken off of instructors and students for learning the technologies in depth. Quite a 

few of these WPAs have established an embedded librarian connection used to support 

information literacy. In discussing this implementation, Darren said, “So, I wanted to try to bring 
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in more experts for the things [instructors] felt their students needed, so they didn’t feel like they 

had to become experts in technology and experts in giving feedback and experts in managing 

conferences and all these things.” Thus, Darren see his program’s embedded librarian project as 

a way to deal with the problem of instructors not feeling they have the time to learn certain 

digital literacies. Another approach to resistance related to time and skills is to remind 

instructors, as two WPAs mentioned, that they need a certain level of digital literacy skills for the 

job market. Thus, in making efforts to learn technologies for their courses, these teachers are also 

developing themselves professionally for workplace or teaching practices in the future.  

While these WPAs are making excellent strides and their strategies can provide useful 

models for other WPAs, there are also a few points for further consideration. As mentioned, 

there were not many strategies discussed for alleviating time concerns on the part of instructors 

or the WPA. A few mentioned that compensation would likely encourage instructors to attend 

more workshops but none currently were able to make this happen given limited resources. Thus, 

there is still more work to be done in determining how to make time for digital literacies in 

training. It is also worth considering that programmatically encouraging instructors to make their 

digital assignments low-stakes may not be a long-term solution to resistance. This approach is 

useful in combatting student resistance because it helps students feel less concerned about their 

final product, since it will not count as much towards their final grade. It can encourage play, 

experimentation, and de-emphasize technical skill on the part of both student and instructor. It 

also potentially reduces the amount of class time needed to be spent on learning a technology. 

Instructors, therefore, might be more inclined to try out a new digital assignment. However, 

making a digital assignment low-stakes can reflect that digital composing is not important. It is 

likely to promote less critical thinking about the process and product if students do not take it 

seriously. I would suggest that starting with a low-stakes assignment can be useful as a program 
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scaffolds the assignment into its curriculum, but as instructors and administrators become more 

familiar and experienced with the technology and genre, they might consider giving more weight 

to the assignment. This issue is ultimately tied to assessment, which deserves further exploration. 

Because classroom assessment was cited as a common instructor resistance and because my 

survey revealed that this is a key issue that WPAs are just beginning to grapple with 

programmatically, I chose to explore assessment in more depth, asking how instructors are being 

trained to assess their students’ digital compositions. 

V. Affordances, Circulation, and Remix: Old and New Approaches to Assessment 

Madeline Sorapure (2005) contended, “Discussions of new media assessment…help us 

articulate why new media matters” (n.p.). In addition to helping establish the importance of new 

media, knowing how to assess a student’s work helps instructors feel more comfortable assigning 

a digital text, helping to alleviate what the WPAs in my study have identified as a key resistance. 

Jill’s comment when asked about assessment reflects the need for this discussion: “Yeah, that is 

probably—over the last 3-5 years as we’ve made the transition to promote digital literacy more 

actively—that has been the biggest question in peoples’ minds. You know, how do I grade it?” 

Often, the answer to this question, as Emily Wierszewski (2013) argued based on her analysis of 

verbal protocols of instructors assessing multimodal compositions, is to mainly draw from print 

criteria. Sorapure (2005), citing Pamela Takayoshi, argued that we do indeed need to start from 

what we as compositionists know, such as the print criteria discussed by Wierszewki, and see 

computers as a different lens through which to examine central issues in composition. On the 

other hand, Sorapure maintained that we need to be able to “attend to the differences between 

digital and print compositions in order to see accurately and respond effectively to the kind of 

work our students create in new media” (n.p.). Using the frameworks we have established for 
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print compositions to assess digital compositions means we may lose the opportunity to, as 

Sorapure maintained, “see values emerging in the new medium” (Sorapure, 2005, n.p.).  

Some scholars have taken the former perspective articulated by Sorapure, suggesting the 

use of common categories from print essays such as thesis, organization, and development 

(Murray, Sheets & Williams, 2010). Others focus on rhetorical awareness, arguing that 

assessment based on rhetorical principles can apply equally well to a variety of genres. For 

instance, Kristin Arola, Jennifer Sheppard, and Cheryl Ball (2014) argued that multimodal 

assessment “doesn’t have to present obstacles” if instructors rely on the principles of rhetoric that 

apply to all communication, including “understanding the rhetorical situation (of any text), 

including analyzing for purpose, context, and genre” (p. 21) Sorapure (2005), however, did 

identify a weakness of this kind of broad rhetorical approach as not offering “any specific 

guidance or criteria for handling the multimodal aspects of the composition” (n.p.). Others have 

discussed specific assessment areas such as metaphor and metonymy (Sorapure, 2005), 

coherence (Yancey, 2004), technical execution and creativity (Wierszewski), or aesthetics 

(Delagrange, McCorkle & Braun, 2013) that they argue better embrace the values of new media 

composing. A recent trend in the digital assessment literature has been to ask students to write 

reflections that explain their goals and choices when composing a new media text (Shipka, 2011) 

and to heavily weight the grade around these reflections, and another common suggestion is for 

instructors to involve students in the assessment of digital projects by collaboratively developing 

rubrics with them (Adsanatham, 2012; Reilly & Atkins, 2013). Along these lines, Arola, 

Sheppard, and Ball (2014) argued for a rhetorical genre studies approach wherein students create 

a checklist of genre conventions that instructors can use for grading criteria and which students 

can use for peer review (p. 22). Researchers have also argued that assessment should consider 

process as well as product so that students’ efforts and creativity are taken into account when the 
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final product does not quite meet what students had envisioned (Reilly & Atkins, 2013). In many 

ways, these approaches are not unique to new media writing, but they are approaches that have 

helped instructors ground their assessments in a way that somewhat de-emphasizes students’ 

technological skills or design abilities and alleviates instructors’ concerns that they do not know 

how to assess students’ digital work. 

When asked if they address the assessment of students’ digital texts in their teacher 

training, a few of the WPAs I interviewed, similar to the survey, stated that they do not typically 

address assessment. Thus, assessment is still an area that needs more attention at a programmatic 

level; however, some do explicitly discuss the issue with their instructors. The majority of the 

WPAs share a common belief that assessment is more about rhetorical awareness than aesthetics, 

and the most common ways of discussing assessment in training were in terms of audience 

awareness and rhetorical reflection. To help their instructors feel more confident assessing digital 

compositions, these WPAs often emphasize that the instructors should focus on what they know 

well, which is how to teach students to appeal to different audiences. Cathy emphasized that she 

tells her instructors to ask if the composition is “working for the audience.” Further, she said, 

“what I find is when people think about it in that way, they say, yeah, I can look at that…So, 

usually people can talk about it as rhetoricians pretty freely and grade that way.” Another 

respondent indicated that a high priority item in terms of assessment is “awareness of audience,” 

and by focusing on awareness of audience, instructors can ask questions such as, does the student 

seem aware that her choice of audience “has an effect on their form and their message?” Hence, 

whether through rubrics or through comments on students’ compositions, these WPAs encourage 

instructors to use awareness of audience as a key evaluative factor.  

On the other hand, few mentioned using criteria that are specific to digital or multimodal 

compositions. While Sorapure’s critique of a broad rhetorical approach as not offering specific 
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guidance for handling the actual multimodal aspect of a composition might apply here, concepts 

discussed in two interviews could provide insight into more specific criteria that could be used in 

programs during assessment discussions. Sonia’s program organizes its curriculum around key 

concepts. These key concepts include affordances, circulation, image, and remix. Sonia 

encourages the notion that the “concepts compel the work,” and therefore, assessment involves 

looking at if students are fluent in these concepts and if their choices reflect this fluency. She 

stated, “My goal would be that the student can talk about the affordances” of the mode(s). Others 

mentioned the notion of the “juxtaposition of modes” and “design considerations such as the use 

of white space.” Thus, notions like juxtaposition, circulation, and affordances may better reflect 

the kinds of criteria WPAs can introduce into training. These concepts ask students to consider 

how their texts will travel among audiences, how different modes work together, and how 

technologies may offer different capabilities for communication than print texts. Thus, 

assessment attends to, as Sorapure maintained, the differences between digital and print 

composing.  

Along these lines, some WPAs encourage instructors to require a written reflection to 

accompany their digital text, and this reflection often addresses the rhetorical choices students 

made to appeal to their audience. Heather, the coordinator of first year writing at a program that 

has a recast assignment—where students are asked to recast a written argument into a public, 

multimodal argument—said she encourages “a reflection that asks [students] to talk about the 

rhetorical principles they’re applying. So, it’s more than just, I did this and it’s cool and it took 

time. But it really has to address why this format, why this audience, how did you represent 

yourself and how does it advance your argument.” Two WPAs emphasize to their instructors 

during training that the grade should be more about the reflection than the final product. 

Similarly, it was common for the interviewees to mention that they were less concerned with the 
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“beauty” or “aesthetics” of students’ compositions, reflecting, again, that students’ awareness of 

their rhetorical choices are more important than the appearance of the final product.  

To support instructors in their concerns about assessment during training, these WPAs 

have worked with instructors to help them develop rubrics, talked with them about how to 

develop rubrics with their students, and organized portfolio assessment roundtables where they 

include discussions of multimodal or digital texts. Jill suggested developing rubrics with students 

by looking at “examples of a particular digital genre to see what are the qualities that make that 

good.” In this way, similar to Arola, Sheppard, and Ball’s argument, students are learning about 

the genre while assessment is being foregrounded early in the assignment process.  

Thus, currently, TA training does not often address the assessment of students’ digital 

texts, and when it is addressed, the focus on broader rhetorical principles can often mask a focus 

on the affordances of electronic mediums. Encouraging instructors to consider how their students 

conformed their work to a given audience, context, and purpose does offer a useful and broad 

framework for evaluating its overall effectiveness, but WPAs might also consider offering 

readings and practice with some of the specific affordances of the digital media they are asking 

instructors to use. Concepts a few of these WPAs discussed, such as circulation and affordance, 

are useful concepts that WPAs might theorize with instructors and bring to assessment 

discussions, as are notions such as non-linearity (Rice, 2007b), interactivity (Rice, 2007b), 

perspective (Brooke, 2009), or metonymy (Sorapure, 2005). The concepts chosen should depend 

on the technologies and genres instructors are asked to integrate. The use of a reflection is 

common in programs that do address assessment, and this is useful so instructors see how 

students employed class concepts in their designs and how they made choices appropriate for 

their given audience and purpose; however, the reflection can also give teachers an excuse not to 

take too heavily into account the final product and not to take seriously the visual literacies often 
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needed to effectively compose digitally. Perhaps the best approach to training instructors how to 

assess digital compositions is to combine these approaches. Instructors can assess rhetorical 

awareness through the reflection; build a rubric around concepts that address the key affordances 

of the medium through which students are working; and weight the grade in a way where both 

the process and product count significantly towards the final evaluation. A useful approach, too, 

is for WPAs to encourage instructors to construct rubrics with their students. In this way, 

students are critically analyzing the genre and getting a better understanding of how to compose 

within that genre, and the concepts that will guide evaluation are foregrounded early in their 

composing and learning process. Critically analyzing the genre brings me to my last point of 

focus—the multiliteracies. One major focus of this research has been how the multiliteracies—

critical, functional, ethical, and rhetorical—emerge through programmatic instantiations of 

digital literacies. Here, I explore how the multiliteracies emerge through training. The 

importance of investigating this issue is to help reveal how technologies are being understood 

and approached in training.  

VI. More Than “Shiny Tools”: Critical, Rhetorical, and Ethical Digital Literacy  

 I chose not to ask the interviewees about functional digital literacy because it was clear 

from my survey and website analyses (discussed in Chapter 4) that functional training occurs 

quite often in these programs; this was further evidenced in the interviews. However, I explored 

rhetorical, functional, and ethical digital literacies in more depth. Thus far in this study, I have 

argued for a more critical digital literacy at the level of writing program administration, which 

involves rearticulating digital literacy as not just a skill but an analytic to examine the social, 

political, and educational forces undergirding electronic texts and technologies, making visible 

the social relations involved in technology implementation, and encouraging examinations of 
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how technologies affect composing processes. In the interviews, I wanted to determine how 

critical digital literacy is interpreted by leaders in writing program administration and if this 

concept emerges in teacher development. 

Based on Selber’s multiliteracies, I defined critical digital literacy for the interviewees as 

teaching students and instructors to become informed questioners of technologies (not just 

electronic texts but also the technologies that produce them) and teaching them to question the 

social and political assumptions of technologies. Six of the interviewed WPAs stated that critical 

digital literacy is not a focus of their teacher training, whereas five stated that it does figure into 

their approach to training. A few of those who do not implement a critical approach still 

emphasized its importance, suggesting that it should “probably be built [into training] in a more 

systematic way.”  

  These WPAs most often promote critical digital literacy in terms of questioning the 

power relationships and values embedded in the technologies they ask instructors to use, such as 

their LMS or their chosen word processing program. They find it important to question the 

reasons behind choosing a particular software program, for example. Scott invoked Selfe and 

Selfe’s (1994) politics of the interface, questioning if “ease of use” is “the best argument” for 

using a program like Blackboard because “it’s the built-in environment that students will know,” 

or do “we need to back up a step and think about politics?” Tasha, the Director of Composition 

at a mid-sized public university, said she has had to consider, “What does it mean that we’re 

bringing proprietary tools into our classrooms?” The “most useful frame for the critical,” as 

Gilbert maintained, involves “noticing and inventorying the extent to which power is involved or 

shared or how value sets are implicated in these technology choices,” linking these values to 

Microsoft and Comcast as examples. Another mentioned critical discussions emerging when the 

program was choosing between Microsoft and Apple products for its lab.  
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It was evident in these discussions that the WPAs are careful to consider the implications 

of their hardware and software choices to ensure that these technologies have beneficial 

affordances for instructors and students, as opposed to simply choosing a technology because it 

makes teaching more efficient or easy or maintains existing power relationships such as 

corporate partnerships; however, these WPAs may not have a lot of power to take action on these 

concerns. Some have taken steps, though, that provide potential solutions—or steps in the right 

direction—to relying solely on proprietary tools that may not meet the needs or goals of the 

program. One WPA worked to secure funding and other resources needed to develop her own 

assessment tool so that her program did not have to rely on the university’s assessment program, 

which did not adequately meet the needs of the writing program. Another WPA teaches her 

instructors how to create WordPress sites so that they do not necessarily have to rely on the 

university’s LMS, and another mentioned being in the process of customizing the program’s 

content management system. This program has good technology resources and dedicated staff, so 

it is always important to keep in mind that these kinds of efforts are local, contextual, and 

dependent upon available resources. These WPAs also encourage their instructors, in training, to 

question the values and purposes of the technologies they choose to ask students to use in their 

courses. They encourage instructors not to, as Tasha said, “just assume because it’s new, because 

it’s shiny, that it’s good…Let’s problematize this. Let’s talk about it critically.” One of the ways 

that adopting a critical approach is beneficial is that if training focuses on a particular 

technology, technologies are constantly changing and becoming obsolete. If a WPA can teach 

faculty and graduate students how to ask the right questions of these technologies, she can 

essentially help them grapple with most technologies.  

These WPAs also employ critical digital literacy in training through discussing with 

instructors how technologies affect composing processes. In Chapter 2, I argued that more 
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attention needs to be paid to how technologies affect composing processes, and three of the 

WPAs I interviewed mentioned this issue. One said that circulation is important in critical 

discussions with instructors, as well as discussions about how technologies “affect how we 

compose.” More specifically, Gilbert argued: “Digitality is inflected in [the composing process], 

and if we’re not noticing it, then I feel like we’re not necessarily helping students get a handle on 

it as operating in their process. So, to me, there are ways to finesse back to acknowledging, take 

a second to notice word processors as sitting there and doing a kind of back and forth with 

you…Assumptions about that squiggly underlining, for example, begin to get us into that critical 

noticing that we maybe haven’t paused enough to dwell on this.” Hence, critical digital literacy 

emerges in training through considerations of the values underlying choices for technologies or 

software programs and through WPAs encouraging instructors to ensure that they spend time 

with their students considering how technologies affect their composing processes. 

Two WPAs I interviewed maintained that a critical perspective can promote inquiry 

without leading to action or it can cause instructors or students to view technologies negatively. 

This issue is really not a limitation of critical theories of technology but of critique; hence, these 

WPAs actually share a common concern with thinkers such as Feenberg (1991, 2002), in that 

Feenberg, too, saw negative constructions of technologies as debilitating and potentially leading 

to inaction. Feenberg suggested that critique often leaves little room for potentiality (p. 28), 

separating critique from his critical theory of technology. Gilbert, who has critical conversations 

with his instructors, suggested that critique often is “a little bit wheel-spinning” because “it 

doesn’t take on a focused solution orientation…If it’s critical just to critique, just to kind of tear 

down the prospects of what could be rhetorically otherwise promising or possible,” then it can be 

problematic. He argued that early attempts in computers and composition to “bring a critical 

digital literacy consciousness” ultimately stalled because of the inability to make change. Gilbert 
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also argued that administrators “need to entertain that conversation but not in a way that says fear 

word processors or word processors are bad, but that spins it in the direction of, knowing that 

now, here’s what you do.” Addressing these issues comes down to how we frame critical 

analyses in training. Similar to Selber’s example of asking students to examine the search engine 

Girlhoo as “an artifact to be studied rather than a tool to be used,” one WPA I spoke with opens 

up discussions with instructors about plagiarism tools like Turnitin, asking them to consider the 

values and power relations inherent in these technologies (p. 104). A critical analysis of 

plagiarism detection software might very well lead to realizations that the program could violate 

students’ privacy or students’ intellectual property (Zimmerman, 2009) or to discussions of the 

implications of using a for-profit tool, but instead of letting instructors come to the conclusion 

that Turnitin is necessarily an “evil” program to avoid at all costs, WPAs may consider 

discussing with instructors how to deal with these issues, such as informing students about what 

kind of data is being collected about them or asking instructors to use Turnitin as a pedagogical 

tool to help students identify issues with citation or source use. WPAs might also consider 

allowing use of plagiarism detection software to be optional. This would align with 

Duffelmeyer’s approach to critical technology training, in that it helps instructors become 

reflective about the use of technology and make informed decisions about technology choices. 

Thus, the critical is perhaps best employed when it is used to consider both positive and negative 

purposes of a given technology and push towards practical application.  

Gilbert was also concerned that critiquing technologies would not lead to action—that in 

taking the time to critique technologies, students did not have the time to do anything about those 

critical questions they raised. Gilbert suggested it is important to not stop at the level of critique 

but to take it further by considering how we can take action, which is a critical approach to 

technology, in that Feenberg (1991) argued human action can effect change in technological 
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environments (p. 14). This is why rhetorical literacy is also a key component of digital literacy. 

Selber (2004) indeed emphasized that students should consider ways to act in the world through 

their compositions. He also argued that critical approaches are needed in order to effectively 

compose. In training and curriculum development, therefore, WPAs might consider emphasizing 

that critical analyses can lead to composing and action.  

Rhetorical digital literacy is perhaps the most common way digital literacy is interpreted 

in the writing programs I interviewed. These WPAs draw on rhetorical awareness in technology 

training in three main ways: (1) They guide instructors, as discussed, in using rhetorical 

principles to assess students’ digital compositions. (2) They use instructors’ knowledge of 

rhetoric as a way to assuage their concerns about not being comfortable teaching new 

technologies. (3) They encourage instructors to implement digital literacies because they will 

improve students’ rhetorical awareness. In a sense, they use rhetorical awareness as a 

justification for why digital literacy is important and also why rhetoric and composition 

instructors are well positioned to teach and are responsible for teaching digital literacy. While the 

first two points here were discussed earlier in this chapter, the third point deserves elaboration. A 

few of the WPAs emphasized that as rhetoric and compositionists, even if our students have 

more technological knowledge, we have “greater rhetorical awareness of any of the tools than 

they do,” said Jill. And as Carolyn Handa (2001) maintained, incorporating digital elements into 

writing can often require that we draw on our knowledge of rhetoric even more than knowledge 

of software or design (p. 3). Thus, rhetoric and composition instructors have something 

important to contribute in teaching digital composing. Respondents typically described rhetorical 

awareness as being able to identify in others’ writing and employ in one’s own writing various 

persuasive appeals for a variety of audiences and purposes; this aligns with one essential element 
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of Selber’s rhetorical digital literacy—persuasion, where students should be able to recognize the 

persuasive dimensions of digital texts and technologies in order to create their own.  

Indeed, students creating their own digital artifacts is the primary metaphor associated 

with rhetorical digital literacy (Selber, 2004), and in Chapter 2, I argued that programmatic 

instantiations of digital literacy should position students as not just consumers or even critical 

analyzers but also producers of digital media, and I maintain that this should extend to instructors 

as well. In fact, a few of the WPAs I spoke with actually ask the teachers they mentor to 

compose digitally during training. One asks her TAs to compose a “multimodal project 

themselves, answering the question, What is writing in the 21st century?” Another asks graduate 

students to create a video introducing the course they are teaching to their students. She also asks 

them to “construct a digital identity and a digital persona before they walk into the classroom.” 

Another holds his practicum meeting in a computer lab where instructors practice the kinds of 

digital communication they might ask their students to do, such as initiating a conversation in the 

program’s LMS. These WPAs tended to indicate that asking graduate students to compose 

digitally has two crucial benefits. First, it links theory learned in the practicum or orientation 

with practice in a way that allows the critical component to move towards action. Second, it 

makes graduate students better teachers of technology because they experience the same 

challenges as their students and learn how to tackle them. I would add that it allows them to 

reflect on how technologies affect their composing processes in a way that helps them approach 

technologies critically, which will ultimately help them teach their students how to ask the right 

questions of technologies. 

Closely related to critical digital literacy is ethical digital literacy. I asked each WPA, 

what does it mean to be ethical in the context of digital literacy, and in what ways does this 

potentially emerge in your training, if at all? Before turning to their responses, I offer a brief 
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review of Toby Coley’s ethical digital literacy, which I discussed in Chapter 1. Ethical digital 

literacy was explored by Coley (2012) in Teaching With Digital Media in Writing Studies: An 

Exploration of Ethical Responsibilities. Coley suggested that a fourth multiliteracy—ethical 

digital literacy—should be added to Selber’s multiliteracies. He argued that there are three areas 

instructors need to pay more attention to: “audience awareness as an ethical construct, academic 

integrity, and the drive for digital literacy” (p. 2). Instructors and administrators can support 

audience awareness as an ethical construct, he argued, by creating safe environments for students 

to interact with others who have different viewpoints of their own, making sure they are aware 

that they exercise some power over their audience by constraining interpretation, and being 

aware of the audiences’ values. He also maintained that teachers should help students understand 

the blurring of public versus private space in digital media and they should emphasize student 

choice in terms of the digital media they use. In terms of academic integrity, Coley discussed 

plagiarism, source attribution, and ownership of ideas, stating that instructors need to teach 

students how to cite correctly. While this seems obvious, he suggested that teachers sometimes 

presume students already have the knowledge and therefore fail to cover it fully. Coley also 

argued that writing teachers cannot assume students are intentionally plagiarizing and they 

cannot assume that digital media necessarily give students more opportunities to plagiarize; 

instead, digital media require “new conceptions of academic honesty,” and those conceptions 

should be based upon the notion of respect for others’ work and ideas (p. 70). Lastly, based on 

interviews and surveys with writing instructors and administrators, Coley argued that there are 

certain “ethical obligations” administrators and instructors must attend to when teaching with 

digital media (p. 75). These include an obligation to teach students digital tools, the rhetorical 

principles needed to compose effectively in digital environments, and the critical ability to 

evaluate online sources and question technologies. He also argued that universities and 
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administrators should provide technological and administrative support for the integration of 

digital technologies. 

Although the interviewees from my study often stated that they find ethical digital 

literacy to be very important, quite a few of them noted that it does not come up often in 

training.29 In the interviews, the most commonly mentioned issues were intellectual 

property/copyright and plagiarism. As Cathy pointed out, it is important for instructors to discuss 

with their students “just what it means to use something with honesty and integrity”—especially 

information obtained from the web, including sounds and images. Jill had similar concerns, but 

discussed them in the context of remix culture, an issue that had not been brought up in previous 

survey responses. She specified that “one of the interesting things about a remix culture is that 

you can rip something out of its original context and you can reposition it elsewhere. And it’s 

almost like quoting something out of context…I think you can intentionally misinterpret 

people…and I think that would be unethical if you completely adjust that.” These WPAs 

emphasize carefully considering the ways we appropriate other peoples’ texts and media, linking 

to Coley’s concern that composers of digital media need to recognize the ways in which they 

have power over their audience by constraining interpretation. The WPAs have posited ways to 

address these issues, such as “using whatever citation systems are available to use to make sure 

we aren’t just stealing things,” informing instructors and students about Creative Commons, and 

showing instructors The Citation Project—a multi-institution research project where researchers 

have studied student papers from a range of institutions and offered suggestions for formulating 

plagiarism policies and teaching responsible methods for using sources. Thus, ethical digital 

literacy is not just about citation and making sure students do not plagiarize, but “being able to 

                                                
29 When discussing ethical digital literacy, I talk about how these WPAs interpret the concept, even if they do not 
address it in training. 
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represent sources fairly,” as Cathy phrased it, and the WPAs who address it in training are 

introducing their instructors to a variety of means for helping students represent sources fairly, 

including sources for finding media they can use without infringing upon copyright issues as 

well as sources to help them create plagiarism policies.  

Similar to Coley’s argument about ethical digital literacy, another common issue 

mentioned in the interviews was the blurring between public and private that occurs with digital 

composing. Cathy stated, “I think the line between personal and public and the extent to which 

any teacher has the right to push someone’s writing into the public is a huge ethical issue…And I 

think in our push to get students real audiences, I actually think we are wrong to force students to 

write on blogs that are going to be permanent.” In her program, Cathy therefore advocates for 

choice, such that students can choose the level of access others can have to their online writing. 

In training, instructors therefore need to be made aware of a program’s terms of service and help 

students make informed choices. Walter emphasized this issue, contending that administrators 

should talk with instructors about the terms of service of a chosen technology. He focuses on 

“talking about the specific choices instructors are making in their assignments and being aware 

of what those ethical implications would be.” Discussing a web-based program his writing 

program is beginning to use, he continued, “If they’re doing something on [the program], are 

they doing something that is completely public? Are they aware they’re doing that? Are you 

requiring them to use their names or can they use pseudonyms? Are you making them aware of 

those kinds of things and the terms of service?” Thus, being ethical in the context of digital 

literacy, for these administrators, includes making sure instructors are aware of the potentially 

public nature of the technologies they are asking students to compose with and asking instructors 

to make students aware of the choices they have in terms of sharing their work online. 
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The WPAs I spoke with also felt it was an ethical obligation to provide access to 

technologies and to support their instructors in learning new technologies. Coley (2012) argued 

that an important element of ethical digital literacy is that administrators have an ethical 

obligation to support digital literacies, and two of the individuals I interviewed spoke with 

implied that it is an ethical obligation for them that students all have access to technologies. As 

Cathy said, an important ethical responsibility is “making sure that a student who walks into a 

classroom has equal access to computers.” Additionally, a few WPAs felt strongly that their 

instructors should practice composing using a variety of technologies, and the reasons for this 

often centered around ethical issues such as intellectual property. For example, Jill stated, “And 

really that’s part of the reason we want [instructors] to [compose digitally] themselves and to 

guide their students in it because once you’ve worked with some of these programs, then you 

have a sense of just how easily they can be manipulated and how people can be misleading if 

they take stock footage and mix it with other footage and then basically represent reality in a 

very untrue way.” Jill asks her instructors to compose digitally so they can understand how easy 

it can be to misrepresent others through various digital composing tactics.  

It is important to keep in mind, too, that the multiliteracies work together and often 

overlap, as Selber argued, and some of the respondents directly spoke on this issue. Gilbert, who 

is familiar with Selber’s work, said that the critical and the rhetorical are “sides of the same 

coin,” and the “critical should be hitched behind the rhetorical.” Critical analysis contributes to 

rhetorical literacy in the sense that it can make students more informed and capable composers. 

Scott claimed, “critical digital literacy and ethical are almost one and the same to me…in order 

to critique something, one needs to have a critical framework, and most critical frameworks are 

based in some sort of ethical framework.” Based on the survey results, website analysis, and 

interviews I conducted, I would agree that Coley’s ethical digital literacy, as he defines it, 
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overlaps with the critical in many ways. Analyzing the social and political values underpinning 

technologies is naturally going to impinge upon ethical concerns; however, the more practical, 

pedagogical points of ethical digital literacy Coley referenced such as citation might not fall 

under a critical approach. Perhaps the best way to interpret these connections when shaping 

instructor training is to familiarize instructors with all four literacies, discussing their similarities 

and differences, benefits and limitations, recognizing that they can build upon one another. This 

approach would include not just talking about or theorizing the literacies, or asking instructors to 

integrate them into their courses, but actually engaging instructors in the multiliteracies using 

some of the discussed approaches. As I turn to suggestions for training and other professional 

development opportunities, I will also discuss ways in which interpreting training in terms of the 

multiliteracies can broaden approaches to training.  

VII. Suggestions for Professional Development and Training in Digital Literacies 

While the administrators I spoke with certainly felt there was room for improvement in 

their training as it relates to digital literacy or multimodal composing, most of the interviewees 

felt that the practices they were implementing were both effective and sustainable—based on 

instructors’ responses to training, students’ successes in digital analysis and composing, and 

based on a sense that resistances to technology integration are slowly dying down. Based on 

what I learned from these interviews, and applying Selber’s multiliteracies as my theoretical 

framework, I conclude this chapter by offering suggestions for those involved in professionally 

developing instructors in digital literacies, recognizing that resources, access, and instructor 

abilities and enthusiasm will shape the potentials WPAs have for implementing these 

suggestions. I suggest that those involved in teacher technology preparation:  

1. Critically consider technology choices in light of program goals and institutional forces 
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In the vein of Selber’s critical digital literacy, WPAs should critically consider the 

technologies they ask their instructors to use. They might consider the institutional forces—a 

parameter of Selber’s critical digital literacy—such as corporate partnerships with software 

companies that have influenced technology choices on their campus and determine if those 

values contradict the values of the program. If a WPA determines that a technology chosen by 

the institution is not the best fit for the program, she can pursue some of the paths the 

administrators from my study haven taken—such as learning how to customize the program or 

seeking out funding to procure a different program. If such opportunities are unavailable or too 

time-consuming for the WPA, the WPA can also foster critical discussions of technologies with 

instructors. They can speak with instructors in training about the limitations of the chosen 

technology and discuss ways to overcome those limitations. By critically analyzing their 

technology choices and making visible to instructors these limitations, WPAs defamiliarize 

common impressions of technologies and what they can do in educational settings (Selber, 2003, 

p. 88) such that considerations reflect how the technologies meet program goals, conflict with 

program goals, or invite new goals and challenges. 

2. Encourage instructors to challenge notions of technologies as neutral tools or autonomous 

forces 

The other components of critical digital literacy—use contexts, design cultures, and 

popular representations—were not mentioned often in the interviews and might further broaden 

the conversations WPAs have with instructors about technology use (Selber, 2004). WPAs might 

invite instructors to consider how popular representations of technologies have influenced their 

own perspectives, such as narratives that tend to approach technologies as neutral tools to be 

mastered or as capable of bringing about, in themselves, educational innovation. WPAs can 

invite instructors to consider how computer classroom spaces might affect their approach to 
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digital literacy integration, or how the technological artifacts they employ reflect the assumptions 

and values of the design cultures of the people who designed and maintained the computing 

infrastructure—from those who designed the school’s LMS to those who set up computer 

classrooms. Of course, these conversations and analyses should, whenever possible, lead to 

action. Selber’s (2004) simple and practical example of subverting and expanding the objectives 

of a Penn State online quiz application comes to mind here. While he argued that he could not 

originally determine a sound pedagogical use for this automatic scoring system, he disrupted and 

expanded its objectives by using it to create a questionnaire for students to assess his 

instructional practices (p. 92). In training, instructors could be asked to expand the objectives of 

a common program technology and subvert its typical uses; redesign a technology; or rearticulate 

program technology policies. A commonly discussed project, the technology literacy narrative 

(Duffelmeyer, 2000; Kimme Hea & Turnley, 2010; Takayoshi, 1996), might also encourage 

instructors to consider the social and cultural forces that have affected their relationship to 

technology as well as reflect on their experiences learning technologies. As Kimme Hea and 

Turnley (2010) suggested, instructors can even share their narratives, “helping one another 

question otherwise taken-for-granted assumptions about themselves and their technology 

learning” (p. 123). Giving instructors the time and space to reflect on these issues relates to my 

third recommendation for training. 

3. Integrate theory and connect it with practice 

This kind of statement is fairly commonplace in rhetoric and composition, but it needs to 

be considered in the context of teacher technology training. I first suggest that WPAs provide 

support to help instructors critique digital texts with students. While one WPA mentioned that 

his teachers were already prepared to do so, and others typically did not suggest that they provide 

much of this support, it might not always be the case that instructors are prepared to address this 
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issue with students. This is perhaps evidenced in instructors’ discomfort with assessing their 

students’ digital compositions, which often requires similar knowledge about digital literacies 

and digital rhetorics as analyzing a digital text, such as a website, with students. Also, if 

instructors are trained programmatically, there might be more consistent critical training that also 

works within the program’s overall approach to analysis and the program’s overall goals. 

Instructors might come in with theoretical grounding from theorists like Lacan and Foucault, as 

one WPA mentioned, but they may need further support in the concepts that compel or drive 

digital literacies, specifically. For instance, texts such as Collin Brooke’s (2009) Lingua Fracta, 

Jeff Rice’s (2007b) The Rhetoric of Cool: Composition Studies and New Media, or David 

Sheridan, Jim Rodolfo, and Anthony Michel’s (2012) The Available Means of Persuasion: 

Mapping a Theory and Pedagogy of Multimodal Public Rhetoric (used by one WPA in the 

study), explore how rhetoric has been changed by emerging technologies and offer useful 

concepts for analyzing digital texts and their impact. These concepts can also be used to drive 

and define approaches to assessment. 

Hence, perhaps even more important is that training should integrate theory through 

practice. Similar to the arguments that graduate students and instructors should be positioned as 

producers of digital media in order to connect theory and practice (Graupner, Nickoson-Massey 

& Blair, 2009; Hult & Meeks, 2001; Micciche, Rule & Stratman, 2012), I suggest that WPAs 

include at least one project in training where teachers are asked to prepare a digital composition. 

It may be particularly useful to ask them to use the same technologies they may be asking their 

students to use. In so doing, these teachers learn the necessary functional skills that will help 

them teach their students more effectively. Also, by asking them to prepare a digital text for their 

students, such as the introductory video mentioned by one WPA, WPAs are ensuring that 

teachers are gaining practice in rhetorical digital literacy through persuasively shaping their 
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digital text to their future audience, and they are inherently gaining critical digital literacy 

experience by considering the limitations and values of the technology and resulting composition 

as they consider the implications for their students. WPAs might consider engaging the 

instructors in discussions of how these technologies affected their composing process and how 

the theoretical concepts they learned in training played into their compositions, and instructors 

may also be invited to consider ethical issues such as locating, citing, and repappropriating 

others’ sounds, images, or words. While Selber’s (2004) rhetorical parameter of deliberation—

“learning to tackle multiple, contradictory solutions, some of which are better than others, but 

none of which is absolutely best” (p. 152)—was rarely alluded to in interviews, this might invite 

a project (most likely in the context of the practicum due to time constraints) that asks instructors 

to design different versions of the same digital composition or use two different technologies to 

compose the same project. This would further support critical analysis of the affordances of 

different technologies and support problem-solving skills. Another useful project would be 

preparing a digital teaching portfolio, which would link digital skills for the job market—

something mentioned by survey respondents—to learning digital composing that can be taken 

into the classroom.  

4. Address the ethical implications of technology choices  

WPAs might also consider more explicitly addressing ethical digital literacy. While a 

vast majority of my survey respondents felt ethical digital literacy is the responsibility of their 

programs, the WPAs I interviewed often stated that ethical digital literacy does not emerge in 

training. WPAs should encourage their instructors to consider the ethical implications of their 

choices when they ask students to use technology. They might consider training that informs 

instructors about Fair Use and copyright and offer resources for finding public domain or 

Creative Commons-licensed media their students can use in their compositions; they can review 
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citation practices for digital works; and they can discuss how curricular plagiarism policies may 

be affected by digital media. However, while these WPAs typically interpreted ethical digital 

literacy as being about copyright, plagiarism, and fairly using and representing sources on the 

web, scholars such as Dànielle DeVoss and James Porter (2006) have argued that writing 

teachers should foster a “positive ethic of sharing,” which goes beyond teaching respect for 

others’ work. They argued that while we need to teach students to “avoid plagiarism and to 

respect the labor of others,” we also need to teach students to “defend and contribute to the 

public domain…and to share their work as widely as possible” (p. 102). Applying their argument 

to writing program administration and training, WPAs might ask their instructors to make their 

own work and that of their students part of the public domain, sharing their digital texts with 

others. However, some of these WPAs were concerned about the ethics of asking students to 

make their work public. It might be best, therefore, to choose technologies that allow for choice. 

WPAs or other technology trainers could, for instance, introduce instructors to a system like 

Blogger, which allows users to make their blogs public or keep their blogs private; in the private 

setting, students can still send links to individuals who they want to be able to access the blog, 

such as the teacher or other class members. If WPAs foster an ethic of sharing in training, and 

instructors carry that ethic to their classes, more students may choose to make their work public, 

but it is important to give them the choice and to make them aware that they have these options.   

4. Foster communities of practice 

Borrowing a phrase from Etienne Wenger (2002) and Barb Blakely Duffelmeyer (2003) 

who appropriated the term for technology training, I suggest that a sustainable approach to 

instructor technology training involves establishing a community of practice (p. 304). This 

involves encouraging peer support and mentoring, recognizing instructors’ strengths, and 

encouraging a culture of sharing those strengths. Peer support, collaboration, and mentoring can 



144 

build confidence and a sense of authority in instructors while still allowing them to develop their 

own approach to technology and pedagogy. To offset top-down training, WPAs can invite 

instructors to lead workshops and training sessions or ask them to “buddy up” to learn the ropes 

of a computer lab or classroom (Duffelmeyer, 2003, p. 307); instructors can share assignment 

sheets and sample student work (given appropriate permissions) through a program website or 

listserv; and instructors can compose with technologies, using some of the prior suggestions, to 

link theory with practice. When possible, I also suggest that training stays local, within the 

department or even program, because the community’s values should reflect approaches to 

classroom technology integration. WPAs should also see a community of practice as inclusive of 

all teachers in the program, meaning that lecturers and adjuncts, for instance, should also be 

included in training where possible. 

5. Maintain responsiveness to instructor needs 

 If WPAs are to integrate technologies programmatically, they will want to be sure they 

support instructors, who may be resistant to these changes, by getting a pulse of what drives their 

resistances or concerns and responding accordingly. Gilbert expressed the importance of creating 

“professional development opportunities that are responsive to the genuine questions that are felt 

among the critical mass of your instructional staff.” Polling instructors, as one program does, on 

what topics they feel should be covered in workshops might lead to greater attendance at the 

workshops and less resistance. Part of being responsive to instructors’ needs is to recognize, as 

Angela Haas, Christine Tulley, and Kristine Blair (2002) have reminded, that mentoring should 

not assume that students or teachers all “approach technology in the same way at the same time” 

(p. 241). Reading instructors’ technology literacy narratives, surveying them about their 

technological skills and learning processes, and polling them about workshop ideas are all 

approaches to learning more about their individual needs; WPAs and other technology trainers 
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can then adapt training approaches accordingly. They can also, as Darren suggested, consider 

“what technologies would draw on instructors’ strengths.” I also suggest that technology 

concerns be infused with other issues central to the composition classroom—something many of 

these WPAs already do. So, for example, during discussions of responding to student writing, 

trainers could discuss the affordances and drawbacks of online annotation technologies or 

providing audio or video feedback. This approach is useful in maintaining responsiveness to 

instructor needs because it emphasizes the everyday, practical concerns of the classroom and 

inherently shows how technologies are integral to many of these practices. 

VIII. Scaffolding Digital Literacy Development 

 In their chapter of Computers and Technical Communication: Pedagogical and 

Programmatic Perspectives, Stephen Bernhardt and Carolyn Vickrey (1997) suggested that 

technology trainers “scaffold an environment where learning new technical skills is expected and 

supported” (p. 333). They further argued that faculty development should be seen as a process 

and not a race. As they suggested, training strategies such as those I have recommended should 

be scaffolded slowly over time; they will also need to be adapted to the local context. However, 

the goal of this study, in part, was to get a pulse of the current relationship between digital 

literacy and writing program administration and determine how WPAs are sustaining digital 

literacy initiatives, and the WPAs who are integrating digital literacy programmatically are 

indeed taking a scaffolded, environmental approach to training their instructors. 

  WPAs can continue to support their instructors by making program technologies, 

policies, and the institutional and use contexts informing the programs and policies more visible 

to instructors. While Chapter 2 led me to arguing for a more critical digital literacy in 

programmatic contexts, the interviews have reinforced that the multiliteracies should work 
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together and build upon one another. The critical cannot stand alone, as it should lead towards 

persuasive, rhetorical action. Yet, Selber argued that persuasion goes beyond classical rhetorical 

concerns. In addition to the Aristotelian approach to rhetoric, which considers the explicit and 

intentional approaches to persuading an audience, he argued that a symbolist perspective on 

persuasion factors in the notion that audiences’ worldviews ultimately determines meaning (p. 

149). He also argued that a third perspective on persuasion, the institutional perspective, 

considers the ways “institutions shape the manner in which computer technologies are developed 

and used” (p. 149). In a move that doubles back on itself, Selber seems to implicate rhetorical 

and critical literacies together, since institutional context is a critical digital literacy. In the same 

way, instructor training can encourage critical analysis of digital technologies—questioning the 

values and assumptions embedded in those technologies—as well as rhetorical literacy—

considering how different audiences’ values may constrain interpretation and how institutional 

factors shape their development and use. This can lead to more informed technology choices on 

the part of WPAs and teachers. Selber’s reminder that the audience’s values should be 

considered links closely with Coley’s ethical digital literacy, when he argues that students need 

to understand how they also, in turn, exercise some power over their audience’s interpretation. 

Instructors can gain practice with these issues through composing digitally during training. And 

we cannot forget about the functional skills that are often necessary to compose a digital or 

multimodal text. In many ways, the functional, critical, and ethical parameters of digital literacy 

help enact a rhetorical digital literacy. In terms of training, WPAs can foster the multiliteracies in 

order to bring about positive change in programmatic and curricular uses of, approaches to, and 

perspectives on digital technologies. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCOURSES OF TECHNOLOGY ON WRITING PROGRAM 
WEBSITES 

 
The previous chapters of this study explored the relationship between writing program 

administration and digital literacy through the perspectives of WPAs across the country. In the 

Chapter 2 survey, these WPAs indicated that their programs’ goals and SLOs are often the 

spaces in which they programmatically encourage digital literacy. Thus, this chapter looks more 

closely at texts such as SLOs and program goals. Gunther Kress (2011) maintained that texts 

“provide a means of ‘reading’ the interests and purposes of those involved in the making of texts 

in an institution” and they “provide a means of getting insight into these processes and the 

purposes of social agents” (p. 205). Thus, the analysis of program SLOs and goals provides 

another way in—a way to access these programs’ practices and purposes beyond interviews and 

surveys. By looking at the texts that constitute a writing program, I am further able to address 

two of the study’s research questions: What are the motivations underlying programmatic 

implementations of digital literacy in writing programs, and how are leaders in writing program 

administration interpreting and representing digital literacy? To that end, what are the dominant 

discourses of technology underlying these representations? Based on these research questions, 

the goal of this chapter is to gain insight into how programs are committing to and representing 

their relationships to digital literacy, to make visible the discourses surrounding technology 

integration, and to suggest ways to enact change in these programmatic discourses. 

In order to access information about these discourses and practices from the majority of 

the programs in the study, I turned to the writing programs’ websites. Accessing programmatic 

discourses in this way, however, requires attention to more than just the text on the page because 

the images, colors, videos—all semiotic resources—on a page work together to create meaning 

(Kimme Hea, 2007; Machin & Mayr, 2012). Therefore, my analysis takes into account the 
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various semiotic resources on the writing program webpages that host SLOs, program goals, and 

overviews. Few studies have analyzed writing program websites, and the research thus far has 

either focused on professional and technical writing programs (Knight et al., 2009) or on case 

studies of one or two sites (Barrios, 2005; Dutkiewicz, 2004). My research builds on these 

discussions by analyzing a range of composition program websites, looking specifically at how 

they represent digital literacy. Based on my analysis, I argue that the writing program website 

has the potential to become a space where WPAs committed to a critical philosophy of 

technology can work to instantiate that philosophy in relationship to their own description of 

their program. I conduct a multimodal critical discourse analysis of the programs’ websites to 

show the ways in which functional and substantive approaches to technology tend to dominate 

the ways in which we talk about and visually represent technology and to show that there are 

ways to disrupt these approaches, which might allow WPAs to re-envision how they represent 

digital literacy in the public space of the writing program website. My findings provide insights 

into the ways in which audiences for these sites can be moved to understand their own role in 

digital literacy learning.  

Of course, not all WPAs are committed to a critical stance. However, I propose reaching 

a more critical representation of digital literacy on websites is important for two reasons. First, as 

I argued in Chapters 1 and 2, the field of rhetoric and composition values and argues for critical 

approaches to literacy, pedagogy, and digital literacy (George, 2001; Kellner, 2000; LeCourt, 

1998; Selber, 2004). Thus, if we are to base programmatic decisions on disciplinary values 

(Dryer et al., 2014), we might consider thinking about how programmatic discourses can reflect 

a critical approach. Second, many WPAs are in fact committed to a critical stance. While I 

argued in Chapter 2 that more attention needs to be paid to the analysis of the technologies 

students use to compose, 70% of the survey respondents indicated that it is the responsibility of 
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their writing program to teach students to become informed questioners of digital technologies, 

to question the political and social assumptions of technologies, and to question the ideologies 

that shape technology—the critical approach to digital literacy as delineated by Selber (2004). 

Hence, many WPAs do value this approach, so re-articulating these functional and substantive 

discourses becomes important so that WPAs can accurately represent their aims and practices in 

light of their commitments to a critical philosophy.  

The importance instantiating a critical approach on websites is because discourses affect 

actual practices (Fairclough, 2003) and because, as Takayoshi and Huot argued (2009), the more 

widely known a program can make its goals and objectives related to digital literacies 

understood, the more these goals will support and shape the ways faculty use technologies (p. 

109). Faculty’s uses of technologies in turn effects students’ uses and understandings of 

technologies. The website is an important space where instructors and students learn about the 

program and its goals, and Takayoshi and Huot’s claim inherently points to the fact that program 

goals and objectives deserve critical attention so that faculty implement technologies in 

meaningful ways. Aimée Knight, Martine Courant Rife, Phill Alexander, Les Lonarich, and 

Danielle DeVoss (2009) made a similar argument about websites. In their 2009 analysis of 150 

professional and technical writing program websites, they argued that websites are worthy of 

critical attention because “they craft and anchor program identities” and serve as “our public 

digital face” (p. 190). In other words, program websites are a location in which the public begins 

to understand the ideological beliefs, values, and dominant discourses of the program. Thus, 

these spaces constitute an educational opportunity; they can be a place for visitors to learn about 

the program and its commitments to digital literacy. Providing a robust view of a program’s 

beliefs about digital literacy can be useful to the many stakeholders—students, administrators, 

instructors—who might not see the ways in which the composition classroom is an appropriate 
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venue for digital literacy instruction. Additionally, writing program websites are an apt space to 

explore the relationship between digital literacy and writing program administration because 

websites have different technological affordances that can be employed to characterize a 

program. Thus, the ethos of a composition program committed to digital literacy can be 

strengthened or undermined based the design and content of the site (Barrios, 2005; Dutkiewicz, 

2004; Knight et al., 2009). 

While visitors to program websites might not necessarily be looking at them to find a 

definition of digital literacy, visitors are implicitly being influenced by the way we talk about 

these literacies. Some of the research on digital literacy has indeed suggested how dominant 

discourses of technology can affect and shape the public’s perceptions of the relationship 

between writing and technology (Barton, 1994; Haas & Neuwirth, 1994; Selfe, 1999), and this 

study adds to that research by exploring the under-examined discourses of the writing program as 

they relate to technology and positing how these discourses can shape audience’s perceptions of 

the relationship between writing and digital literacy.  

I. Contextual Information: Writing Program Websites 

The survey data I collected from 70 writing programs revealed important information that 

helps contextualize the claims I set forth later in this chapter. First, the open-ended questions 

showed that most of the 70 WPAs surveyed find their websites to be increasingly important to 

feature their programs’ commitments publicly. Most programs’ websites were built and/or 

designed by faculty members, writing program staff, and the WPA (as opposed to IT staff or 

university webmasters), with faculty members playing a building or designing role in 46% of the 

websites, and WPAs and writing program staff at 41.3% each. WPAs in this study also indicated 

that they have the majority of the responsibility for regularly updating their programs’ sites. The 
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data also showed that WPAs or members of the program have the ability to update most of what 

appears on their sites. Figure 3 below shows the percent of the surveyed programs that are able to 

update features such as home page images and instructor resources. 

Figure 3: Website Features that WPAs and Program Members Can Update 

 
Additionally, a majority of the responding WPAs reported believing their current websites 

accurately portray the actual practices of the program, at 69% agreement (22% strongly agreed 

and 47% agreed). Regarding who views these sites, 42% agreed or strongly agreed that students 

visit their website often to learn about the program’s courses, and 43.75% agreed or strongly 

agreed that students visit their website often to learn about their program. It is important to keep 

in mind that most programs do not have committed staff available to make frequent changes, and 

many programs are at least partially confined by institutional constraints in what they can do 

with these sites. The most common factor inhibiting updates to programs’ websites, according to 

the survey, was time (with 71% of the programs selecting this as an inhibiting factor), with 

institutional constraints at 40%. In terms of institutional constraints, when I compared each 

program’s website to the institution’s home page and other higher-order institutional pages, 56 

programs’ websites essentially remained true to their university or college’s institutional website 
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template, staying consistent in terms of design, color scheme, navigation, and layout, such that it 

was clear that their program’s site used the same template as the university (which is often 

required). Nine programs had web designs and structures that looked completely different from 

the university’s main pages, but they were still hosted on the university’s server. Four had their 

own websites hosted on a non-university server where there was potential for more control over 

website features. 

These data suggest that writing program websites are reliable spaces for examining the 

relationship between digital literacy and writing program administration in the sense that 

members of the program—administrators, program faculty, and staff—are the ones in control of 

updating these, and these program stakeholders played the largest role in the original design of 

the sites. Additionally, the data point about programs believing their sites reflect actual practices 

further provides validation for examining their programmatic commitments as instantiated on the 

websites, and the notion that many WPAs believe students visit their sites to learn about either 

the courses or the program itself suggests websites are an important space to articulate curricular 

commitments. Based on this information, I argue that it is in many ways the responsibility of the 

program to reliably represent practices to students, often the most-cited users. Because of the 

noted institutional constraints, which means WPAs and other program members are often 

constrained in their choices in terms of layout, color, and navigation, the text and images tend to 

be what programs are most often able to change and therefore constitute the resources they have 

in order to reflect their relationship to writing and technology. The textual content, therefore, is 

potentially more revealing in terms of programmatic commitments and instantiations because 

institutional website policies may prevent writing programs from designing their own sites. For 

these reasons, I do not altogether ignore site design in this chapter, but my analysis hinges 
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primarily on textual content such as SLOs and the images that are placed near the text. In terms 

of my analysis, I will now turn to an overview of the methodology employed for this chapter.  

II. Method Overview: CDA and Social Semiotics 

Addressing the discussed research questions necessitated looking at both the text on these 

websites as well as the other modes across the sites; as such, I adopted a hybrid methodology, 

informed by Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Multimodal Social Semiotics (MSS). CDA 

is typically associated with Norman Fairclough and his colleagues (Rogers, 2011), although there 

is a wide range of approaches that have informed or are associated with critical discourse 

analysis. Some scholars have distinguished between Critical Discourse Analysis (in all capital 

letters) and critical discourse analysis (lower case), using the lower-case to indicate a range of 

approaches broader than Fairclough’s. I use “CDA” because my study is heavily influenced by 

Fairclough, but I do draw from other traditions. The forerunner to CDA was critical linguistics 

(CL), a linguistic approach to text analysis developed in the United Kingdom by Gunther Kress, 

Roger Fowler, Bob Hodge, and other students of M.A.K. Halliday (Huckin et al., 2012, p. 108). 

CDA grew beyond critical linguistics because it incorporated more “social, cognitive, and 

rhetorical theory,” which broadened the scope of analysis (Huckin et al., 2012, p. 108). As 

opposed to its forerunners, CDA is concerned not only with description but explanations of how 

“discourse systematically constructs versions of the social world” (Rogers et al., 2005, p. 371). 

CDA focuses on larger units than just words and sentences, also looking at whole texts, 

discourses, and conversations as units of analysis in their social context (Wodak & Meyer, 

2009). This focus on social context is what typically separates CDA from traditional discourse 

analytic approaches. Thus, CDA constitutes an approach to the analysis of discourse that views 

discourse as a form of social practice.  
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For this study, discourse is defined as language in real contexts of use operating above 

the level of grammar or semantics, which means that a discourse constitutes the larger ideas, 

themes, and knowledges communicated by a text. I look at discourses as ways of representing 

and valuing the relationship between technology and literacy within the writing program, which 

are signified through verbal and other semiotic means. CDA is a systematic approach to analysis 

(Huckin et al., 2012) that specifically focuses on the effects of texts in inculcating and sustaining 

ideologies (Fairclough, 2003), establishing and sustaining power relations and social inequities 

(Fairclough, 1995, 2003; Rogers et al., 2005; Van Dijk, 1993), and building identities and 

knowledge (Gee, 2011). CDA can lead researchers to contradictions and struggles in discourses 

and provide them with tools to analyze absences or silences in texts (Fairclough, 1995; Huckin, 

2002). The word “critical” in CDA invokes a way of denaturalizing language in order to reveal 

the ideas, absences, assumptions, and power interests in discourses. The goal of using CDA to 

uncover buried assumptions and inequitable power relations is typically to enact change in 

discourse and actual practices (Woodside-Jiron, 2004). For this study, in particular, CDA is 

useful because of its strengths in uncovering ideologies and assumptions, describing 

representations of abstract concepts, and taking a close look at the details of language in the 

context of social practices.  

A critique of CDA, however, has been its emphasis on language. In response to these 

criticisms, linguistics theorists in the late 1980s to early 1990s began to search for ways to 

analyze how meaning is communicated in modes than other language, such as images, gestures, 

and even material objects. Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (1996, 2001) have been 

instrumental in theorizing multimodal analysis, establishing Multimodal Social Semiotics 

(MSS). They used a social semiotic approach to communication, which is concerned with the 

way a communicator uses the semiotic resources available to create meaning (Machin & Mayr, 
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2012, p. 17). Kress and van Leeuwen’s projects have attempted to provide a means of analyzing 

other modes that cannot be accomplished through the commonly grammatical and language-

centric tools of CDA.  

Many scholars of CDA maintain that a researcher may choose to use hybrid approaches 

to critical discourse analysis in order to find the best tools for their particular inquiry (Fairclough, 

2003; Gee, 2011; Rogers, 2011). An associate professor of literacy studies who has published 

extensively about critical discourse analysis in education, Rebecca Rogers (2011) suggested that 

a hybrid approach is a strength because the “creative union of theories and methods generates 

new insights” (Rogers, 2011, p. 11). As such, influenced by the work of Fairclough (1995, 2003) 

as well as the CDA methods elucidated by David Machin and Andrea Mayr (2012), and the 

multimodal analytic tools explicated by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001), I attempted to 

uncover the discursive strategies writing programs use on their websites to establish or 

delegitimize the significance of technology integration in the composition classroom. I 

specifically paid attention to representations of technologies and potential buried ideologies or 

assumptions related to the role of technology in our lives, programs, and classrooms. Table 5 

provides definitions of the CDA tools that I deployed as I discuss my findings. Heeding the 

advice of Huckin (2002), I carefully read the webpages to gain insight, and then using my “best 

judgment as to which concepts [were] most appropriate to an insightful understanding of the text 

at hand,” I chose the CDA tools that would best serve to “confirm, explain, and enrich” my 

initial insights and communicate that insight to others (p. 163). As I discuss my results, I frame 

them around my major findings and use the CDA tools to explain and communicate these 

insights. In the next section, I discuss how I selected the data for analysis. 

Table 5: Definitions of CDA Tools 
CDA or MSS Tool Definition 
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Lexical Choices Vocabulary choices 
Collocations Patterns of co-occurrence between words or expressions, or words that 

precede or follow the focus word 1-3 or so words away (Fairclough, 
2003) 

Material verb processes Describe processes of doing. They are concrete and have material 
consequences (Halliday, 1994; Machin & Mayr, 2012) 

Existential verb processes Represent that something exists or happens. Often use “to be” verbs 
(Halliday, 1994; Machin & Mayr, 2012) 

Intertextuality Examining how a text (the report) explicitly or implicitly uses language 
or ideas from the another text (the original) (Fairclough, 2003) 

Legitimations How practices are authorized/rationalized (Fairclough, 2003) 
Deictics Pointing words such as “this, that, his, mine,” which signal that 

information is already known. “The” can function as a deictic (Gee, 
2011) 

Nominalizations Replace verb processes with a noun construction, which can obscure 
agency (Fairclough, 2003; Machin & Mayr, 2012) 

Modality Signifies what people commit themselves to (Fairclough, 2003). Words 
such as “will,” “should,” and “think” signify different levels of 
commitment (Machin & Mayr, 2012) 

Evaluations Ways in which authors commit themselves to certain values 
Ideational metafunction How a visual represents aspects of the world outside its particular system 

of signs (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 40). 
Textual metafunction A semiotic system’s ability to form texts (concerned with layout, the 

relationship between images and text, and so forth) (Kress & van 
Leeuwen, 1996) 

Silences/Absences the omission of information that is pertinent to the topic at hand (Huckin, 
2002) 

 

III. Data Selection 

The websites I chose to analyze were the websites of the 70 programs that responded to 

my survey (see Chapter 2). (The actual analysis was on 69 websites because one program’s site 

was down during the time I studied these websites.) I chose to analyze the websites of the 

programs from the larger survey so that the contextual information I gathered about websites in 

the survey would apply directly to the websites I analyzed. This also enabled me to study a broad 

range of programs with varying resources and perspectives. However, because the construction 

of these sites varied so much in terms of both content and design and because 69 websites is a 

large number to analyze fully (some websites, when downloaded as PDFs, were as much as 900 

pages), it was necessary to narrow my focus. I decided to choose specific pages or page functions 
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that most commonly represented programs’ commitments to digital literacy, and I wanted to 

select pages that represented program goals and outcomes, since the survey from Chapter 2 

showed this was an important area for digital literacy representation. Thus, my analysis for this 

chapter focused on home pages,30 pages that displayed Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs), and 

pages that represented program overviews or program philosophies/mission statements.31  In a 

few cases, the home pages had little to no text, so I analyzed the program’s “About” page instead 

because these pages tended to serve the same function as the home pages for the other programs. 

Another reason for these choices was that when I ran PDFs of the entire websites through 

NVivo, looking at any potential representations of technology through lexical choices, and 

compared these results with my own examination of each site’s links, textual choices, and visual 

representations, these spaces were the most common ones where programs’ commitments and 

connections to digital literacy appeared. Thus, in terms of looking consistently across programs, I 

looked at home pages, SLOs, and program overviews, but I also took note of other sections of 

program websites where they reflected their digital literacy goals or practices and occasionally 

mention those in my analyses as well. These other sections (such as a Teaching with Technology 

page or blog) were not common, so instead of comparing across programs, I discuss them in 

descriptive terms related to their potentials and constraints for programs.  

In terms of how I conducted my analysis, I analyzed home pages across all 69 programs 

and then revisited only the home pages that signified digital literacy textually. I also conducted 

an analysis only of programs that made SLOs visible on their sites (34 sites, or 49%). Table 6 

shows the types of courses that were represented in the SLOs I examined. I then also analyzed 

                                                
30 For the 69 sites, I analyzed the sites based on who I contacted for the survey and the program they ran. If the FYC 
WPA was contacted, the FYC part of the website was analyzed, if they had a ‘home page’ presence for the program.  
31 Most SLOs were written by WPAs and/or program staff, faculty and committees. I did see one program mention 
that SLOs had to be approved by the English Department and one had to use general education outcomes. Thus, 
these may not reflect the goals of the writing program as much as the other programs’ SLOs. 
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what I called “program overviews” (pages where programs delineated their philosophy, mission, 

or provided an overview of the program) that mentioned technology.32 By separating my 

analyses around these key page functions, I was able to reveal trends that would have been 

difficult to isolate otherwise.  

Table 6: Types of Courses Represented in SLOs 
FYC33 first semester: 24 
FYC second semester: 13 
FYC combined34: 5 
Whole Program35: 5 
Advanced Composition: 3 
Honors Composition: 3 
Junior Year Writing Course: 1 
Research Course: 1 
Honors Research Course: 1 
Stretch Composition: 1 
Professional Writing: 1 
Writing Workshop: 1 
Scientific and Technical Report Writing: 1 
Organizational Report Writing: 1 
Summer prep course for FYC: 1 
Total number of courses where SLOs were 
analyzed: 62 

 
It is important to note, however, that these programs often did not establish the 

significance of digital literacy on their websites. In my analysis, I determined that writing 

program websites generally set out to provide information for students, particularly in terms of 

placement and requirements. Program websites generally include an overview of the program 

(such as a mission statement or program philosophy), and home pages often attempt to establish 

the importance of writing for students’ future workplace and academic endeavors, as well as 

establishing the writing program’s role in making students better writers. Digital literacy is 

sometimes, but not frequently, articulated in these commitments. As far as the role of technology 
                                                
32 One program overview was provided on the home page, so it was analyzed more than once. 
33 FYC refers to a program’s general education writing course requirement (first-year composition or first-year 
writing), typically labeled ENG 101 or 102, WRTG 101, and so forth.  
34 “FYC combined” means the program only listed one set of outcomes for both 101 and 102 (or their equivalent). 
35 A few programs listed outcomes for the entire program. These were typically outcomes for a program that 
included not only FYC but courses such as professional writing, writing for the sciences, multimedia writing, etc.	  
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being connected to the importance of writing, sixty-seven percent of the programs did not 

include any mention of technology on their home pages.36 Of the 62 sets of SLOs I examined, 32 

(or 52%) of the courses had no SLOs related to technology, and only 16% of the programs 

mentioned their relationship to technology in their program philosophies or overviews. With 

regard to visual representations of digital literacy, which I defined as any images that depicted 

digital technologies, only 25% of the home pages contained images that signified digital literacy 

in some way, whereas 33% connected their identity to technology textually. Digital literacy was 

only signified in the images of four programs’ SLO pages (and only two of those four had SLOs 

that mentioned technology) and in the images of three program overviews. It may be that some 

of these programs are not committed to digital literacy or that its use is such a common practice 

that it is not explicitly mentioned. Programs may purposefully be minimizing digital literacy or 

they may be doing so unintentionally. However, my goal in providing this information is not to 

critique programs that do not mention digital technologies but to contextualize the results I 

discuss in the following sections. Often, if numbers provided as proof of a given claim seem 

relatively low, it is because some programs did not mention technology at all and may have been 

pulled from the data set. 

I should also point out that while I typically discuss my analysis of the data in terms of 

representations of technology, my concern is indeed with digital literacy. However, many 

programs used the broader term “technology” to represent their digital literacy practices or their 

more general integration of technologies into their programs. Framing this study broadly around 

representations and discourses of technology helped ensure that I did not miss any potential 

representations of digital literacy practices.  

                                                
36 To look for mentions of technology, I first read all home pages and made a list of any keywords that related to 
technology, such as “new media,” “computers,” “digital,” “electronic,” and so forth. I then went back and searched 
for these keywords using PDFs of the websites in NVivo to ensure I did not miss any. 
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IV. Website Analysis Results 

I argue that the two most prevalent discourses surrounding technology on writing 

program websites reflect the instrumental and substantive approaches to technology critiqued by 

Feenberg (1991, 2004). I want to suggest that the competing substantive and instrumental 

discourses circulating on these sites reflect the struggles WPAs may face as they try to articulate 

their program’s connection to digital literacy and how easy it can be to slip into dominant 

understandings of technologies as neutral tools or as all-powerful cultural influences. After 

discussing my findings by showing examples of how these discourses are circulating on writing 

program websites (sections a and b), I show how the discourses surrounding programs’ 

motivations for integrating digital literacy also reflect a functional stance (section c). Then, I 

move to providing suggestions for how to re-articulate programmatic commitments to 

complicate these dominant narratives (section d). My suggestions for re-articulating 

programmatic commitments show how the writing program website can become a place to 

instantiate a commitment to a critical philosophy of technology. To round out the analysis from 

sections a through d that focus on text and images, I then move to discussing how programs can 

deploy the affordances of the web to instantiate a critical philosophy of technology.  

a. Functionalist discourses of technology 

Across writing program websites, it was common to see digital literacy characterized in a 

functional or instrumental manner. While Feenberg critiqued an instrumental perspective of 

technologies, Selber (2004) articulated both the positive and negative dimensions of the 

metaphor of technologies as tools. As a tool, the computer is “the latest culturally constructed 

apparatus for expanding the functional capacities of users” (p. 36). Following this line of 

thought, the computer is “a means to an end,” or a tool “that users manipulate for their own, 
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often immediate purposes” (p. 36). Selber cited interface designer Elsebeth Sorenson, who 

argued that a tool perspective is useful for guiding “the creation of computer conferencing 

systems” because it allows “software developers to focus on the communication goals of users 

and not on the technology itself” (p. 37). In this way, this instrumental view of technology 

constructs it as being, as Feenberg (1991) described, “without valuative content of its own.” 

Haas and Neuwirth (1994) similarly argued that this ideological stance toward technology 

represents writing as being unchanged by mode or presentation. 

Selber, in many ways, did not dismiss the tool metaphor in Mutliliteracies for a Digital 

Age. This metaphor can be useful for discussions about usability and skill (p. 44). It ascribes 

agency to users and can be reframed in a positive light with regard to the composition classroom 

if instructors focus on helping students use advanced features of technologies “that are often 

ignored,” helping them understand the “limitations of technology,” and helping them see that 

their online environments can be “customized” to suit their needs (p. 49). Thus, Selber’s theory 

does not advocate for jumping over the fact that technologies are material objects that require 

skilled use. In fact, his positive reframing of the functional approach stresses both that 

technologies require a level of expertise and have values embedded in them. However, as he has 

argued, as much as users of technology need to recognize that technologies have a function, they 

also need to complicate those functions, critically analyzing the values embedded in the 

technologies. While the use of the word “tool” or a construction of technologies as tools is not in 

itself a negative approach, it can point to a need for more emphasis on the social and cultural 

values and implications of technologies, which is why Selber argued for a critical approach. 

Johndan Johnson-Eilola and Selber (2009) spoke to this issue in their contribution to Going 

Wireless: A Critical Exploration of Wireless and Mobile Technologies for Composition Teachers 

and Researchers. They indicated, “We’re slightly wary of the term ‘tools,’ because it suggests a 
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relatively simplistic approach to understanding writing environments” (p. 21). Despite their 

wariness, they acknowledged that the term “tools” in relationship to writing in digital 

environments is complicated functionally and ideologically, stating that they wanted to both 

accept and challenge the category (p. 21).  As I explore writing program discourses, I do indeed 

point to constructions of technologies as tools and suggest a more critical perspective. This is 

because the discourses do not seem to embody the positive reframing of the functional approach 

where students are encouraged to gain advanced skills, nor do the discourses seem to 

acknowledge the cultural or social values embedded in technologies. In my view, these 

constructions of technologies I will discuss therefore posit technologies as either transparent or 

equally efficient and useful in all contexts, which are ideological constructions worth 

complicating. On a writing program website, describing technology integration in a functional 

way can be an effective rhetorical approach. For instance, if a program received a large grant that 

provided funding for new computer classrooms, it would make sense to emphasize this 

achievement on the program’s home page. However, by defining digital literacy beyond a merely 

functional approach, programs can enhance the significance and importance of digital literacy to 

the composition classroom.  

Home page discourses and program overviews were characterized by lexical choices that 

evoked the functional perspective of technology. Of the 23 programs that mentioned technology 

on their home pages, a common lexical trend was that seven programs used the word “tool” in 

relationship to digital literacy, such as in “digital tool,” “software tools,” and “technological 

tools.” The word “tool” was also used seven times in relationship to technology across the 11 

examined program overviews. While the use of the word “tool” alone does not necessarily imply 

a negative functional approach, this sense of a functional approach is furthered when one views 

some of these choices in context, such as statements that students will “us[e] technological tools 
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to find information” or students will be “conducting peer review” using a “software tool.” In 

these constructions, students are positioned as being taught to use technologies as a means to 

accomplish a particular educational objective, such as finding sources or participating in peer 

review. Accepting technology in a functional sense can mean accepting it only insofar as it can 

support the more traditional goals of textual studies (Selber, 2004, p. 11), and the example here 

of using technological tools to find information, for example, illustrates that the technology is 

essentially a tool to accomplish the classroom goal of research. The statements do not mention 

that students might learn the advanced features of a library database to better filter information or 

consider the affordances of the software tool for conducting peer review. Another example that 

directly establishes the use of technologies to achieve composition course outcomes is from a 

program overview: the class “uses various elements of the electronic media insofar as these new 

tools are conducive to the teaching of written communication.” Here, again, the focus is on using 

the tools only to achieve the standard objectives of alphabetic communication. Other potentially 

functional approaches to digital literacy included programs emphasizing that their courses are 

taught in computer classrooms or computer labs. As mentioned, this can be a rhetorically 

effective tactic; however, programs that emphasized this aspect also tended to only mention 

technology in terms of computer classroom availability. Thus, the program’s identity here 

becomes one of a computer-equipped program, but without additional context about students 

using these technologies in critical or rhetorical ways, the computers can become only 

instruments to accomplish the more traditional goals of the writing program. Again, such a 

tendency to use computers mainly to help us better achieve what we already do creates a 

continual emphasis on “alpha-centric academic discourse” (Leverenz, 2008, p. 44).  

Likewise, SLOs also often evoked a functional or instrumental perspective towards 

technology through lexical choices, common collocations, and verb processes. As shown in 
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Table 7, which represents collocations (Fairclough, 2003) across the SLOs that mentioned 

technology, “technology” and “media” where often paired with the words “use” and “tool.” 

Again, this functional construction is furthered when looking at the SLOs in context. In this 

SLO—“Use technologies for each stage of the writing process”—the digital technology is a 

means to aid the writing process more than it is a technology to be questioned and analyzed in its 

own right. The technology is also not necessarily positioned as a tool that requires advanced 

skills, which might align with Selber’s (2004) positive reframing of the functional approach, 

because the focus is on the writing process as opposed to the learning of the technology. 

Similarly, in one program’s statement that students will “[u]se multiple genres to present 

arguments (e.g, letter, website, video, artwork, flyer, pamphlet, panel, demonstration),” the 

technologies are vehicles for presenting arguments, and it is not clearly stated that students need 

to understand and grasp the affordances of the technology or how the capabilities of these often-

digital genres might shape the argument. 

Table 7: Common Collocations in SLOs37 
Technology(ies), use (8) 
Electronic, environments (8) 
Electronic, composing (7) 
Various, media (6) 
Technology, tool (5) 
Electronic, print (3) 
Electronic, research (3) 
Research, technologies (3) 
Digital, technologies (3) 
Technology, writing (2) 
Technology, media (2) 
Use, media (2) 
Medium, genre (2) 
Research, digital (2) 
Databases, research (2) 

 

                                                
37	  While	  the	  numbers	  may	  seem	  low	  here,	  I	  only	  had	  access	  to	  62	  sets	  of	  SLOs,	  and	  only	  30	  SLOs	  were	  related	  
to	  technology.	  
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Further, the majority of the verbs used in these SLOs would be classified, under 

Halliday’s (1994) six process types, as material processes, where students were being positioned 

as actors in the process of doing. Common verbs included “finding,” “locating,” and “using.” 

The most common verb used (in SLOs that mentioned technology) was “use” or “using” (n=18), 

with technologies at the “receiving end of the action” (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 105). These 

verb process choices again contributed to the notion of programs representing technologies in a 

functional way as objects students could act on to accomplish goals such as finding sources 

online. For example, one SLO stated students would learn to “Use electronic environments for 

the drafting, reviewing, revising, editing, and submitting of texts.” This is functional in Selber’s 

sense in two ways: the focus is on students learning writing skills (such as reviewing, revising, 

editing) and using technologies as a means to accomplish these traditional pedagogical goals. 

These “electronic environments” could be seen as equally efficient across all contexts because 

there is no emphasis on selecting the appropriate environments for each stage of the process. 

Additionally, the way this SLO is worded could imply that students are simply, for example, 

using Microsoft Word to draft and edit a print text, which is not a very broad representation of 

digital literacy in the sense that the student’s final product could be a typed research paper, for 

example. The technology is essentially transparent in this type of SLO, with the focus being on 

the writing process. One potential effect of constructing technologies as transparent is that there 

seems to be no apparent need to analyze or critique them. Christina Haas (1996) argued that “the 

myth that technology is transparent” posits that writing “is not changed in any substantive way 

by the medium,” constructing technology “merely as a means of textual production” (p. 34). Not 

only does the Microsoft Word example illustrate how technologies can become transparent or 

represent technology only in terms of textual production, but there were also other approaches on 

these websites that had similar effects.  
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For example, in SLOs, technologies were foregrounded with their purpose backgrounded 

in the structure of the sentence. Examples included: “Use technologies for each stage of the 

writing process,” “to apply the technologies commonly used to research and communicate within 

[students’] fields,” “use electronic environments for the drafting, reviewing, revising, editing, 

and submitting of texts,” “use a variety of technologies to facilitate research and drafting.” In 

these sentences, the given information is presented first (technologies) with the new information 

presented second (what students will do with these technologies). These sentence structures tend 

to make technologies out to be invisible instruments for greater purposes. This is a useful 

approach in the sense that programs are focusing on the goals to which technologies can be put; 

however, these constructions do not focus on the technologies themselves, which means that 

analyzing technologies for their political or ideological assumptions or learning to evaluate one’s 

rhetorical situation in order to choose the appropriate technology for communication is not 

emphasized. These constructions also miss the opportunity to highlight a positive functional 

approach where students learn the advanced features of technologies (Selber, 2004).  

The issue here, with regard to home pages, overviews, and SLOS, is not so much that the 

statements I have discussed are not valuable in their own right, but that there are ways to 

complicate and extend these discourses. In my analysis, the statements were not typically 

accompanied by any discourses that encouraged an analysis of the technologies or how they 

might change students’ writing processes or require literacies beyond the alphabetic. In terms of 

quantity, there were typically only one or two total SLOs per program that signified a program’s 

relationship to digital literacy, and the same trend was often true of home page discourses, where 

perhaps one or two sentences were allocated for discussions of technology, added to the end of a 

paragraph or page as opposed to being infused throughout. Thus, the statements I am analyzing 

here often were the only mentions of technology or digital literacy—meaning there could be 
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opportunities for programs to further develop their SLOs or home page discourses to embrace a 

more complex view of technologies. It may be useful to have multiple technology-related SLOs, 

as I will discuss further in section d where I delineate suggestions. 

Even on pages that were specifically focused on technology integration, which were 

typically pages geared towards instructors, it was more common to see links to tutorials or 

discussions providing the nuts-and-bolts of how to use a technology such as Audacity or 

Garageband as opposed to discussions about, for example, how issues of power or class or 

gender might inform approaches to using these technologies or decisions to use them at all. 

Benefits such as efficiency for teachers were highlighted more than affordances for students. For 

instance, one program’s Teaching with Technology blog had posts that were typically organized 

around discussions of a specific software or web-based program, with “efficiency” and the 

ability to “grade quicker” mentioned as the types of benefits technologies could bring to the 

classroom. Another program’s “Teaching with Technology” page essentially provided links for 

instructors to find spaces where they could publish student writing on the web (such as a Moodle 

or Blog), and another’s Faculty Handbook’s “Teaching with Technology” section essentially 

explained Turnitin, the program’s course management system, and how to check out laptops. It 

would also be useful to see more theoretical and critical discussions and guidance in terms of 

technology’s role in the composition program as more than a means for efficiency or offering the 

ability to grade quicker, which are more functional approaches to technology.  

Lastly, technologies were also represented in a functional manner through images and 

through the relationships between images and the text. In terms of the ideational metafunction—

how an image represents aspects of the world—across all 69 home pages, images of computers 

typically served as classificational processes, where represented participants were depicted more 

in terms of their generalized essence in terms of class, structure, or meaning (Kress & Van 
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Leeuwen, 1996, pp. 40 & 79). The represented participants, technologies—most often 

computers—were decontextualized through strong lighting, close framing, or simply pointed out 

in non-naturalistic ways, often with no participants acting on them. When other participants were 

acting on technologies, it was not uncommon to see a disembodied hand typing or a participant 

using the technology in an abstracted setting, an approach which Machin and Mayr (2012) have 

argued symbolizes as opposed to documents. In terms of the textual metafunction (concerned 

with the ways different signs in a semiotic system cohere (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 41)), 

in photos of computers that did involve participants acting on them (either stock photos with a 

hand typing on a computer or classroom photos of students working on computers), the 

computers tended to be blurred, with the salience lent to the hand typing on the keyboard or to 

the students. Due to the angle of the images, computers or other technologies such as projector 

screens were often backgrounded, with the students or faculty foregrounded. Figure 4 below is a 

screenshot from a program’s website as an example of this phenomenon. For the most part, I 

maintain that this approach is useful because it focuses on students being active agents, but it 

also decontextualizes the technologies and almost makes them appear invisible to students’ 

processes. This student (or potentially teacher) in Figure 2, for example, is turned away from the 

computer, and the computer is essentially cut out of the image. The student is an active 

participant, but not in relation to the technology. 

Figure 4: Screenshot of a Home Page Image Backgrounding a Computer 
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Also, there were often stock photos that just featured computers or laptops. Those photos, which 

were common, used strong lighting and abstracted backgrounds in order to focus on the 

technologies themselves, but in this case, there were no active student participants engaging with 

the technologies, as can be seen in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Screenshot of a Home Page Image Decontextualizing Computers from Situated Use 

 
 
These decontextualized photos do not provide WPAs the opportunity to represent digital literacy 

as a collaborative process, to symbolize that technologies are more than tools, or essentially to 

show students as active composers with the computers being part of a situated process. 

Also in terms of the textual metafunction, the relationship between images and text was 

very often not congruent. For example, one program heavily focused on technology in its home 

page text, promoting communication in a variety of modes and genres, suggesting that students 

will develop proficiency in technological skills and that they will design, create, and publish 

print and electronic publications. Yet, their series of home page header images featured shots of 

instructors lecturing, a posed shot of students, an image of students listening to a lecture, and an 

image of three individuals (students or teachers) sitting at a table, perhaps delivering a 

conference panel. Thus, technologies are not pictured in their images, making them visually 

invisible despite the program’s heavy textual emphasis on technological skills and composing. 
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Similarly, while only four programs signified digital literacy visually on their SLO pages, 

functional metaphors were present there, too. In one program, for example, the image on the 

SLO page featured an instructor and student who were working together at a table with papers 

strewn about and a laptop off to the left-hand side. Thus, the laptop was not in use but still 

figured in the image. The modality was naturalistic; thus, the image seemed to depict actual 

writing conference practices but depicted the technology as peripheral to this practice. The 

technology-related SLO on this page indicated that students would be able to rhetorically 

understand the ways technology affects writing, which somewhat contradicted what was 

happening in the picture. Thus, the incongruity of the image and text seemed to portray the 

laptop as peripheral to actual learning and writing in the context of the composition classroom. 

Explaining Langdon Winner’s interpretation of the tool metaphor, Selber (2004) argued, 

“the tool metaphor discourages users from contemplating the mediating role of computers and 

their multifarious impact on daily life” (p. 40). The discussed visual approaches not only 

represent technologies as neutral tools but also as divorced from situated use contexts, thus not 

signifying the “mediating role” of computers in our composing practices. By symbolizing 

computers or abstracting them, programs can potentially make these technologies appear 

peripheral to the goals of the writing classroom or to acts of composing, knowing, and learning, 

instead positioning them as simply a means to accomplish a task. 

b. Substantive discourses of technology  

Although less common than functional representations of technology, it was also typical 

to see technology represented on these websites in terms of the substantive approach to 

technology. Substantive theories view technology as a type of cultural system that entirely 

restructures the social world as an object of control (Feenberg, 2002). This view sees technology 

as destiny and as all-powerful, meaning that human agents have little ability to intervene or 
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assert agency. This perspective of technology constructs it as all good or all bad (Feenberg, 

2002; Selfe, 1999b). 

This outlook was perhaps best evidenced on program home pages and program 

overviews, where the programs attempted to legitimize the integration of technology into their 

curricula. When it came to justifying why digital literacy was the purview of writing programs, 

the legitimations tended to be “rationalizations,” which, according to Fairclough (2003), means 

legitimizing a practice by reference to widely accepted social practices or general beliefs within a 

particular social environment. To this end, Fairclough said that many policy documents use 

rationalizations by portraying policies as inevitable by the way the world is now. On the studied 

websites, policies and practices were legitimated by rationalizing claims, typically claims that 

justified the integration of technologies in a composition curriculum because we live in a digital 

age.  

A case in point would be a program that stated it must “acquaint students with the 

benefits and nuances of…technologies” because “literacy practices have changed dramatically 

with the advancement of technologies.” In this statement, the program presents changes in 

literacy practices as inevitable, and due to this fact, there is no alternative to teaching students to 

understand technologies. These legitimation strategies were also used on the program 

philosophy/overview pages. One program, for instance, wrote, “we believe that people compose 

in complex digital and multimedia environments, and we thus recognize that effective writing is 

closely linked to the available tools and technologies of production.” This statement invokes a 

sense that, as Fairclough articulated, the integration of technologies is inevitable by the way the 

world is now, as evidenced by the use of the word “thus” linking the program’s belief that people 

compose in digital and multimedia environments to why effective writing should consider the 

tools and technologies of production. Unlike the first example, this statement further supports the 
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substantive view in Haas & Neuwirth’s (1994) terms because linking the phrase “effective 

writing” to technologies implies that technologies will naturally improve writing, which they 

argued is common thinking resulting from a substantive view. There is nothing inherently wrong 

with these legitimations and in some ways, it might be useful for more writing programs to 

acknowledge that communication is increasingly digitally mediated and necessitates changes in 

the way we approach the teaching of writing, since common criticisms of current approaches to 

digital literacy suggest that more writing programs and instructors need to understand how 

literacy has been changed by technology (Dobrin, 2011; Leverenz, 2008). However, the buried 

assumptions revealed through the rationalizations also often presented these claims about the 

digital age as a fact not to be questioned.  

This also can be seen in the use of deictics (pointing words)—“the digital age,” “the 

networked spaces where writing is accomplished,” “this electronic era,” “our digital society”—

and nominalizations (the use of a verb as the head of a noun phrase) such as “the advancement of 

technologies” or “student thinking, reading, and writing in the digital age.” The use of deictics 

(Gee, 2011, pp. 8-9) signals that information is a given or already known; hence, it is presumed 

that we live in an era characterized by the digital, and nominalizations are similarly ideological 

in that they generalize and abstract—as if there is one such thing as “student writing in a digital 

age.” Allan Martin has criticized uses of phrases such as “the digital society” and “the computer 

age” for suggesting that society is made by the digital and that “[society’s] essential 

characteristics have been created because of the development of digital technology” (p. 151). 

These kinds of phrases can ultimately imply that a new social form has been created because of 

technologies (Martin, 2008, p. 152), invoking the substantive view of technology criticized by 

Feenberg for promoting technology as an autonomous cultural force. This autonomous power of 

technology is reflected in statements such as this one from a program’s overview, as well: 
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“Media age literacy demands the ability to interpret and produce visual and written texts.” Here, 

the agency is assigned to media age literacy—the technology is a force demanding an ability to 

produce multimodal texts. This sort of buried ideology can potentially affect an audience’s view 

of a program’s technological identity and can imply that users have little potential to effect 

change in this context. 

Related, students were not often assigned agency in the discourses circulating across 

program home pages and program overviews. This discursive strategy, while not likely 

intentional, can further contribute to a view of technology in which users of technology cannot 

exert control. For instance, the sentence constructions on these websites often obscured students 

as actors or backgrounded them. This was evidenced through verb process choices and the 

choice of subjects. Instead of representing students as having agency and composing with 

technologies, website discourses often represented students as “passivated” (where the social 

actor is the beneficiary of the process) or as absent from processes completely (Fairclough, 

2003). In examining verb processes, I found that there were not many material processes 

(processes of doing) with students having agency in their relationships with technology on the 

home pages. 

In the verb processes related to technology integration, the actors or “represented 

participants” (Machin & Mayr, 2012) in many sentences (occurring on 74% of the home pages 

where technology was mentioned and 73% of the program overviews38) were often the program 

or courses. Thus, instead of stating that “students will learn how to locate, evaluate, and use 

information from electronic and print resources,” as a few programs did, writing programs more 

commonly indicated that a course “provides an essential introduction to…information literacy” 

                                                
38 Percentages indicate there was at least one sentence on the page that passivated students in their relationship to 
technology. In some cases, this type occurred throughout the page. In others, it was relegated to discussions of 
technology.   
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or that the program understands “writing and reading as activities that occur in both traditional 

and electronic media.” Thus, programs or courses are offering education in digital literacy, but 

students are not assigned agency in relationship to these technologies. Emphasizing the programs 

or courses and what they offer makes sense in some ways due the genre of a home page or 

program philosophy. The home page is supposed to establish the identity of the program, so it 

would seem reasonable to talk about what the program does, and the program overview is an 

explanation of the program’s perspective on writing. However, these choices also tend to remove 

students from the context, and in thinking about how that affects representations of technology, 

the technologies seem more like things that must be implemented into a course because they are 

a natural part of communication (an autonomous force, in substantive terms), and what students 

will learn or do with these technologies gets lost.  

Even when students were mentioned, they were often the beneficiaries—the ones affected 

by processes (Fairclough, 2003, p. 145), such as in this sentence: “Our…courses are designed to 

orient students to the multiple literacies of writing (in various forms and genres).” Here, students 

are present, but they are being oriented by the course as opposed to, for example, engaging in 

multiple literacies. In addition to students often being passivated, or lacking agency, some 

passive sentence constructions also left students out of the picture. For instance, a program 

asserted that “a more recent focus on digitally enhanced practices…resulted in instructors who 

teach in technology-enhanced classrooms and who meaningfully integrate digital composition” 

into their teaching. This passive sentence obscures the students who are presumably learning and 

composing in these technology-enhanced classrooms. In SLOs, on the other hand, students were 

framed as active agents. This is likely due to the nature of SLOs, which are characteristically 

worded in terms of what students will do in a course. Yet, this type of active framing could be 

accomplished on a home page, too, which I will explain further in my suggestions in section D. 
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 Representations of technologies in terms of the substantive perspective were also invoked 

visually. For example, digital literacy practices were occasionally signaled in images but not in 

the text across the 69 home pages. The closest one program came to potentially mentioning 

digital literacy was in saying that its courses indicate points where conventions vary according to 

genre and context (which could imply digital genres but does not necessarily). Yet, the sole 

image on the page is of students in a computer classroom interacting in front of a laptop, 

indicating that writing practices occur in digitally-mediated contexts in the program. Similarly, 

there were schools that featured images of students and a teacher in a computer classroom, and 

yet the home page text, which espoused the principles of the program and their view of writing, 

held no mention of technology. In the substantive view, technology is “not simply a means but 

has become an environment and a way of life,” according to Feenberg (2002), and as such, the 

suppression (Fairclough, 2003) in the programs’ home page textual discourses when it came to 

digital literacy coupled with the obviously technologically-mediated representation of writing 

classroom practices in the images could be seen as adopting this view of technology as an 

environment or way of life that is a given and therefore does not require articulation or emphasis. 

c. Discourses of motivation 

Another important discourse on these sites is what I am calling a discourse of motivation. 

On the sites of programs that did emphasize digital literacy, the rhetoric was often strong and 

positive, indicating exciting potentials for digital literacy. Since one of this study’s research 

questions focused on determining the motivations for integrating digital literacy into composition 

curricula, I paid close attention to potential hints about motivations and tried to determine if the 

discourses surrounding these motivations revealed any underlying assumptions about technology 

that might call for a more critical perspective. While one might not expect a program to 

explicitly elucidate why it finds digital literacy to be important to the program on its website, I 
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used CDA concepts of modality and evaluation to uncover and analyze the motivations. In CDA, 

modality and evaluation are related to what authors “commit themselves to,” in terms of what 

they believe to be true and what is necessary (modality) and if it is desirable, undesirable, useful, 

and/or important (evaluation) (Fairclough, 2003, p. 164). According to Fairclough, modality is 

important because it shows what you commit yourself to or represents a part of what you are, and 

evaluations show how those commitments are valued (pp. 166-172). For the programs that used 

modals in their discussions of technology, epistemic modality was the most common. Machin 

and Mayr (2012) stated that epistemic modality is concerned with the speaker’s judgment of the 

truth of a proposition or their confidence in it. The studied composition programs that committed 

to digital literacy tended to reflect a high level of confidence, staying that students must or will, 

for example, “understand the ways technology affects writing.” These epistemic modals specify 

a high level of certainty, thus implying that programs are very committed to these goals. The 

programs that used these epistemic modals most often linked technology to rhetorical 

understanding, workplace practices, and information literacy. Thus, when programs were making 

strong commitments to digital literacy, they were connecting it to research practices, workplace 

communication, and to improving students’ rhetorical understanding. These findings are very 

similar to those mentioned in Chapter 2. 

These strong commitments imply that programs are motivated to integrate digital literacy 

because of these potential benefits, and the evaluations they used illustrate this as well. 

Evaluations can be realized through adjectives (such as good), noun phrases (such as “a bad 

book”), as processes where the evaluative element is the verb, or through adverbs (Fairclough, 

2003, p. 172). In talking about technology, programs used verbs such as “help,” like a statement 

that the program will “help” students “develop proficiency in critical thinking, technological, and 

analytic skills.” The verb help implies that the program not only values technological skills but 
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also believes students need to learn them in their courses. Other evaluations were realized in 

adjectives such as important (“workplace-related writing tasks including…visual/multimedia 

writing related to website design and maintenance,” exciting (changes and developments—

including a newly revised multimodal curriculum and hybrid courses,” and essential (as in, the 

course provides an essential introduction to information literacy). What was being constructed as 

desirable in these evaluations, again, was typically information literacy (library research skills 

characteristically mediated by digital technologies) and also workplace-related digital composing 

tasks. Programs also used these strong evaluations (such as exciting or innovative) when 

promoting more general movements towards technology integration in their curricula or through 

gaining more computer access in their classrooms. The use of these strong evaluations indicates 

that these programs are highly motivated to integrate digital literacies, and what I am calling the 

“discourses of motivation” seem to be constructed around digital literacy’s ability to help 

students research, communicate in the workplace, and increase rhetorical awareness. 

Improving rhetorical awareness and workplace communication abilities are both 

important motivating factors; however, in CDA, looking at what is present in a text often helps 

illuminate silences in a text. Programs did not as often emphasize that digital composing can be 

used in academic and public writing practices. Also, while they often focused on rhetorical 

awareness, critical thinking was less often emphasized in relationship to reading or producing 

digital texts—even though it was highlighted often in relationship to print texts. Thus, WPAs 

might consider building in these additional motivations to establish a broader picture of digital 

literacy. This could resonate with students who are interested in writing for the community, for 

example. It is also important to note that the instrumental view of technology can arise when 

linking technology to workplace success because, as Feenberg (1991) argued, since the 

instrumental perspective means that values such as efficiency are the same across contexts, the 
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only reasonable stance toward technology is an “unreserved commitment to its employment” (p. 

6). In the following statement from a program’s home page, this program links digital (and print) 

literacies to both academic and workplace practices and suggests that digital literacies are 

necessary for this success: “Our…courses are designed to orient students to the multiple 

literacies of writing (in various forms and genres), reading (on the printed page as well as the 

digital screen), critical thinking…and research required for success in college-level written 

communication and in the workplace” (emphasis mine). The use of the phrase “required for 

success” suggests that multiple literacies (digital and print) are necessary to succeed in the 

workplace. This is true in many cases but can also mask the notion that technologies are not 

equally effective or useful across all contexts. 

Additionally, the strong motivational ties to research can be interpreted as functional. Of 

the SLOs that expressly mentioned technology in some way, 17 (or 38%) linked technology use 

to research. Most often (13 mentions), the discourse of these SLOs focused on functional 

approaches to technology as a research tool, as shown through the material verb processes of 

“locating” or “finding” research through Google or online databases. Some SLOS (6) required 

that students learn to analyze or evaluate electronic sources, and two mentioned understanding 

the conventions of citing electronic information.39  Looking at the intertextuality between the 

Outcomes Statement and programs’ SLOs furthered this distinction. While the Outcomes 

Statement stated students should “[l]ocate, evaluate, organize, and use research material collected 

from electronic sources” (p. 3), many of the technology SLOs across websites intertextually 

retained the locating/finding step but removed the mentions of organizing and evaluating. This is 

important because students need to not only find electronic sources but be able to evaluate their 

                                                
39 Some SLOS mentioned both locating and evaluating sources, which is why the number of mentions is greater than 
the number of SLOs mentioning research.  
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credibility and perhaps learn how to organize those sources by using more advanced features of 

an online database (the positive approach to functional digital literacy espoused by Selber). It is 

extremely important to recognize the role digital technologies play in students’ research 

processes, but we should again be aware of only representing technology as a research tool. 

Many of the programs that mentioned technology in relationship to research included only that 

one SLO related to technology. Digital technologies can be represented beyond uses—beyond 

the functional—as Coley (2012) advocated, when programs emphasize the ethical dimension of 

digital literacy, which includes evaluating the credibility of online sources and appropriately 

citing these sources, as well as teaching students how to respect others’ work and ideas in 

electronic environments. This last notion, especially, was not common in SLOs. Thus, in certain 

ways, the discourses of motivations on these sites further reflect a functionalist perspective. 

d. Re-articulating functionalist and substantive discourses 

It is important to note that the genres discussed here might encourage a functional or 

substantive discourse of technology or limit the possibilities for other discourses. For example, 

SLOs are naturally short and employ active verbs. However, I now will turn to suggesting ways 

to expand these discourses. As I argued in the beginning of this chapter, the writing program 

website can become a site where WPAs committed to a critical stance towards technology can 

instantiate their commitments. This involves complicating functional and substantive ideological 

constructions of technologies. Thus, following up on some of the findings from sections a 

through c, I am providing suggestions for re-articulating, differently representing, or building 

upon commitments to digital literacy, grounding my suggestions in some of the best practices I 

identified on these sites, as well as articulations of technology from the most recent (version 3.0) 

Outcomes Statement and the Framework, along with some of my own suggestions drawn from 

critical theories of technology. I do want to acknowledge that I am an outsider to these insider 
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discourses and recognize that the discourses on these sites do not necessarily reflect actual 

practices in the same way as the interviews and surveys discussed in earlier chapters. At the 

same time, central to CDA is the notion that discourses shape and are shaped by actual practices. 

Additionally, texts (including visual texts) can bring about changes in knowledge, beliefs, 

attitudes, and values (Fairclough, 2001, p. 122), and language in use always performs actions in 

the world (Gee, 2011, p. 29). These notions imply the importance of paying attention to 

programmatic discourses.  

In terms of instrumental approaches, following Feenberg (2002) and his critical theory of 

technology, I argue for a perspective that recognizes that technologies are more than neutral tools 

and that they do indeed shape and influence our choices (p. 14). At the same time, just as 

technologies shape our choices, critical theory of technology acknowledges that human agents 

have some power in technology development and use. A critical digital literacy appropriate to 

the context of the composition website therefore involves paying attention to language that 

evokes technologies as simply neutral tools or as a means for efficiency, balancing the learning 

of technical skills with an emphasis on questioning technologies for their underlying 

sociopolitical assumptions and analyzing digitally produced artifacts for their rhetorical effects. 

A critical digital literacy for the composition curriculum would also recognize that writing is 

changed by mode and presentation, which again cannot be accomplished if technologies are 

posited as invisible tools or equally efficient across all contexts. Programmatic instantiations can 

also work towards making visible the social dimensions of technologies such that technologies 

are not positioned as peripheral to learning and such that students are represented as 

collaborating with each other while working with technologies.  

To be more explicit, I will first discuss articulations of SLOs. I provided an example of 

an SLO that stated students will “use technologies for each stage of the writing process,” which I 
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argued constructs the technology as a tool to accomplish the writing process without including 

consideration of how technologies might affect one’s writing process (a critique of the 

instrumental perspective by Haas and Neuwirth) and also seems to construct technologies as 

neutral tools that are equally efficient for each stage of the writing process. I also argued that the 

SLO—students will “[u]se multiple genres to present arguments (e.g, letter, website, video, 

artwork, flyer, pamphlet, panel, demonstration)”—constructs the technologies as vehicles for 

presenting arguments without making a statement that students need to understand the 

affordances of the technology or how those affordances might shape the genre. These SLOs 

reveal opportunities for a more critical stance. As a model, one program included an SLO that 

emphasized students would learn to demonstrate “how a given text is affected by the use of 

different technologies or media (in terms of its conception, production, and distribution, as well 

as the potential ways the text may be taken up by users).” This SLO usefully encourages students 

to consider how technologies affect the production and circulation of texts. Similarly, one 

outcome advocated that students would learn to “rhetorically understand the ways technology 

affects writing.” This kind of articulation clearly emphasizes the effects technologies have on 

writing. Further, though, an SLO might state, “students will learn to explore the affordances of a 

variety of technologies and understand how technologies affect others’ writing as well as their 

own writing processes.” The use of the word “explore” is perhaps more open to critical 

questioning than “use”; the word “affordance” encourages analyzing the potentials and 

constraints of a given technology; and this SLO more specifically emphasizes process—all 

approaches that are less likely to position technologies as neutral tools.  

Functional representations also often tend to take a mastery-driven approach to 

technology (Kimme Hea & Turnley, 2010). Thus, similar to the suggestion of changing “use” to 

“explore,” programs might consider verbs like “examining” or nouns like “awareness” that leave 
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more room for a questioning versus a mastery-driven approach. In their own revisions to the 

Outcomes Statement, Dryer et al. (2014) discussed the importance of lexical choices such as 

these and explained how they changed verbs from “using” and “controlling” to “experiencing,” 

“reflecting,” and “questioning” to better embrace a post-process view of composing (p. 138). 

Related, the following SLO from a program in this study emphasizes students composing 

through digital technologies as opposed to simply “using” them and encourages awareness of the 

possibilities and limitations of these technologies, hence reminding instructors and students that 

technologies are not neutral: “You will have composed using digital technologies, gaining 

awareness of the possibilities and constraints of electronic environments.” Further, an SLO might 

emphasize, as one program did, the “social and cultural forces” that shape how a “digital genre” 

is understood and identified. This type of wording speaks explicitly to the sociocultural values 

Selber (2004) argued are important in considering with regard to digital technologies. 

Oftentimes, WPAs or program committees might consider integrating multiple technology-

related SLOs. In this way, while one SLO might usefully construct technologies as helping 

students accomplish traditional writing outcomes, another might focus on students learning the 

advanced features or a technology or considering its values.  

Functional representations on program home pages, in program overviews, or in 

descriptions of programs’ goals can also be re-articulated to represent a critical stance. As 

discussed, the sentence constructions and verb choices on these pages often evoked the sense that 

programs were emphasizing the use of technologies to meet the goals of the traditional 

composition classroom. As I have discussed in other chapters, a tendency to use computers 

mainly to help us better achieve what we already can creates an emphasis on “alpha-centric 

academic discourse,” as Leverenz (2008) argued (p. 44); this suggests that a critical digital 

literacy might go a step further by emphasizing “ways computer technologies create new 
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situations and call for new strategies” (Huot & Takayoshi, 2009, p. 108). One overview I 

analyzed in the previous sections was the following: the class “uses various elements of the 

electronic media insofar as these new tools are conducive to the teaching of written 

communication.” This program’s overview seems to suggest that it uses digital media but more 

for the purpose of teaching the traditional alpha-centric writing skills invoked by Leverenz. My 

interpretation of this statement is perhaps best supported by nine survey responses (discussed in 

Chapter 2) where the WPAs stated that they integrate digital literacies only insofar as they will 

aid alphabetic literacies. Instead, a statement such as this one from the introduction to the 

Outcomes Statement might better reflect a stance that technologies require new strategies: 

“Writers’ composing activities have always been shaped by the technologies available to them, 

and digital technologies are changing writers’ relationships to their texts and audiences in 

evolving ways” (WPA Outcomes Statement, 2014, n.p.). This statement usefully recognizes the 

ways writing is evolving. 

I also discussed in previous sections how it was common to see programs providing 

instructors links to tools they could use in their teaching; discussing technologies as research 

tools; and mentioning technologies as providing benefits to instructors in terms of efficiency. I 

suggested that it would also be useful to see more theoretical and critical discussions and 

guidance in terms of technology’s role in the composition program, positing technologies as 

more than a means for efficiency or offering the ability to grade quicker. Thus, in addition to 

providing links to tutorials for learning software programs or the university’s LMS, those in 

charge of writing program websites might provide resources for theoretical readings that would 

help instructors think critically about the technologies they are using. One program in the study, 

for instance, included a multimodal composing page that provided works cited entries for 

Selber’s (2004) Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, Selfe’s  (2007) Multimodal Composition: 
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Resources for Teachers, and Madeline Sorapure’s (2005) Kairos webtext about assessing 

students’ new media compositions, among others. Blog entries could elicit conversations about 

the limitations of program technologies as well as their strengths or discuss the unique 

affordances of a program technology. For example, one program in the study uses an online peer 

review tool, and while most of the resources on the site instructed the teachers on how to use the 

tool, the resources could also address the features of the technology—such as the ability to make 

comments anonymously—and how that could both benefit and potentially harm the peer review 

process for students depending on how teachers employ and frame the use of the technology. 

Instructors could hold discussions about how effective the peer review tool is for different types 

of students, such as ESL versus native speakers. A few programs developed more of a 

pedagogical community with these kinds of discussions, which I will discuss more below, but the 

discussions did not tend to center around digital literacies. 

In terms of functional visual representations, I discussed how technologies were often 

decontextualized on writing program websites, thus signifying them as neutral tools and divorced 

from situated use contexts. This in turn does not signify the mediating role of computers in 

students’ composing practices. Also, I found that students were almost always depicted as 

working independently at computers. One program’s homepage emphasized the social, diverse, 

and collaborative dimensions of technologies in writing classrooms, and I suggest that its 

approach might offer a fuller representation of digital literacy. This program’s website included 

an image featuring two students presenting a Powerpoint slideshow in front of the class and 

another featuring two students working together at a laptop. These images accompanied the text 

well, which said they offer courses for undergraduates who want to prepare to teach or become 

better composers of traditional or digital media. The program depicted different digital media in 

its images (projector, Powerpoint, laptop), used naturalistic depictions (it was clear due to color, 



185 

tone, and focus that these were real classrooms and not posed stock photos, or the photos had the 

appearance of an actual learning situation), matched its textual focus on digital composing with 

an image of students actually composing with technologies, and connoted the collaborative and 

dynamic nature of technologies by depicting students working together in their use of 

technologies. A better connection between the text and images may also signify a more critical 

approach to technology design on a website. 

On the other hand, substantive approaches to technology were common on home pages 

and in program overviews, where students were not assigned agency over technologies and 

technologies were instead represented as autonomous forces not to be questioned. Where 

possible, I suggest that students should be articulated as active agents of their literate lives in 

technologically mediated communicational contexts. This helps challenge the substantive view 

and, as Feenberg (2001) suggested, shows that human action can effect change in technological 

environments (p. 14). For example, I discussed one program’s statement that “a more recent 

focus on digitally enhanced practices…resulted in instructors who teach in technology-enhanced 

classrooms and who meaningfully integrate digital composition” into their teaching. A more 

active framing that emphasizes students might be something such as, “instructors teach in 

technology-enhanced classrooms and work with students, who create digital compositions in 

meaningful ways.” This kind of active framing of students is also evidenced on one program’s 

homepage, where they indicated, “students remediate their arguments in multimodal forms for 

new audiences or purposes in Project 3.” Here, students are actively positioned as composing 

multimodal arguments and experimenting with how form affects argument. Using a similar 

approach, the program that wrote “Our…courses are designed to orient students to the multiple 

literacies of writing (in various forms and genres)” could have followed this model, indicating, 

“In our courses, students engage in the multiple literacies of writing (in various forms and 
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genres).” These suggestions center around describing students as active composers, which can 

reflect how they have some power in technological processes.   

The substantive constructions not only passivated students, but they also assigned a lot of 

agency to technologies. Consider, for example, the statement, “Media age literacy demands the 

ability to interpret and produce visual and written texts.” This program was attempting to explain 

why it asks students to interpret and create visual and written texts, and the agency here is 

assigned to the technology. “Media age literacy” is demanding something of students. The way 

the Framework explains the importance of students composing in multiple environments might 

illuminate a better way to phrase this kind of explanation:  

Research attests to the extensive writing that students produce electronically; composing 

in or outside of school, students and instructors can build on these experiences. As 

electronic technologies continue to spread and evolve, writers (and teachers) need to be 

thoughtful, effective users who are able to adapt to changing electronic environments. For 

example, a writer might be asked to write a traditional essay, compose a webpage or 

video, and design a print brochure all based on similar information. (Framework, 2011, p. 

10) 

In this statement, the reasoning for including electronic technologies in the composition class is 

grounded in research that shows students write often electronically. The statement reflects that 

technologies spread and evolve, but does not necessarily frame technologies as demanding 

forces, and it also positions students as active composers—effective users who “compose” and 

“design.” Because autonomous representations also tend to construct technologies as all good or 

all bad, this statement from the Framework is also useful because it does not necessarily make a 

value judgment about digital composing. Some of the positive rhetoric I discussed in the 

motivations section—where technologies were “exciting” and “innovative” is toned down here, 
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and it is more about how students approach technologies—more about how they can become 

effective users and composers. 

 In terms of visual representations of the substantive approach, I claimed that images on 

these websites occasionally featured naturalistic (seemingly real images of students in the 

classrooms at these schools) settings where students would be using computers to find 

information or compose, but the accompanying text, which often discussed the principles of the 

program and how they teach writing, did not mention technologies. This might be, as I discussed, 

because technologies are so prevalent or have become a “way of life” that they do not need to be 

named—a substantive view. Reframing a program’s approach here would likely require that the 

program acknowledge technology’s mediating role in students’ composing processes and well as 

students’ abilities to compose effectively using technology. However, not all WPAs whose 

programs have access to computer classrooms may necessarily be committed to programmatic 

instantiations to digital literacy, so this suggestion may be limited in terms of those who might be 

able to adopt it. Yet, this suggestion might be useful to those who do find digital literacy to be 

very prevalent in their program’s practices and might not have realized that their own program 

overview does not acknowledge these practices although the images, which provide a glimpse 

into their program. do.  

Some of my suggestions here can perhaps best be deployed on websites not only through 

image selection and word choice tweaks but also through deploying the affordances of the web 

in rhetorical and critical ways. Thus, in the last section, I turn to discussing how the studied 

programs deployed the affordances of the web in rhetorical and critical ways that have the 

potential to help their audience come to a more critical understanding of their own role in digital 

literacy practices. 
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V. Deploying the Affordances of the Web for a Critical Digital Literacy 

Part of my argument that the program website has the potential to become a space where 

WPAs can instantiate a critical philosophy of technology hinges upon the program’s ability to 

appropriately deploy the affordances of the web, and so I first point out some approaches that 

might need more consideration and then I discuss some of the best practices I identified that 

might serve as a useful model for other programs. Speaking generally about home pages, these 

pages tended to employ a distanced tone, diminishing the potential for establishing a relationship 

with the students. Of the 69 home pages analyzed, the third person noun “students” was used on 

50 of the pages; second-person “you” was used in 10; a mix of second and third person was used 

in 5, and 4 programs had no direct message to students or did not mention students at all. The 

pronoun “you” was only used in one of the eleven program overviews. The programs that used 

the pronoun “you” tended to be empowering towards students—you have the voice, the 

experience to succeed in the course and in learning new technologies, and we will help you. Two 

of these programs even had home pages that were written as a letter to the students from the 

WPA. According to Machin & Mayr (2012), words like you, your, and I signal conversational 

style, which is more personal and suggests dialogue between equals. Considering critical theory 

of technology’s and CDA’s project of disrupting inequitable power relations, writing programs 

can potentially establish a more equitable power dynamic between the program and students 

through a conversational tone that invites students to become a part of the program and through 

an empowering tone that establishes a sense of students as active agents in their literate lives (as 

opposed to a focus on the program and how it will bring benefits to students, for example). 

However, this more empowering approach was in the minority. Based on the frequent use of 

“students” versus “you” and the often technical or specialist language used by the programs 
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(such as “outcomes-based pedagogy”), conversational or vernacular style was less prevalent on 

the home pages than what I would call a straight-forward, professional style that provided facts 

and occasionally employed specialist language with which students might not be familiar. 

Ultimately, these discursive strategies leaned towards establishing a power dynamic where the 

program was a somewhat distanced entity not concerned with establishing a personal relationship 

on the home page with students. This approach likely reflects the multiple power relations WPAs 

must navigate, as their home page discourses must appeal to multiple audiences, including 

instructors, university administrators, high school counselors, to name a few. Yet, these 

distanced strategies might miss the opportunity to use the affordances of a website to personalize 

the program and engage students.  

These trends held true in my analysis of only the programs that mentioned technology on 

the home pages. For example, a phrase like the following—“students are expected to have basic 

keyboarding skills”—was much more common than a phrase such as “I hope you find the 

information on this website useful.” Especially when talking about students in relationship to 

mentions of technology—or other writing practices—it is perhaps best to speak with them as 

opposed to about them. The latter example’s use of the pronoun “you” and its direct address to 

the student is more inviting and personal than the rigid expectation delineated in the first, and it 

also invites students to think about the usefulness of the website. 

Additionally, images can profoundly affect a viewer’s impression of the composition 

program, and a composition program that emphasizes digital literacy or multimodal composing 

should therefore arguably demonstrate facility with making appropriate rhetorical choices for the 

visuality of its own website. Carolyn Handa (2005), for instance, discussed pushback she 

received from instructors about her program’s web identity, suggesting that more carefully 

considering the “visuality” of her writing program’s website would have helped her deal with its 
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conflicting identity. In the websites I studied, I identified some missed opportunities in terms of 

rhetorically persuading audiences of the program’s relationship to digital literacy, and this was 

most often evidenced in the textual metafunction. In terms of the textual metafuction, Kress and 

van Leeuwen (2001) argued that design involves “a knowledge of the relationship between 

words and pictures” (p. 18), and disjunctures in these relationships can have ideological effects. 

One example is a program that advocated preparing students for “visual/multimedia writing 

related to website design and maintenance” but had no visuals on its own home page.40 Another 

program made an emphatic statement about acquainting students with the nuances of 

technologies, emphasizing that students should have the ability to interpret visual and written 

texts. However, this program did not include any visuals on the home page where it made this 

statement. One program that emphasized that its students would develop proficiency in 

technological skills and even publish electronic publications did not feature any technologies in 

its image. Its home page images did not even portray students writing, but instead pictured them 

either posing, listening to a lecture, or it portrayed faculty lecturing. These disjunctures reveal 

missed opportunities in that a program that emphasizes visual literacy and multimedia writing 

should arguably, when possible, demonstrate facility in this area, which involves choosing 

images that accurately reflect the text. A stronger relationship between the text and images on the 

page can reflect a more rhetorical and critical literacy on a program website. 

Beyond images, most of the programs that textually committed to digital literacy on their 

home pages did not use social media integration, video, or other interactive features such as blog 

posts with commenting abilities. In my survey, when I asked WPAs about their ideal writing 

program website, they similarly ranked blogs and social media integration as low in importance. 

                                                
40 While most programs noted in my survey that they had the ability to change home page images and add another 
images, not all did. There is certainly potential for some of these programs to not have these kinds of capabilities, 
but these disjunctures are still worth noting for those who do have the ability to update images. 
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(See Appendix A, Section 4, Question 6 for the full question and all of the options that the WPAs 

were asked to rank.) Yet, as the Pew data I mentioned in Chapter 1 showed, teens are 

increasingly using social media. To better reflect students’ ways of learning and sharing 

information, this could be a feature that websites employ more often. Also, many program 

webpages were text-heavy in two senses. First, there was a lot of information that was not 

provided “above the fold.” In web design, “above the fold” refers to the portion of the webpage 

that is viewable without scrolling, and it is common practice to provide the most important 

information (or even all of the information) in this space because visitors will not always scroll 

to the bottom of the site.41 Second, many pages were text-heavy in the sense that programs did 

not use web design values such as chunking content (splitting information into small, easily 

digestible pieces for easy viewing on websites through strategies such as bulleted lists, 

subheadings, short paragraphs, bolded key phrases) or breaking text up with images or 

graphics.42 Lastly, there was a trend towards double navigation, in which there were links (such 

as About, Student Resources, Instructor Resources) perhaps at the top of a page in a horizontal 

navigation bar, and then there would be an additional navigation bar, for instance on the left-

hand side of the web page, which would break pages down into additional links. In my survey, 

the feature most important to the WPAs on their ideal writing program website site was clear and 

concise navigation labels, with 73.4% stating it was very important and 25% stating this was 

important (98.4% total). The other most important features were that the website would have a 

reasonable site load time and would employ a reasonable number of links and buttons. Many 

programs had multiple navigation bar links and/or drop-down menu choices and too many links, 

which made it difficult navigate and to find information. I would argue that it becomes the 

                                                
41 This is a somewhat subjective term since screen sizes and resolutions vary, but I did look at these pages on a 
standard resolution screen. 
42 Subheadings were fairly common, but the other approaches were not.	  
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responsibility of a program to heed more attention to the opportunities for more multimodal 

integration and to pay more attention to design if they construct their identities by claiming 

responsibility for teaching students digital literacies. In fact, most WPAs in my survey 

concurred, with 82% agreeing or strongly agreeing that a program committed to digital literacy 

should have a functional, well-designed, multimodal website. 

Some programs did indeed take approaches to their websites that worked well, and these 

approaches can point to possibilities for composition programs to embody digital literacy on 

their websites in a more critical and rhetorical way that is explanatory to their main audiences of 

students and instructors. While the below trends were by far in the minority, they represent 

options for programs to consider.43 Home pages were coded for what I called “unique new media 

features.” In other words, I looked for ways that programs leveraged the affordances of new 

media by including any elements other than text and image, which were by far the most 

dominant modes used to establish meaning. Fifteen programs had at least one “unique” feature. 

The most common was automatic photo gallery slideshows. Thus, while most programs had a 

static image or two, 8 programs had flash-capable image slideshows that automatically 

transitioned. This allowed programs to use more images to portray their practices and also made 

the websites feel more updated and reflective of current website trends/capabilities. Five 

programs had videos on their home pages. Typically, the videos were interviews with students 

and/or instructors about the program, although one was a funny, pop-culture video about 

language. Videos served to break up the text and provided a look into the programs that could 

engage students on visual and aural levels. Two websites allowed users to post comments on the 

                                                
43 The positive approaches I discuss are across all 69 home pages, but the problems with usability that I previously 
discussed were only related to the programs mentioning technology on their home pages because in critiquing 
design and usability, I found it important to only do so with programs that expressed commitments to technology. 
Yet, in representing what programs are doing well, I found it useful to examine as many programs as possible.	  
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announcements section of the home page, a potential for sites that invites students and instructors 

interactively into a more dialogic relationship with the program. One program included rotating 

profiles of students, such that each time the page was clicked on, a new student profile appeared. 

A few programs also displayed students’ writing (or sometimes even their electronic 

compositions, such as electronic poster presentations) on the websites.  

These last two approaches allowed the programs to highlight students as active agents in 

their technology-mediated literate lives and to give audiences a glimpse of what students would 

actually do in the courses. One program had an entire videos page, and using screen capture 

software, it featured explanatory videos such as how to accomplish a remediation project or how 

to analyze an advertisement. This program therefore embodied its commitment to multimodality 

and used various semiotic resources as an explanatory method for students’ future digital 

composing practices, enlivening conversations about technology. Another program’s website, 

while pointing mainly to tutorials and tools, included an entire Multimodal Composing page, 

which defined multimodal composing, incorporated a video explaining its importance in ‘real 

world’ contexts, and provided links to resources for composing audio, visual, and web projects. 

Another’s Teaching with Technology blog, while focused on particular programs or tools as 

discussed, allowed for lively conversations among instructors that included sharing technology 

resources and assignments. 

In order to enact a critical perspective, though, it is important to consider some of the 

potential limitations to these features as well. For instance, students might not want their work 

featured on the program’s site and concerns about privacy could surface. For the most part, the 

highlighted work was structured as part of an online publication or competition to which students 

submitted, but programs will want to inform students about how their work will be shared. 

Additionally, instructors might feel uncomfortable talking about teaching in a public space; thus, 
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programs might pursue password-protected areas of their websites. At the same time, though, 

giving students access to instructor resources can be a critical approach. For example, in his 

argument for a critical approach to the Rutgers writing program website, Barclay Barrios (2004) 

argued for transparency. He said, “All the resources we created for students are available for 

teachers; all the resources we created for teachers are available for students—and both 

populations benefit. Students are able to look at sample assignments from instructors teaching 

other classes to help clarify assignments in their own classes, while new teachers can further 

ground themselves in our program’s rigorous grading criteria” (p. 84). This transparency, he 

suggested, “foregrounds critical technological literacy by exposing the agenda of learning and 

technological literacy we have for students” (p. 84). Machin and Mayr argued that in terms of 

CDA, power comes from privileged access to things such as educational resources; extending 

this notion to Barrios’ practice of transparency, as opposed to employing password-protected 

portions of a website, the notion of making teaching resources available for students could reflect 

a potential way to disrupt normative power relations in the sense that students gain insight into 

practices that might otherwise be considered more private educational resources for instructor 

access only. These choices will be local and contextual, but it is important for WPAs and 

program members to consider both the potentials and constraints of these kinds of features. 

In addition to the discussed new media features, I also coded the websites by looking for 

features of navigation or design that stood out from what was normal or typical across the sites, 

and this examination revealed many opportunities for programs to explore in establishing a 

critical digital literacy on their sites. Fourteen programs included “news” or events” sections. 

Some of these were fairly static, but others functioned like blogs, with the chronologically most 

recent posts at top, and as mentioned, two programs’ news sections even allowed comments on 

these blog-type entries. I found the news and event sections to be rhetorically persuasive in terms 
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of establishing the programs’ identities in a personal way. These sections often featured lively 

conversations, highlighted program achievements, instructor awards, and important 

announcements. One program’s site highlighted a link to podcasts of students talking about 

writing and after-class chats with teachers.44 Five programs included brief messages on the home 

page inviting visitors to provide feedback or ask questions about the website, or asking them to 

report missing information. A total of 11 out of 69 (16%) had social media integration on their 

sites.45 Also, 10 programs offered separate Moodles, wikis, or websites, which were most often 

designed for instructors to find teaching resources, assignment ideas, professional development 

opportunities, and so forth. These sites seemed to serve as workarounds where programs could 

quickly and easily post information and have more control over program information than they 

could through the university’s template. Four programs included links to blogs—one was a blog 

for the whole first year writing program; one was the blog of the program’s composition 

committee; and two were links to instructors’ blogs.46 

Thus, writing programs can take advantage of the affordances of the web to establish a 

more critical and rhetorical digital literacy. Offering users the ability to comment on posts 

provides the potential for an interactive relationship between instructors, students, and program 

administrators. Including videos that explain digital composing concepts embodies rhetorical 

digital literacy as the WPA or other staff members become active composers demonstrating 

concepts to students. Videos and podcasts can inherently demonstrate a commitment to 

multimodality and can enliven discussions of technology. Because critical digital literacy 

encourages considerations of power relations circulating on websites, using a more personal tone 

                                                
44 At the time of analysis, the actual podcasts seemed to be missing from the website, as I received an error message. 
45 If there were social media icons pointing to the university’s social media pages, these were not counted as they 
were part of the whole institution’s template and were not program specific. 
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and second-person pronouns can allow programs to reflect more equitable power relations 

between the program and students. Additionally, inviting feedback from students about the 

website can encourage, in Selber’s (2004) words, “attention to the non-neutral dimensions” of 

websites and to the design cultures and use contexts of these sites. This can allow students more 

power in relationship to their experience on the website; although it is also important to 

acknowledge that the writing program may or may not have authority to make the changes a 

student suggests.  

More programs could implement social media integration into their websites, and this 

fairly easy addition is critical in the sense that it carefully considers the ways in which students 

learn and share information. WPAs or program staff in charge of web design can also attend to 

text-heavy home pages, potential over-loading of navigation and drop-down menu options, and 

might consider exploring there are workarounds to institutional templates, such as hosting a wiki 

or blog with instructor resources, as some programs have chosen to do. In side-stepping 

institutional templates, programs are empowering themselves to step away from the power of the 

institution in order to better accomplish what they need to accomplish with their websites—such 

as creating conversations around teaching. I would argue that it is of special importance that 

programs committed to digital literacy consider using the affordances available to them to appeal 

to their audiences because this kind of rhetorical digital awareness is ultimately what we expect 

to inculcate in our students. And the rhetorical, as Selber noted (2004), is reliant upon the 

critical. Without considerations of the politics of the websites, the power relations embedded on 

the websites, and the institutional forces affecting them, it would be difficult to effectively and 

rhetorically deploy the affordances of websites to appeal to the programs’ audiences. Ultimately, 

if a program’s goals and objectives include digital literacy, then some of these choices can 
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provide insights into the ways in which audiences for the site can be moved to understand their 

own role in digital literacy learning. 

VI. Conclusions: Critical Website Discourses 

The goals of this chapter included gaining insight into how writing programs are 

committing to and representing their relationships to digital literacy, to make visible the 

discourses surrounding technology integration. By examining websites for this information, I 

found that the website can be a means to articulating a program’s digital literacy commitments in 

critical ways, thus meshing programmatic discourses and practices with what the field of 

computers and composition values. I noted that instrumental and substantive discourses can tend 

to pervade the ways we talk about and visually represent digital literacies, and that even the 

motivations behind technology integration can be instrumental. I also want to emphasize that this 

observation is not a critique but instead a recognition of how pervasive these discourses are and 

how tricky it can be to address them. 

Knowing that not all programs can achieve all of these goals, my suggestions for what 

programs can take away in terms of establishing a more critical digital literacy on their websites 

include reflecting that technologies and the artifacts produced by them are not transparent or 

neutral and emphasizing careful analysis of the social, cultural, political, and educational forces 

undergirding electronic texts and technologies, making visible the social relations involved in 

technology implementation, and encouraging examinations of how technologies affect 

composing processes and require new rhetorical composing strategies. It is also important that 

students are positioned as active agents of change in technological environments. Much of this 

can be accomplished through critical consideration of lexical and grammatical choices and 

strategies that appropriately reflect the program’s commitments, through image choices that 
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correspond with the meaning of the text, and through creative uses of the multimodal affordances 

of websites. Thus, a critical digital literacy points to potentials some composition programs are 

using that could help others communicate their relationship to digital literacy in more meaningful 

ways through public textual and visual commitments.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: ADDRESSING CHALLENGES TO PROGRAMMATIC 
IMPLEMENTATIONS OF DIGITAL LITERACY 

 

In “Revising FYC Outcomes for a Multimodal, Digitally Composed World: The WPA 

Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition,” Dylan Dryer, Darsie Bowden, Beth Brunk-

Chavez, Susanmarie Harrington, Bump Halbritter, and Kathleen Blake Yancey (2014) described 

the process of revising the WPA Outcomes Statement (Outcomes Statement) to its current version 

(Version 3.0). Approved by the Executive Board of the Council of Writing Program 

Administrators (CWPA) in July 2014, Version 3.0 was inspired by president of the CWPA 

Duane Roen’s insight that such revision should be “motivated by the sense that the field had a 

broader view of composing than it did a decade ago” (Dryer et al., 2014, p. 130). These revisions 

were particularly centered on changing notions of writing in a digital world (Dryer et al., 2014, p. 

132). Dryer et al. took into account the opinions and perspectives of many writing program 

leaders, composition instructors, and graduate students, among others—through informal 

conversations, input from attendees at the CWPA’s and CCCC’s conferences, and a formal 

survey distributed via several listservs—as they considered revisions to be made to the statement. 

Dryer et al.’s respondents cited many of the concerns that WPAs in my study have expressed 

regarding digital composing. They questioned, what is the place for digital media in a writing 

class? How do we prepare faculty for teaching digital composing, and how do we assess 

students’ multimodal projects? (Dryer et al., 2014, p. 133). Aside from these concerns, another 

motivating factor for revising the Outcomes Statement was a concern that students are 

“becoming consumers and producers of digital media without having much opportunity to reflect 

critically and capitalize on ‘affordances’ that digital media provide” (p. 132).  

In my study of 70 writing programs across the country, the WPAs of these programs were 

overwhelmingly positive about integrating digital literacy into their curricula, but they expressed 
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similar concerns as Dryer et al.’s respondents. In fact, some of these concerns were described by 

WPAs in my study as the major challenges WPAs face as they try to integrate digital literacy. 

For example, instructors’ anxieties about how to assess students’ digital or multimodal 

compositions has often led to resistance that makes it difficult for WPAs to require a digital 

composing assignment in the curriculum. In this chapter, I focus on these challenges, describing 

the barriers WPAs face as they attempt to keep their curricula in line with current pedagogical 

practices by updating their program’s practices to include digital literacy. I argue throughout this 

study that we can take a more critical and rhetorical approach to digital literacy—a 

multiliteracies approach—at the level of administration, and this chapter addresses strategies for 

accomplishing this goal. Thus, after describing challenges WPA face, I suggest strategies for 

addressing these challenges. To help illustrate the challenges and approaches to addressing them, 

I pull evidence from the three sites of study I examined in my research—the survey of 70 WPAs, 

analyses of these programs’ websites with an emphasis on SLOs, and follow-up interviews with 

eleven of the WPAs from the larger study.  

I. Challenges to Integrating Digital Literacy 

First, I discuss the challenges WPAs are facing, because what is, I believe, a useful and 

exciting finding is that the strategies these WPAs are deploying intersect at many of the 

discussed challenges—it is not a one-to-one relationship. Therefore, I delineate all of the 

challenges these WPAs face before moving to discussing ways to address them, since their 

strategies can be used in multiple ways. I also maintain that many of the strategies I discuss 

below can be extrapolated for teachers as they are considering the best ways to integrate digital 

literacies into their own courses.  
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Discussing the challenges WPAs are facing, I first turn to the WPA’s role and how WPAs 

often struggle with finding the time to start and foster digital literacy initiatives. They are also 

struggling to determine the level of authority they should have over the integration process. 

Then, I discuss the resistance WPAs face from a variety of stakeholders and the ethical 

considerations that come along with digital literacy integration. I discuss how access and 

available resources continue to be problems for WPAs who want to integrate digital assignments, 

and I describe the difficulty of fitting digital literacy into an already-packed curriculum. Lastly, I 

discuss how functional narratives of technologies as tools can be a difficult challenge to 

overcome in a program. 

a. Navigating the WPA’s role 

 In attempting to integrate digital literacy programmatically, WPAs face concerns 

regarding what their role should be. In particular, the WPA’s time and the authority were two 

challenges that emerged in the interviews and survey responses related to the WPA’s role in 

digital literacy. In the interviews, some WPAs expressed worries about balancing digital 

initiatives with other administrative work. Jill, the coordinator of a first-year composition 

program that has its own digital composing studio, expressed concerns about “the time it takes to 

stay abreast of new [technologies] and to keep up, and when you’re doing administrative work, 

that can be a challenge.” These WPAs recognize that it takes time to learn and keep up with new 

technologies, train instructors, or to integrate a new digital assignment, and with other 

responsibilities to deal with—such as student retention and departmental pressures regarding 

students’ sentence-level writing abilities, which were time-consuming problems mentioned by 

WPAs in the interviews and in the survey—WPAs find it difficult to add digital literacy to the 

agenda. Another significant factor that complicates their roles is that these types of initiatives 
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(learning or implementing new technologies) are not typically included in merit evaluations or 

tenure and promotion guidelines, as some respondents mentioned in the surveys and interviews.  

The WPAs are also concerned about their own authority as they make moves to integrate 

digital literacy programmatically. While the survey showed that over 80% of the WPAs felt that 

digital literacy is important to the composition curriculum, in the interviews, the respondents 

often described a felt tension in what they should impose upon instructors. They felt that 

integrating digital literacy “is the right thing to do,” as one respondent put it; at the same time, 

many were worried that imposing one specific technology or genre on their instructors would not 

allow them to teach to their strengths and might increase instructor resistance through this sense 

of a strict, top-down integration. While some instructors may feel that WPAs are integrating 

digital assignments in a top-down manner without considering the instructors, the issue is rarely 

this simple. Often, for instance, WPAs are receiving pressure from other university 

administrators to integrate digital literacies—something a few respondents in the survey and 

interviews discussed. Some WPAs wanted to establish programmatic coherence by requiring at 

least one digital or multimodal assignment because of their own commitments to digital literacy, 

whereas others were being required to. In either case, though, they were hesitant about enacting 

requirements because they were concerned about instructor resistance. 

This struggle between allowing instructors to teach to their strengths while creating 

programmatic consistency can be evidenced in the websites discourses that I analyzed in Chapter 

4. Website discourses often employed high levels of abstraction. For example, it was more 

common to see a program state that it provides students opportunities to create “new media 

texts” or use “written and other modes of communication” than is was to see them mention 

specific new media texts such as websites, blogs, and wikis or modes of communication such as 

Blackboard discussion forums. These somewhat imprecise lexical choices can allow WPAs to 
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offer a lot of flexibility because the high level of abstraction allows instructors to choose the 

modes or types of new media texts they explore with their students; however, by not delineating 

more specific guidelines, the WPAs might have more difficulty establishing the programmatic 

coherence or unity that many expressed a need for. These examples from the websites cannot 

necessarily reveal all that is happening in each classroom of the writing program, but the sites 

illustrate the delicate balance WPAs may need to strike as they consider their authority and how 

specific they want to be with regard to digital literacy requirements. Thus, WPAs face a 

challenge as they consider how to find a balance in terms of allowing instructors to teach to their 

strengths, allowing students to use technologies with which they are familiar, and establishing 

some coherence in a program that helps accomplish the program’s goals.  

b. Facing stakeholder pushback 

Another issue that WPAs face is resistance from a variety of stakeholders both in and 

outside of their own programs and departments. Some WPAs in the survey spoke generally about 

teachers’ impressions of technology, such as one survey respondent’s response, which indicated: 

“I can’t really get digital literacy off the ground because teachers in our program are generally 

averse to online tools.” Similarly, the WPAs I interviewed most commonly stated that the biggest 

barrier to implementing digital literacy programmatically was resistance from instructors in their 

program. The sources of resistance included instructors feeling as though they did not have the 

technological skills to teach their students how to compose digitally, worrying that they did not 

know how to assess students’ digital compositions, or feeling they did not have the time to add 

technology to their load—which was a particular concern for newer instructors who were 

learning to navigate other important pedagogical principles such as responding to student papers 

or managing class time effectively. Mitchell, a director of composition and new media scholar, 

described instructor resistance as follows: “Part of it is insecurity over a sense of expertise or 
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preparedness to do that kind of work. And probably half of our TAs come in with never having 

taught at all, so they have a lot of insecurities.” Some WPAs work in departmental or 

programmatic cultures that generally do not accept the use of digital technologies or they may, 

like Mitchell, work with instructors who have legitimate concerns about their own time and 

skills. These challenges make it difficult to get instructor buy-in, which in turn creates a barrier 

to integrating digital literacy programmatically and causes problems in terms of the WPA’s 

authority.  

WPAs also face challenges from those outside their own programs or departments. For 

instance, Jill, the coordinator of a first-year composition program at a mid-sized Master’s-

degree-granting public university, discussed external pushback in her interview. She said, “I 

don’t think I’ve gotten as much pushback from the faculty that teach writing as I have from 

people who don’t teach writing.” Referring to her program’s digital composing studio, she said 

this pushback comes from “people who are in administrative positions who think it’s a misuse of 

resources—that our students are making syntactic errors, then maybe work on digital literacy is 

getting in the way. So, they tend to see these two things as competitive rather than potentially 

complimentary.” Survey responses also demonstrated that external pushback often comes in a 

different form than described by Jill. A few survey respondents indicated that administrators 

outside their program were pressuring them to work on other initiatives related to student 

retention, student recruitment, and even grammar skills, and that these movements take away 

time that they could use to focus on digital literacy. Thus, this issue relates back to the concerns 

with WPAs’ time. 

c. Considering the ethical implications of digital composing 

In the survey discussed in Chapter 2, over 85% of the 70 WPAs in the study agreed or 

strongly agreed that their writing program should teach students the ethical components of digital 
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literacy, which included helping students become aware of the values of the audiences for their 

own electronic compositions, respecting others’ work and ideas in electronic environments, and 

citing them correctly. In Chapter 2, I suggested additional elements of ethical digital literacy that 

did not often emerge in the survey responses, arguing that other ethical considerations might 

include teaching students to think about usability and accessibility; discussing the ethics of remix 

culture and how that relates to intellectual property; and helping students think about how 

communication varies across cultures and how that feeds into the choices they make online. 

Because ethical digital literacy was not defined very broadly in the surveys, I further asked the 

WPAs in the interviews what it means to be ethical in the context of digital literacy, and these 

concerns often emerged as frequent challenges to implementing digital literacy 

programmatically.  

As discussed in Chapter 3, the most commonly mentioned issues were intellectual 

property, copyright, and plagiarism. As one WPA pointed out, it is important for instructors to 

discuss with their students “just what it means to use something with honesty and integrity”—

especially information obtained from the web, including sounds and images. Another expressed 

worries about remix culture, suggesting that ripping something out of its original context can be 

an unethical digital composing tactic. While she was not indicating that all remixes are unethical, 

she specifically mentioned political remixes and said that misrepresenting someone can be a 

concern when students are composing digital texts. Another common ethical concern was the 

blurring between public and private that occurs with digital composing. Cathy, the director of a 

large program that offers first-year composition as well as many undergraduate and graduate 

writing and rhetoric courses, told me, “I think the line between personal and public and the 

extent to which any teacher has the right to push someone’s writing into the public is a huge 

ethical issue.” Further, she said, “in our push to get students real audiences, I actually think we 
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are wrong to force students to write on blogs that are going to be permanent.” Another WPA 

emphasized the importance of making students aware of their choices within a program’s chosen 

technologies; he suggested that instructors need to make sure students are informed about 

choices they have within a particular online environment—from knowing that they can create a 

pseudonym so their name is not attached to their digital work to understanding the terms of 

service of a given technology and its privacy capabilities.   

Some WPAs also feel that it is an ethical obligation of the writing program to ensure that 

students have equal access to computers or other digital resources if the writing program is going 

to ask students to compose digitally. For instance, Gilbert, the Director of the First-Year Writing 

Program at a Master’s-degree-granting public university with a student population of over 

22,000, argued that it is “fundamentally an ethical argument” that everyone in their composition 

program should have access to the program’s laptop cart.   

WPAs are also faced with the ethics of implementing proprietary or costly tools in their 

programs. Scott, a director of first-year composition at a large, public research university, 

discussed the collection of data that occurs in his program through digital portfolios for 

assessment purposes. He suggested that while these programs aggregate data and use it 

“generally for good purposes,” he could “envision uses of that data that I would not consider 

ethical and so I’d pause before I want to collect massive amounts of data.” Similarly, Scott cited 

ethical concerns about programs such as Turnitin, which has been criticized for violating 

students’ intellectual property rights (Zimmerman, 2009).  However, in his own program, he 

suggests using it less as a “gotcha tool” and instead as a pedagogical aid. Others in the surveys 

and interviews expressed concerns about using technologies that might cost students additional 

money.  

d. Securing access and available resources 
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Access is often discussed in the computers and composition literature as an important 

consideration when instructors are making choices about integrating technology requirements 

into their courses. Access is typically constructed as a problem with schools not having enough 

computer classrooms and problems with scheduling the use of computer classrooms; it has also 

been defined as students’ ability to access the internet and other emerging technologies at home 

or at school (Grabill, 2003; Moran, 1999; Zimmer, 1985). Scholars in computers and 

composition have argued that access is a function of wealth, class, and gender factors—among 

other sociocultural factors (Grabill, 2003; Moran, 1999; Powell, 2007). As digital technologies 

proliferate, it might be reasonable to assume that access is becoming less of a problem, but in the 

programs I studied, access is still a powerful challenge. Access is a concern in programs with 

different levels of funding, different types of instructors teaching the courses, different 

requirements for digital composing, and programs with students who have diverse 

socioeconomic backgrounds. In the survey, respondents directly tied access to their inability to 

require digital composing. For example, one respondent stated, “digital literacy is not typical of 

our program because students are not able to use computers on campus during class.” However, 

access to computers on campus is not the only issue. In the surveys and interviews, access was 

differentially defined. Some respondents did cite concerns about campus resources—from a 

program’s inability to schedule classes in computer labs to the need for more or updated laptop 

carts—but others cited students’ access at home as a problem. Access is also broadening beyond 

the need for a computer or internet access to other resources required for digital composing. For 

example, John, the WPA from Chapter 3 whose program’s instructors often ask students to 

compose an audio narrative, affirmed that the biggest barrier to this project was a need for 

microphones and sound booths for students to make quality audio essays. John works at an 
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affluent school with plenty of computer labs; yet, other resources became a barrier. Program 

budgets are therefore a continued problem as new resources gain importance. 

 In a similar vein, in the website analysis discussed in Chapter 4, programs tended to use 

strong evaluations (such as exciting or innovative) when promoting more general movements 

towards technology integration in their curricula and when discussing the computer resources 

they have in their programs and classrooms. In the survey, the WPAs who do have solid 

resources made comments such as the following: “We are lucky to have access to computer labs 

for all of our compositions courses, so digital literacy has been an easy and exciting transition.” 

Thus, programs that tend to have less access barriers also seem more likely and able to integrate 

digital literacies. These positive evaluations reflect that WPAs find digital literacy to be 

important but must also consider access to technologies in their decisions if they are planning to 

integrate digital literacy. 

Related to the issue of available resources, another of the struggles WPAs face is that 

technologies adopted by their schools do not always meet the goals of the writing program. A 

few mentioned how their Learning Management Systems such as Blackboard had major 

limitations. While these conversations tended toward the functional, in Selber’s terms, the issues 

extended beyond this. For example, one program’s choice of eportfolio system was established 

by upper administration without input from the WPA, and that eportfolio system has limited 

multimodal capabilities; so, there was a concern that the electronic portfolio was just becoming a 

repository for print essays. This meant, in the WPA’s opinion, that students were not being asked 

to engage in design, to think about the juxtaposition of modes, and generally not able to explore 

how their writing should be changed for a public audience.  

e. Finding and articulating the place for digital literacy in the composition curriculum 
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Another challenge WPAs face is determining how digital literacy should fit into their 

curricula. In the Chapter 2 survey, 81% of the WPA respondents reacted positively—using 

phrases such as “important,” “integral,” and “essential”—when they were asked about the role 

digital literacy should play in the composition classroom. When asked about the importance of 

digital literacy to their own programs’ mission and goals, the respondents’ average rating came 

to 6.75%, just above moderately important. Thus, it is apparent that the WPAs in this study 

generally want to integrate digital literacy and think it should be an important part of their 

curricula. However, as the survey showed, fewer programs are doing this at a program level, and 

part of the struggle is determining exactly how digital literacy should fit in to the goals of a 

writing program. For example, in the survey, nine of the thirteen respondents who directly spoke 

to this issue were concerned that a focus on digital literacy might “eclipse,” as one respondent 

put it, “the basic reading and writing skills that should be the focus in writing courses.” In other 

words, there were concerns that digital literacy would get in the way of alphabetic literacy.  

 These comments reflect a binary between alphabetic and digital literacies that can be 

difficult to escape. When they workshopped a draft of the Outcomes Statement at the 2013 

CWPA conference, members of the Task Force for revising the statement also received feedback 

from participants who were “concerned about perceived binaries between written texts and 

digital compositions” (Dryer et al., 2014, p. 134). This kind of binary was also present on 

multiple websites that I discussed in Chapter 4. Phrases such as “print and digital media,” 

“electronic and print,” and even “technology and writing” frequently occurred across these sites, 

implying what the WIDE Research Center Collective (2005) has called a “killer binary” between 

technology and writing. There are a few reasons why these phrases can be tricky. First, as WIDE 

argued, writing is a kind of communicative technology, and understanding how technology 

“impacts the writing process…is part of teaching writing” (n. p.). Second, the line between print 
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and digital compositions is difficult to draw. Some might consider an infographic to be a “new 

media text” if circulated online, but it might also turn into a print flyer. Alphabetic essays are 

typically produced using word processing software, and students can integrate photos into their 

alphabetic research essays, but do we consider these digital or multimodal compositions? 

Important questions about production, delivery, and circulation can be ignored if we do not 

reflect on these binaries, and the binaries could also set digital and print in opposition instead of 

recognizing that they can be potentially complementary, as Jill noted above. 

 The survey respondents’ concerns about digital literacy eclipsing “traditional” reading 

and writing, and the discourses present on websites that set up a binary between print and digital, 

reflect the difficulties WPAs face in determining how they should integrate digital literacy into 

their curricula and what that actually means. WPAs are faced with the difficult challenge of 

defining digital literacy and its relationship to their program, selecting terms that accurately 

represent the program’s goals, and making sure those terms allow for flexibility as well as 

programmatic coherence. Inherently wrapped up in this issue of being able to articulate the place 

of digital literacy in the composition classroom is the emergence of multimodality. In interviews, 

it was often difficult to separate discussions of digital literacy and multimodality. It seemed that 

in some ways, digital literacy is somewhat of a buried concept that is taken for granted. Many 

WPAs interpret digital literacy as representing information literacy, representing skills such 

students’ ability to use the program’s LMS, or as instructors’ use of ebooks, online grading, or 

online peer review technologies. Yet, when I asked them to discuss their digital literacy 

practices, they typically turned towards talking about multimodal composing, which is perhaps 

one aspect of digital literacy but also does not have to be digital, as scholars like Jody Shipka 

(2011) have reminded us. One WPA spoke about the distinction between digital literacy and 

multimodality. She said that, in terms of digital literacy, students need to be “literate in terms of 
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being able to read the Blackboard site.” They need to know how to use word processors and how 

to incorporate images into texts when appropriate. However, she expressed that her goal is to 

move beyond these digital literacies to multimodal composing. She discussed her program’s 

recast assignment, where students “take the main theme or argument from their researched 

argument assignment and make it into a public text. And that’s where some students put it into a 

blog or they use a Wordpress site or they develop ezines. Some of them have done videos. So, it 

really is kind of open to them as far as how they want to present their materials.” The goal for 

many of these WPAs is to ask students to experiment with forms and translate their research 

intro different types of public arguments—often in digital environments.  

Thus, WPAs are faced with choices in terms of the terminology and practices they choose 

to identify with. Gilbert’s program, for instance, chose to identify with multimodality and has 

specific outcomes regarding multimodal transformation and multimodal design. In an interview, 

he mentioned that his program chose to identify with multimodality because it allows for 

experimentation with other forms that are not necessarily digital. At the same time, he worried 

that selecting multimodality, in his words, “gives people, in a way, a license to ignore the digital, 

if you know what I mean. It creates a way where you can just say I’m doing multimodal stuff but 

not the digital. Like, I have a photograph in this paper.” Gilbert expressed concerns that his 

program’s identification with multimodality might allow instructors to require a research paper 

with a picture and “call it a day.” In much the same way that Gilbert was concerned about 

identifying with multimodality, other WPAs discussed issues surrounding selecting “composing” 

over “writing.” Similarly, during my analysis of writing program websites, I discovered that 

across the entire corpus of SLOs, the word genre/genres appeared 74 times. (To contextualize the 

frequency, the word “writing” was the most common word at 261 mentions). Context was rarely 

sufficient to determine if “genre” included digital genres or not. Even the use of the word “text” 
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in the above “new media text” example could be unclear, since “text” often connotes alphabetic 

writing. Selecting terms and defining them, as Claire Lauer (2009) maintained, “positions 

[academics] in the conversation, exposes our assumptions, announces our intentions, and helps 

us explain to ourselves and others who we are and what we believe” (Developing Definitions 

section). Lexical choices are laden with certain interpretations that challenge WPAs as they 

choose what terms they will use to explain to themselves and others their programs’ goals.  

In many ways, these concerns connect back to the issue of the WPA’s authority. WPAs, 

at least those in my study, want instructors to teach to their strengths but at the same time want to 

keep abreast of new trends in the field so their students get the experiences others are getting 

across the country. Ensuring that students get those experiences means making digital 

technology a part of the curriculum, which involves articulating those commitments on websites, 

in SLOs, in training. WPAs therefore are concerned about selecting terms that force instructors 

to integrate technologies or digital assignments they are uncomfortable with, but they want to 

integrate digital literacy in a way that makes sense for the program’s goals. At the same time, 

WPAs need to select terms that are understandable and meaningful to other stakeholders within 

the university so they secure the necessary financial and locational support they need. Thus, the 

selection of appropriate terms involves navigating complex power relations. 

f. Broaching functional and substantive perceptions of technologies  

Another challenge WPAs face is that programmatic discourses and practices can easily 

slip into substantive or instrumental perspectives on technology. Functional perspectives of 

technologies, according to Selber (2004) and Feenberg (2002), often treat technologies as neutral 

tools. In the survey, respondents made many comments along these lines. For instance, one 

stated, “Most [instructors] treat the technology as invisible and only acknowledge it when it 

doesn't function right.” If instructors are not encouraged to critically consider the technologies 
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they use in their courses, they may not recognize both the positive and negative ways 

technologies can affect the “social, political, and educational environments within which we 

teach,” as Gail Hawisher and Cynthia Selfe (1991) argued years ago (p. 64).  Functional 

discourses also pervaded writing program websites, as discussed in Chapter 4, where 

technologies were often articulated as “tools” to accomplish the “traditional” goals of the writing 

classroom.  

The substantive perspective of technology—where technologies are seen as autonomous 

cultural forces that overrides existing values—is also often difficult to address (Feenberg, 2002, 

pp. 6-8). The substantive viewpoint often evokes perspectives that technologies are all good or 

all bad and that individuals do not have the power to intervene in the cultural and social effects 

of technologies or in the design of technologies themselves. As Feenberg (2002) discussed, both 

the instrumental and substantive theories share the notion that “technology is destiny” and 

therefore beyond human intervention (p. 8). Substantive perspectives have circulated in the 

programmatic discourses and practices discussed throughout this study. Some interviewees, for 

instance, stated that there is a trend in their programs towards technologies being described by 

teachers as distractions, as students are increasingly using cell phones and computers to access 

social media or read information online that is not relevant to class. Thus, these instructors are 

beginning to ban technologies from their classes because of this negative impact. This view 

suggests that technologies in themselves are leading to distraction and reduced performance in 

the classroom, which leaves little room for thinking about how students or teachers can intervene 

in this. In a different vein, on program websites, substantive discourses often surfaced when 

programs linked technologies to “effective writing.” These discourses often implied that 

technologies will naturally improve writing. Again, these discourses can reflect that technologies 

have a particular effect in which we cannot intervene. Yet, as Hawisher and Selfe (1991) 
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maintained, as teachers and administrators, our uses of technologies in the classroom can support 

ineffective pedagogical approaches to the teaching of writing. How we think about, frame, and 

employ technologies in the classroom and in our programs’ curricula can affect the potential 

impact of technology on our students and their composing.  

It is likely that WPAs often encounter these competing discourses—of technologies as 

invisible tools or autonomous cultural forces—from teachers and also, as the website analysis 

showed, employ similar metaphors in their own programmatic discourses, likely without 

consciously recognizing that their discourses reflect these notions. This all matters—and 

constitutes a challenge—because if technologies are represented or viewed as neutral tools or 

autonomous forces, then there is no reason to critically consider our uses of them. Instructors and 

WPAs might simply use what technologies the university provides and use them in the ways they 

have been taught without thinking about how they could potentially subvert typical uses to 

employ better pedagogical practices. While some of the challenges I have discussed in this 

section are those that have been specifically described as challenges by these WPAs, this 

particular issue with competing discourses was not often brought up. This is likely, however, 

because as I discussed in Chapter 4, the discourses we use in our programs are ideological. They 

reflect beliefs about technologies in a way that we may not consciously recognize. Being able to 

uncover some of these ideologies, though, can help us adjust our discourses. 

II. Addressing Challenges  

As McGee and Handa (2005) maintained, a writing program is always in process, “never 

achieving the finished state of a final product. A writing program is always in the middle of 

staffing courses, revising curriculum, and meeting departmental, university, or even legislative 

mandates, so no part of it can ever be complete” (p. 8). They maintained that the job of the WPA 
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is never finished, but “recognizing that we are not striving for the ‘well-wrought urn’” can be 

“liberating” (p. 8). Extending their argument to digital literacy integration, the challenges WPAs 

face will continually change, and it can likely be “liberating” to recognize that we can never 

resolve these issues. A critical approach to technology, in fact, acknowledges the messiness 

involved in technology integration, development, and use. Feenberg argued that struggle will 

continue to play a role and that technology is not a thing but an “ambivalent process of 

development suspended between different possibilities” (p. 15). The goal with critical theories of 

technology is not to remove this ambivalence but to acknowledge it and engage with it. The 

challenges WPAs face as they integrate technologies will be messy, and as Feenberg suggested, 

different alternatives will “continue to contend” (p. 15). Recognizing that a writing program 

always exists in process and that it will be ongoing work to contend with different alternatives as 

WPAs address the challenges I described above, I now move to suggesting some categories of 

thinking that may allow WPAs and others involved in writing program administration to address 

(though never resolve) some of these challenges. Each of these strategies, too, are interconnected 

and would be best be deployed in conjunction. 

a. Localizing and critically analyzing technologies in context and mapping local practices to 

national goals 

I suggest that two ways to address overdeterministic views of technologies are to localize 

the technology (or contextualize the technology in the local context) and critically analyze 

technologies (or question their limitations, implicit power relations, and economic assumptions). 

As mentioned, some WPAs expressed concerns that institutional technologies did not meet the 

goals of their programs and some were even concerned about the ethics of using proprietary 

tools. WPAs might consider the institutional forces such as corporate partnerships that have 

influenced technology choices on their campus. If a WPA determines that a technology chosen 
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by the institution is not the best fit for the program, she can pursue some of the paths the 

administrators from my study have taken. One is working with IT to create an LMS separate 

from the university’s and another secured a grant to procure a different eportfolio system. A 

survey respondent wrote a grant to start an iPad initiative on her campus. If such opportunities 

are unavailable, the WPA can foster critical discussions of technologies with instructors by 

making the reasons for technology choices visible—contextualizing these reasons within the 

milieu of the university and the relevant institutional forces. This kind of contextualizing, along 

with analyzing limitations of the chosen technology, defamiliarizes common impressions of 

technologies as neutral tools so the community can reflect on how the technologies meet or 

conflict with program goals or invite new goals and challenges. Another way of localizing or 

contextualizing a technology is assessing how it has been used. Jill joked about her program’s 

digital composing studio, saying, “Everyone looks at that space and says, how many offices 

could that be?” To combat this perspective, she said she needs to continually defend the space by 

collecting user data. Collecting data about the use of a space such as this can help WPAs keep 

these spaces under their purview for their programs’ needs. 

By critically analyzing technologies within the local context—questioning their 

limitations, implicit power relations, and economic assumptions (Selber, 2004)—WPAs can also 

adapt digital literacy integration to local conditions in a way that reduces access barriers. Tasha, 

the Director of Composition at a mid-sized public university, told me how her program wanted to 

make moves towards digital literacy, but in thinking about the some of the economic 

assumptions her university made regarding the technologies students had access to, she 

recognized that many did not have computers or reliable internet access at home because they 

live in a rural area and a move to a digital assignment would be difficult. Thus, she created a 

photo essay assignment, where students take photos with their smartphones and use the 
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smartphones to help compose their photo essays. In this way, she felt that while the university 

might value computers, questioning the economic assumptions behind a more computer-heavy 

assignment led her to the realization that a photo essay with a smartphone might be more 

accessible for a majority of the students.  

At the same time, Tasha is aware that this project should be seen as provisional. She 

knows that implementing a photo essay assignment will not fix all access problems or provide 

students with the literacies they need. She said in her interview, “Access is the big thing, and so 

the way we’ve overcoming that so far is to start small with these photo essays and see how it 

goes. We’re going to collect data, see how it goes, and if it goes well, we’ll try it again. If it 

doesn’t go well, then maybe we’ll scale back…If it worked really well, then we’ll push forward 

and try something even more advanced.” Thus, Tasha recognizes that she must assess the 

assignment and determine if it opens up opportunities or needs to be abandoned.  In many ways, 

this story reveals the complexity of layers of power relations Tasha may face, as she must 

consider students and access inequities related to socioeconomic status; instructors and inequities 

in terms of their own knowledge and skills; and how to balance the desires of upper 

administrators (who were pressuring her to implement digital literacy) with the needs of students 

and instructors. In many ways, Tasha’s approach here furthers a critical stance because she is 

considering the limitations of her photo essay assignment and recognizing it as a potential scene 

of struggle. 

In addition to critically analyzing and localizing technologies, I also suggest that an 

important strategy is to consider the larger national context within which conversations about 

digital literacy and multimodality are happening. My respondents have used both computers and 

composition scholarship and national frameworks like the Outcomes Statement to argue for the 

importance of digital literacy to a variety of stakeholders. For example, one took the Outcomes 
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Statement to a budget meeting with administrators outside of the department and leveraged that 

document as a way to combat external pushback and substantive views of technologies as a 

distraction. By linking his own program’s practices to the national disciplinary context, he was 

able to successfully secure some necessary resources that helped him move forward in 

integrating digital literacies. 

b. Fostering communities of practice 

I also suggest that a sustainable approach to supporting digital literacy involves 

establishing a community of practice, to borrow a phrase from Etienne Wenger and Jean Lave 

(1991) and from Barb Blakely Duffelemeyer (2003) who advocated for this approach in training. 

While I touched upon this notion as it relates to training in Chapter 3, I suggest this community 

of practice be built among teachers as well as in the classroom. In Cultivating Communities of 

Practice: A Guide to Managing Knowledge, Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William 

Snyder (2002) defined communities of practice as groups of people who share common 

concerns, interests, or a set of problems and who interact to deepen their knowledge on the topic 

(p. 4). The individuals in a community of practice often share resources, discuss challenges, and 

“act as sounding boards” for each other (Wegner et al., 2002, p. 5). Communities of practice are 

not a new idea and often are not even intentional; they can develop on their own informally. 

However, Wenger et al. (2002) argued that organizations need to become more systematic and 

intentional because cultivating communities of practice is a way to “manage knowledge” as an 

asset in a time when it is difficult to keep up with the rapid pace of change in technological 

advancements (p. 6). To effectively cultivate these communities, Wenger at al. argued that useful 

practices include connecting isolated professionals, linking unconnected activities, creating 

spaces for sharing resources, inspiring members to participate, and even encouraging “a 

willingness to share ideas, expose one’s ignorance, [and] ask difficult questions” (pp. 14, 28-29). 
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It is important to note that communities of practice rely on some measure of informality and 

autonomy for the members (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 12).  

The WPAs in my study have taken a variety of approaches to mentoring and training 

teachers that seem to be effective approaches to fostering communities of practice that will 

flourish around the interest domain of digital literacy. A few of the WPAs I spoke with have 

established mentoring programs, where newer instructors can—as Wenger et al. put it—ask 

difficult questions and expose “ignorance” through a more comfortable power dynamic than if 

the WPA was the only or most immediate resource for new teachers. WPAs have invited 

graduate students to teach technologies or talk about digital assignments in workshops or 

practicums, and they have invited instructors to participate in learning activities such as 

partnering up to learn the ropes of a computer lab. Others have, as Wenger et al. suggested, 

created spaces where instructors can share assignment sheets and sample student work through 

listservs or program websites. They are establishing a “creative commons ethic,” as one 

interviewee put it, encouraging peer support, empowering instructors at different levels, and 

encouraging a culture of sharing.  

 The program website can actually be a unique space in which to foster a community of 

practice. In Chapter 4, I discussed some of the unique approaches WPAs have taken to create 

community on their websites, and these are options other WPAs could explore. Some share 

students’ work online, such as their electronic poster presentations.47 Others actually have online 

publications that feature students’ writing—including digital compositions. Thus, the website can 

be a space for sharing, and instructors can then use these as examples to elicit some enthusiasm 

in their students. Students might be inspired, a criterion discussed by Wenger et al., by other 

students’ work or by the idea of their own working being featured on the program’s site. One 
                                                
47 These were typically structured as competitions where winning students’ work was featured on the websites.  
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website featured videos that were screen-captured directions explaining multimodal practices 

students would use in their first-year writing courses. Other sites had announcement pages or 

blog pages where instructors and sometimes even students could comment on page entries, and 

some even offered blog posts specifically about digital composing, linking instructors and 

students to technology tutorials and allowing for them to carry on discussions within the blog 

entries. Thus, the writing program website can be a place for connecting individuals interested in 

similar activities, a space for expressing questions and sharing resources, a somewhat informal 

space for creating a community of practice. From a critical perspective, I see these practices as 

potentially enabling more equitable power relations, as the program’s inner workings become 

more visible to students, students and instructors can interact and participate on the sites, and 

students and instructors alike may be inspired by the student work featured on the site or the 

opportunity to have their own work featured on the site. However, WPAs will want to consider 

the ethical implications of sharing students’ work on their websites by informing students about 

how long their work will be available on the site, what users will be able to see, and so forth. 

WPAs will also need to consider if they want students to be able to see the conversations 

instructors have about teaching or if a listserv would be a more appropriate approach. 

 In a related vein, some WPAs see digital spaces as an opportunity to connect stakeholders 

to local practices. Darren created a publicly available ibook, which is a compilation of all his 

program’s professional development activities. Similarly, Gilbert indicated that he wants his 

program to “show up” in terms of resources. He is working hard to make the program’s 

resources available on the program’s website or through a separate wiki or blog because “we 

want our program to be in service of something that’s even bigger than our program. And I feel 

like to me that’s an ethical payback to the field, to regional community colleges that are curious 

about what we do, to high school teachers who are having conversations with their students 



221 

about college readiness, to parents and families and other stakeholders.” While this sharing of 

resources is not directly related to digital literacy, Gilbet said, “I feel like there are little things 

like that that WPAs can do that aren’t digital but that are operating in a digital domain that sort 

of insist on a different ethical way of being in these roles.” In some ways, this means WPAs can 

model an ethical digital literacy in a way that might, perhaps, address others’ concerns about 

being ethical in digital contexts or about the importance of digital literacy.  

I also suggest that the community of practice model can be extended to the classroom. Some of 

the WPAs in my study encourage their teachers to become learners alongside their students. 

Darren, the coordinator of a public, regional university’s first-year writing program, said, “your 

students are some of the best teachers of technology that you have access to, so I think I try to 

get [teachers] away from the fear that teaching with technology requires that they have expertise 

in that particular technology.” Thus, Darren not only encourages instructors to learn alongside 

students, which can create a community of practice by giving a level of autonomy to students, 

but he also finds learning alongside one’s students to be a way to address the challenge of 

instructors feeling they do not have the technological expertise to teach digital composing. 

As I have described throughout my research, critical theories of technology are about 

disrupting inequitable power relations. I suggest that through building these communities of 

practice, WPAs and instructors are trying to establish more equitable power relations in terms of 

technology use, development, and training by shifting more autonomy towards instructors and 

students. This helps address the issues related to the WPA’s authority and time and instructors’ 

time, by spreading out the learning and training. It also aids instructor buy-in by helping them to 

build confidence and a sense of authority while still allowing them to develop their own 

approach to technology and pedagogy. The community of practice can also empower students by 

encouraging them to become practitioners and allowing them space to learn and share their work.  
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These communities of practice can potentially lessen instructor resistance, but it is important to 

take a step back and complicate this notion of resistance. Based on my study design, I learned 

about instructor resistances through the WPAs, but do WPAs always know the sources of 

resistance? Some instructors may not feel comfortable speaking with the WPA about their 

concerns, so are the perceived resistances accurate perceptions or fair assumptions? One 

interviewee Noel’s story sheds light on this concern. When first becoming WPA, Noel created a 

website and listserv to make the program’s practices more visible on a digital level and required 

all instructors to use Blackboard. The instructors, instead of speaking with Noel, felt the need to 

find someone with more institutional authority and filed a complaint against Noel with the Dean. 

Noel was then faced with defending his practices to the Dean. He learned from the experience 

that the instructors wanted their own voices heard, and they felt that Noel was forcing the 

technologies on them in a top-down manner without explaining his reasoning. The instructors 

also felt they did not know how to use the technologies well enough to integrate them. Noel has 

since worked to make the reasons for his choices more visible, and he has implemented a 

mentoring program that he says is “the heart of our program.” He indicated that the mentoring 

program gives the instructors a space to express concerns to their mentor instead of the WPA. In 

other words, the “teachers feel more comfortable talking about concerns with someone other than 

the WPA.” Noel’s story reflects that instructors sense some complex power relations at play. 

They feel the WPA has a certain level of power to integrate digital technologies that affect their 

own pedagogies, but they do not feel comfortable approaching the WPA about their concerns.  

Thus, the community of practice or mentoring program can be a potential response to shifting 

power relations where teachers can have more autonomy. At the same time, it is important for 

teachers to see that WPAs are themselves negotiating the needs of multiple stakeholders and 

often do not have all the institutional power that they are assumed to hold. As discussed in 
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Chapter 1, power is not owned “singularly by the WPA or even by upper-administrators” 

(Fedukovich, 2013, p. 113). Power is diffused and conflicting. Perhaps more transparency in 

conversations around technology can help with these issues. WPAs can explain the reasons for 

their choices and also explain the things they cannot change based on the complex power 

relationships surrounding university choices for technology programs, assignments, and artifacts. 

c. Creatively leveraging available resources and relationships 

Creatively leveraging resources and relationships that are already available to the program is 

another approach that can intersect at the level of any of the discussed challenges. One strategy is to 

creatively leverage the strengths of others in the program. This often means asking graduate 

students to lead workshops or teach a practicum session related to digital literacy. Part of the 

issue here is simply the way the institution supports—or rather does not support—digital literacy. 

These WPAs are rarely compensated in terms of tenure, promotion, or other financial 

compensation for efforts to improve their technology knowledge or to make efforts to integrate 

digital literacy. Yet, graduate students may need lines on their curricula vitae or skills for the job 

market, and this can ultimately help with the concern of the WPA’s time. 

WPAs are not only seeking resources internally but looking for resources and fostering 

relationships outside of their own programs. Some have used program funds to invite to campus 

guest speakers such as Jody Shipka and Henry Jenkins. In this way, they are establishing 

“enthusiasm,” as one survey respondent put it, for digital literacy—something which is also useful 

for fostering communities of practice. Further, as discussed, these WPAs have created websites with 

technology tutorials or sample student texts so that instructors have resources they might need if the 

program cannot fund many technology workshops. A few WPAs have established embedded 

librarian projects to help students with information literacy, linking this to helping with instructors’ 

concerns about time. One interviewee creatively worked out a plan administration to build in a small 
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course fee—only five dollars—that allows his program to have a computer lab solely for the 

composition program. To secure resources while also establishing connections across the university, 

Scott, the director of first-year composition at a large, public research university who has published 

in the field of computers and composition, said that his program “made a deal with the university that 

if they would provide us with enough computer labs to ensure that every first-year writing class 

would meet in a computer classroom at least once a week, then we would allow them to claim that 

students got exposure to digital literacies in first-year composition.” These kinds of tactics often 

requires an imaginative or resourceful mindset, a WPA who can think outside the box. 

One such WPA is John, the director of a first-year writing and rhetoric program.  Many 

instructors in his program have become excited about an audio narrative assignment that he 

encourages instructors to assign, but John realized that there was nowhere on campus for students to 

record their audio essays. So, he went out himself and made portable sound booths. He said,  

I went out and bought a couple of those Rubbermaid bins and some…foamy egg-carton 

material…And I sprayed the inside of the bin with spray adhesive and then lined it with the 

foam to make like a little portable sound booth…I found a couple of videos on Youtube that 

showed me how to do it. So, we have those in our program and we have a quiet space where 

students can come and go sit in the back and we’ve got a couple of really good rather 

expensive microphones, and the secretary leads them back and shuts the door and lets them 

record their audio narratives. 

Thus, John takes a real grounds-up, creative tactic towards supporting instructors and students in 

digital literacy endeavors. It is important to think of John’s approach here (or the embedded librarian 

projects or guest speaker events), however, as representing one act among many that WPAs may 

have to perform or wrangle with in order to start enacting change.  
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Creatively leveraging existing resources and relationships can help with access issues, as 

John’s example shows. It can also help with instructor buy-in concerns, as WPAs foster enthusiasm 

through guest speakers and work to alleviate instructors’ time concerns by offering embedded 

librarian relationships. These approaches may also help WPAs portray a less authoritative role 

because they are, in many ways, working from the ground up as opposed to taking a top-down role.  

d. Foregrounding assessment 

Assessment was a commonly cited area of resistance in the interviews. In the surveys, 

WPAs often mentioned that assessment was something that they were currently concerned with 

but had not yet addressed it at a programmatic level. Additionally, in my website analysis, while 

there were often stock rubrics and documents on the websites discussing the assessment of print 

essays, it was much less common to find assessment criteria or discussions regarding digital 

compositions. To address instructors’ concerns about assessment, I argue that the assessment of 

digital and multimodal compositions should be an early component of digital literacy discussions 

in training and the classroom. I also suggest that WPAs conduct program-level assessment by 

looking at how digital literacy is affecting students’ writing and how it is affecting the program’s 

learning outcomes.   

 By talking about assessment early in the introduction of a digital assignment or early in 

training, WPAs are having discussions about the affordances of digital media or other modes and 

are potentially lessening both student and instructor concerns as they lead with how students and 

instructors can evaluate and interpret these works. Some of the concepts WPAs in the study 

brought up that drive assessment include the juxtaposition of modes, remix, circulation, 

creativity, and affordances. 

I also suggest that assessing how digital literacies are working within the curriculum is an 

important step towards addressing some of the resistances. For example, WPAs who can show 
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that students’ engagement, awareness of audience, or metacognitive abilities, for example, have 

improved due to digital literacies may be able to better address the concerns of stakeholders 

outside the program or department who may not view digital literacy as the purview of the 

writing program. Tasha’s statement I quoted earlier speaks to this concern. She plans to use 

assessment data and start small with the photo essay assignment before trying different or more 

complex digital assignments. This kind of program-level assessment can also help convince 

instructors of the potential benefits of digital literacy, and it can help WPAs address the 

challenge related to institutional technology choices suiting the goals of the program. 

e. Employing a multiliteracies training model 

To address some of the challenges WPAs face as they work to integrate digital literacy on 

a curricular level, WPAs might consider employing a multiliteracies training model. I maintain 

that training adjuncts, graduate students, and other faculty members by showing them that digital 

literacy involves multiple literacies will help address many of the discussed challenges—

especially the challenges related to instructor resistance. For example, framing technology only 

in a functional sense can cause instructor resistance because it focuses heavily on skill, which 

instructors may feel insecure about. Viewing technology, instead, in a rhetorical light, can shift 

the emphasis. A WPA in my study spoke to this notion. She stated that when training workshops 

focused on the “nuts and bolts” of the program’s LMS, instructors “grumbled at learning the tool 

and felt insecure about their abilities.” This was in a workshop where instructors were learning 

how to use the discussion forums in the LMS. The WPA stated that when she tried to reframe the 

conversations around rhetorical awareness, she perceived a renewed confidence in her 

instructors. She encouraged them to think about the conversations that could happen in these 

spaces and how students could gain a better sense of audience and how to appeal to the audience. 

She told them that to assess the conversations, they could again focus on the rhetorical situation. 
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Are students accomplishing their purpose? Are they aware of the context? “Speaking to the 

teachers as rhetoricians,” she said, helped them understand the possibilities of the LMS’s 

discussion forums and helped them feel more confident that they could navigate and evaluate 

these conversations.  

 Functional, skills-based training seems to be fairly well covered in programs, given what 

I learned from the survey responses, interviews, and by viewing workshop descriptions on 

writing programs’ websites. Many programs offer workshops designed to teach instructors the 

functional skills they need to use program LMSs or other technologies they might implement in 

their courses—from online peer review systems to blog programs. As Selber (2004) has argued, 

we do need functional skills to accomplish the rhetorical and critical aspects of digital literacy.  

  Adding critical digital literacy training to this functional training can help instructors 

reflect on the affordances of program technologies, recognize their limitations, and consider how 

best to frame their uses. WPAs can invite instructors to consider design cultures—the “practices 

and perspectives of the people who are responsible for designing and maintaining a computing 

infrastructure” (Selber, 2004, p. 106). They can also ask teachers to consider use contexts—the 

environments “that help to situate and constitute a computing infrastructure, such as courses, 

computers classroom spaces, and curricular requirements” (p. 111). They can ask instructors to 

question how popular representations of technologies have influenced their own perspectives or 

to consider how computer classroom spaces might affect their approach to digital literacy 

integration. A commonly discussed project, the technology literacy narrative (Duffelmeyer, 

2000; Kimme Hea & Turnley, 2010), might encourage instructors to consider the social and 

cultural forces that have affected their relationship to technology. 

In terms of the rhetorical, Selber (2004) argued that tapping into the values and cultural 

narratives of the audience is a rhetorical approach to computer literacy. He also suggested that 
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rhetorical digital literacy positions students as composers of hypertextual media. I argue 

throughout this study that students should be positioned as active agents of change in 

technological environments, and I suggest that instructors be positioned in this way in training. 

Instructors could be asked to expand the objectives of a common program technology and 

subvert its typical uses; they could be asked to redesign a technology; or rearticulate program 

technology policies. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Jill asks her graduate students to compose a 1-

minute video introducing their students to the class they are taking. This positions instructors as 

active composers and encourages them to think rhetorically about their audience, inviting them 

also to tap into their students’ values in order to persuade or entertain them as they learn about 

the class. This ties in nicely with ethical digital literacy, as Jill introduces instructors to Creative 

Commons and talks with them about citation practices. She also told me that part of the reason 

she asks instructors themselves to compose is so that they understand how remix culture can 

potentially promote unethical uses of media. These multiliteracies can ultimately build on one 

another in training, and if instructors are provided with this robust view of digital technologies, 

they might be less resistant. The more they are given the opportunity to experiment rhetorically 

and critically with technologies themselves, the more comfortable they might be in terms of the 

cited resistances related to technological skill, assessment, and time.  

f. Adjusting discourses to reflect more complex representations of digital literacy 

Citing Cheryl Geisler’s notion of a textual object, John Oddo and Jamie Parmelee (2008) 

argued that public texts “function as textual objects capable of influencing people’s behaviors” 

(p. 65). Public texts become a part of the social context and have an influence on the people in 

that context (Oddo & Parmelee, 2008, p. 64). Discussing a program requirements document 

about which they interviewed a Writing Program Coordinator and Assistant Coordinator, Oddo 

and Parmelee (2008) discussed how these coordinators used the document as an authority that 
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guided their own interpretations of the program’s goals. In much the same way as Oddo and 

Parmelee discuss the importance of the program requirements document, I discussed in Chapter 

4 the importance of writing programs’ SLOs and homepage discourses. I argued that these 

discourses, as Oddo and Parmelee (2008) suggested, have an influence on the audiences—

especially instructors, students, and others within the school—that experience these discourses, 

ultimately shaping their practices. The importance of considering the articulation of outcomes 

was also emphasized in the recent article by Dryer et al. (2014), who constituted the Task Force 

charged with revising the Outcomes Statement. They argued that the Outcomes Statement plays 

several important roles—legitimizing and justifying “writing pedagogies and the work of the 

local WPA,” facilitating conversations about “writing instruction and values,” and guiding 

“curriculum design, teacher development, and assessment practices” (p. 131). Further, they 

argued for careful attention to word selection and described some of their own difficulties as they 

struggled with how to articulate each outcome. 

Hence, I suggest that to attend to some of the discussed challenges related to external 

pushback, instructor resistance, and finding the place for digital literacy in the composition 

classroom, WPAs might consider re-examining programmatic discourses with stakeholders and 

looking for ways to adjust the discourses to broaden what digital literacy means for composition. 

It is likely that as WPAs and other stakeholders consider the implications of word choices, they 

may uncover some buried ideologies regarding computer use. To take a critical approach and 

consider power relations, WPAs might consider forming committees that involve students, 

adjuncts, faculty, and even stakeholders outside of the program who will work together to 

readdress programmatic discourses such as SLOs. Cathy, for example, invited a faculty member 

whose research and teaching interests directly intersect with multimodality and digital literacy to 

head up a committee to “reshape our outcome criteria to include multimodal/digital. Just really 
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build it in there. And then we have another committee that we’re starting this fall that involves 

the library…helping us to do this but with a specific focus on information literacy.” These 

committees, according to Cathy, are “open to whoever wants to be” on them. Thus, again 

considering power relations, WPAs might consider fostering committees where a variety of 

stakeholders can have a voice in decisions.  

When it comes to decisions around re-articulating programmatic discourses, one area to 

pay attention to concerns discourses that represent technologies as neutral tools or autonomous 

cultural forces. Instead, WPAs might articulate technologies as an “ambivalent process” or 

“scene of struggle,” in Feenberg’s (1991) terms (pp. 14-15). Recognizing that technologies are 

not neutral and that human actors can intervene and effect change in technological processes can 

ultimately encourage instructors and even students to consider their uses of technology in a way 

that might not happen if technologies are not paid attention to until “something doesn’t function 

right,” as one survey respondent phrased it. Adjusting discourses in this way can also help 

combat perspectives that writing is unchanged by mode or presentation—a problem cited by 

Haas and Neuwirth (1994) in their discussions on literacy and computers. Discourses can also be 

reframed to reflect that students are active composers who can effect change. Dryer et al. (2014) 

seemed to implicitly recognize the need for these kinds of changes in the Outcomes Statement, 

noting that they made a move towards positioning “students as practitioners who understand why 

we engage in specific composing processes” (p. 140.)  

I will consider SLOs as an example of how these changes might come about in 

programmatic discourses. To reflect that technologies are a scene of struggle, avoid purely 

instrumental or substantive representations, and position students as active composers will be a 

complex task; all approaches must be adapted to local conditions, but I hope that these 

suggestions help reveal the kinds of tweaks in language I am suggesting. In Chapter 4, I 
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discussed the following SLO from a program in the study: students will “use technological tools 

to find information.” Here, the technology is a neutral tool that a student uses to complete a task. 

While this SLO can be useful, since functional skills are necessary, this SLO could be 

rearticulated as follows: “students will explore the potentials and limitations of various 

technologies for information retrieval.” While the technology is still framed here as a tool to 

accomplish a goal, students are invited to critically analyze the technologies and their abilities 

for retrieving information. This sheds light on technologies as not purely neutral and reflects that 

technologies can be viewed ambivalently. Even the shift from “use” to “explore” can help evoke 

a less functional perspective because the outcome becomes more about exploring and 

questioning as opposed to using.  This kind of shift was considered carefully by Dryer et al. 

(2014) when they revised the Outcomes Statement. They, too, considered verb choices carefully, 

changing verbs like “using” and “controlling” to “experiencing,” “adapting,” “reflecting,” and 

“questioning” (p. 138).  

An SLO from a program website that reflects a substantive view is the following: 

students should be able to “understand how technologies affect their composing processes.” 

Throughout this study, I have argued that more programs need to emphasize this notion of how 

technologies affect composing processes. However, this phrasing also tends to evoke a notion 

that technologies have this substantive effect in which students cannot intervene. Perhaps a better 

articulation of this SLO would be something along the lines of the new Outcomes Statement’s 

outcome: “students should be able to adapt their composing processes for a variety of 

technologies.” This statement recognizes that students’ processes are going to change through 

their uses of technologies but also positions them as active composers who are working to adapt 

their processes.  
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Another issue related to broadening our representations of digital literacy hearkens back 

to findings from Chapter 2. In Chapter 2, I argued that program discourses often reflect that 

technologies are tools to accomplish the “traditional goals of the writing program”—a phrase 

used by a few participants. I suggested, instead, that programmatic discourses should also 

recognize that technologies invite new goals and challenges. Mike Palmquist’s (2005) argument 

supports this assertion when he says, “we should recognize that information technology makes 

possible more than additional—or even better—strategies for meeting our teaching goals. It also 

makes possible new teaching goals. Recognizing this possibility is important for all teachers of 

writing, but it is particularly important for WPAs, who often construct program-wide curricula 

and coordinate faculty development programs” (p. 98). Because WPAs have a significant hand in 

faculty development and establishing curriculum coherence, a re-examination of the program’s 

current goals and SLOs in light of new technologies used in the program might help them 

configure some new goals as opposed to simply trying to adapt technologies towards the 

program’s current goals.  

The website analysis from Chapter 4 also revealed some areas in which WPAs might be 

able to further articulate the robust nature of digital literacy. In images, computers tended to be 

the only technologies captured. I suggest that mobile technologies are other possibilities for 

students to compose with. Reflecting these possibilities can help alleviate access concerns, such 

as the example I discussed with Tasha’s students, who do not always have computers but they do 

have smartphones. I also showed that most images representing students working with computers 

represented students as working alone at the computers, and I suggested that we make efforts to 

represent computers as collaborative technologies. The multimodal critical discourse analysis in 

Chapter 4 also revealed that the members of writing programs tended to cite motivations for 

integrating digital literacies in connection with workplace practices and rhetorical awareness. 
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WPAs and other stakeholders might consider establishing additional links, such as emphasizing 

that digital literacies can help students communicate in their fields of study and in advocacy 

writing for local communities.  

Of course, in working to consider the complexity of digital literacy and its relationship to 

composition studies, WPAs will still be faced with the challenge many noted of how digital 

literacy should fit in to the composition curriculum. While it was most common to see digital 

literacy discussed in terms of research skills or functional skills such as using an LMS, the 

WPAs who do ask students to compose digitally tend to take a common approach. They often 

ask their instructors to require some sort of digital composition that “remediates” or “recasts” a 

written argument or narrative into a new digital form. This kind of assignment can help students 

see how digital technologies will change their approaches to persuading their audience on their 

chosen topic and it can create a nice synthesis between an alphabetic, print essay and a digital 

composition because it shows how alphabetic and digital literacies can be complementary. Those 

respondents who worried that integrating digital literacy into the composition curriculum might 

“eclipse” the traditional goals of “the basic reading and writing skills that should be the focus in 

writing courses” or those who were concerned about finding the right place for digital literacy in 

the curriculum might therefore find this kind of remediation project a useful one because it links 

traditional assignments like a research essay to experimentation with other modes. 

Even my suggestion that alphabetic and digital literacies can be complementary, though, 

reflects the kind of binary between print and digital that I have already critiqued. How do we 

address this kind of binary and represent digital literacy in a robust way? Perhaps we can frame 

the importance of digital literacy in terms of how writing and composing are shifting to new 

digital contexts. Thus, the issue is less about print versus digital composing but it is instead about 

writing becoming composing in digital, online, networked environments and understanding how 
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that changes traditional notions of writing and, at the same time, how certain principles we value 

as a discipline do not change. Mitchell discussed a digital composition project his instructors ask 

students to do, and he articulated this shift I am discussing:  

the purpose of the digital composition assignment is to help our students understand that 

when the technological contexts in which we compose shift, that we encounter new 

compositional opportunities and challenges, new rhetorical opportunities and challenges, 

and we want to kind of defamiliarize our students…one of our tasks is to…give them a 

more expansive idea of what composition might be, and they’re certainly going to go off 

into their majors and be given a lot of different kinds of compositional tasks, so the 

digital composition becomes a place where people get  to really experience what it’s like 

to try and compose and communicate in a very different genre and context and perhaps 

having that experience, they then come back to more conventional academic contexts and 

see them in a different light. 

Mitchell’s framework here for discussing digital composing is not about setting up a dualistic 

approach to digital and print. In many ways, he recognizes that students are always composing in 

technological contexts. (Pencils are technologies. Microsoft Word is a technology.) Instead, 

Mitchell focuses on giving students a more “expansive” interpretation of what it means to 

compose, helping them see how when the contexts in which they compose shift, there are new 

rhetorical opportunities and challenges to face. Similarly, when the Task Force garnered 

feedback from survey participants regarding changes to the WPA Outcomes Statement, 

respondents suggested defining composing as being multimodal (Dryer et al., 2014). This 

statement, too, reflects that composing is multimodal; it employs multiple forms of meaning-

making. This articulation of composing helps reduce what could be perceived as a binary 

opposition between alphabetic writing and other forms of composing.  
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 Ultimately, altering programmatic discourses using some of the approaches I have 

discussed can intersect at some of the discussed challenges. It can help WPAs address the 

functional and substantive discourses of technology that often circulate in programmatic 

discourses and that ultimately affect practices. It can help WPAs describe to key stakeholders the 

role digital literacy should play in the composition classroom (thus linking back to the challenge 

of finding and articulating the role of digital literacy in the composition curriculum), which helps 

address stakeholder pushback. And WPAs want to know how others are articulating their 

expectations for digital literacy. One interviewee said to me, “Actually, that’s the other thing that 

I would love is being able to see the way other people…are articulating expectations for digital 

communication.” Articulating the importance of digital literacies in the ways I have described 

helps guide teacher education and curriculum development and connects the values of writing 

instruction with new (and not-so-new) technologies. 

III. Conclusions 

 I began this study to explore the relationship between writing program administration and 

digital literacy. Exploring this concern through the lens of critical theories of technology, I 

looked at how 70 WPAs are integrating digital literacy into their programs. I found that there is a 

lot of enthusiasm for digital literacy, although instantiations at many schools are in their infancy 

and are often functional in nature. While individual instructors are likely innovating in myriad 

ways, there are many challenges to requiring all instructors in a program to learn and teach 

digital literacies.  Overall, I argue for a multiliteracies approach to digital literacy in writing 

programs, and my study looks at how the practices of writing programs across the country are 

and are not meshing with what the field of computers and composition values in terms of 

multiliteracies. A multiliteracies approach can help WPAs take on digital literacy more robustly 
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and look at it on a variety of levels. As Michael Pennell (2013) recently argued, “technologies 

and tools will come and go; cutting edge composing technologies today may be gone tomorrow. 

Yet, an attention to the rhetorical situation, to the functional, critical, and rhetorical literacies of 

composing with technology will not only sustain students, but will also bridge the academic/non-

academic dichotomy” (p. 75). While these functional and rhetorical digital literacies seem well 

attended to in writing programs, I suggest a more critical approach to program administration. I 

maintain that WPAs can be a central force in the renegotiation of digital literacy as a more 

critical practice. This involves working with instructors to question the cultural and social values 

embedded in the technologies used in our programs and in our classrooms, and encouraging 

them to discuss those issues with students, in the service of making informed choices about 

technology integration, use, and circulation. Instead of seeing the effects of technologies as either 

boon or bane (Selfe, 2009), I suggest that a critical approach can help WPAs select technologies 

appropriate to the local context, determine when technologies are not needed, and also establish 

the ways digital literacies can help students grasp the goals of the writing classroom as well as 

new literacies needed to compose, think critically, and find information in and through digital 

environments. At the same time, developing critical technological awareness involves 

developing a skepticism about how things are deployed around power. WPAs can certainly enact 

this skepticism by critically questioning the institutional forces that have led to certain 

technology choices on a campus, and they can make these concerns visible to instructors. WPAs 

may not have the authority to secure different technologies (although some have found ways to 

do so), but they can open conversations about the limitations and possibilities brought to bear by 

these technology decisions. Additionally, while WPA identity is complex and they are often 

assumed to have more power than they do, from the perspective of a graduate student or adjunct, 

for example, I would argue that the WPA is seen to exert some authority over the practices 
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teachers can implement. Granted, the WPA is working within an often hierarchical system that 

constrains her authority (Olson & Moxley, 1989), but because certain commonplaces related to 

instructor resistance continue to reassert themselves, such as instructors seeing WPAs as making 

top-down decisions about technology integration, I suggest that a critical perspective can 

encourage WPAs to consider practices that can shift some autonomy towards teachers in making 

certain decisions related to technology choices.   

 This study lends itself to future research possibilities. To extend and complicate the 

findings in this study, I believe that there is more research to be done in looking at how what 

happens at the level of administration affects what is happening in classrooms by gleaning the 

perspectives of instructors and even students. There is also more work to be done in looking at 

the national frameworks like the Outcomes Statement and how the technology outcomes are 

being adopted and adapted to local contexts. Further research might also explore the differences 

between how digital literacy is being employed in first-year composition versus upper-division 

writing courses, and researchers might consider learning more about training from the teacher’s 

perspective. As technologies change or become obsolete, new challenges will emerge, old 

challenges will be understood differently, and technology will continue to be, in Feenberg’s 

words, a “scene of struggle” (pp. 14-15). Yet, I hope that some of the approaches I have 

discussed, such as fostering communities of practice and understanding digital literacies as 

multiliteracies, will continue to be sustainable approaches to digital literacy integration. 
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SURVEY CONTEXT  

Thank  you  for  responding  to  this  15-minute, anonymous survey.  This  survey  is  intended  for  WPAs,  Directors,  or  Coordinators  of  writing,  
composition,  and/or  rhetoric  programs  (henceforth  “writing  programs”).  The  survey  is  part  of  a  dissertation  research  project  that  constitutes  a  
comparative  study  of  writing  program  websites,  focusing  on  how  writing  programs  characterize  their  relationship  to  technology  through  SLOs,  
mission  statements,  and  their  web  presence.  Please  note  that  all  questions  are  concerned  with  the  programmatic  context  surrounding  technology  
integration.  As  such,  this  study  is  concerned  with  the  program  as  a  whole—not  what  happens  in  a  few  individual  classrooms.  Thus,  when  
responding,  please consider overall program goals and Student Learning Outcomes and the trajectory of your curriculum.    

IRB INFORMATION  

You  will  be  asked  to  respond  to  a  survey  with  3  sections,  for  a  total  of  24  questions.  Below  is  important  IRB  information  about  your  rights  as  a  
participant.  

1.  Can  I  stop  being  in  the  study?  
 Your  participation  is  voluntary.  You  may  refuse  to  participate  in  this  study.  If  you  decide  to  take  part  in  the  study,  you  may  leave  at  any  

time.    

2.  Will  my  study-related  information  be  kept  confidential?  
 The  survey  instrument  used  will  allow  the  researcher  to  keep  track  of  who  has  completed  the  survey,  but  this  information  is  disaggregated  

from  other  data.  As  such,  the  researcher  will  not  be  able  to  associate  any  survey  responses  with  the  individual  who  responded.  Additionally,  
the  survey  tool  uses  SSL/TLS  encryption  to  protect  user  data.    

3.  Who  can  answer  my  questions  about  the  study?  
 For  questions,  concerns,  or  complaints  about  the  study,  you  may  contact  the  primary  researcher,  Jenna Pack Sheffield at 

packj@email.arizona.edu.  To  discuss  other  study-related  concerns  or  complaints  with  someone  who  is  not  part  of  the  research  team,  you  
may  contact  the  University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at http://orcr.arizona.edu/hspp.   

An Institutional Review Board responsible for human subjects research at The University of Arizona reviewed this research project and 
found it to be acceptable, according to applicable state and federal regulations and University policies designed to protect the rights and 
welfare of participants in research. This study has been assigned IRB protocol number 1402225166.  

Dissertation  committee:  Chair  -  Dr.  Amy  Kimme  Hea;;  Members  -  Dr.  Ken  McAllister  &  Dr.  Christine  Tardy  

Click  "Next"  to  begin  the  survey.  

  
1. Survey Overview & IRB Consent
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This section is designed to gather background information about your program and to learn the programmatic 
requirements with regard to composing in and analyzing electronic environments.  

1. What is your educational background? Please specify your highest degree earned, if 
your degree is in Literature, Rhetoric and Composition, Linguistics, or other, and your 
specialization within your field.

  

2. Which of the descriptions below most closely characterizes your writing program?

3. Is your writing program an independent (free-standing) academic unit or housed within 
another academic unit? Please select the description below that most closely 
characterizes your program.

4. Please list the courses that fall under your purview as WPA/Writing Program Director. 
(Example: First-year writing, business writing, honors composition)

  

  
2. Background Information—Composing in Electronic Environments









Department  or  School  of  Writing  and/or  Rhetoric,  which  includes  first-year  writing
  



First-year  writing/composition  program
  



Rhetoric  and  Composition  graduate  program  that  hosts  first-year  writing
  



Undergraduate  writing,  rhetoric,  and/or  composition  program  (hosts  first-year  writing  courses,  along  with  other  courses  such  as  Basic  

Writing,  Honors  Composition,  Business  Writing)  



Other  (please  specify)  

Housed  in  a  College  of  Humanities  but  not  part  of  English  Department
  



Housed  in  a  College  of  Liberal  Arts  &  Sciences  but  not  part  of  English  Department
  



Housed  in  a  larger  Department  or  School  of  Writing  or  Writing  Program  that  is  not  part  of  an  English  Department
  



Housed  in  English  Department
  



Housed  in  a  Rhetoric/Composition  program
  



Independent
  



Other  (please  specify)  
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5. Does your program REQUIRE instructors to assign a digital writing assignment? (i.e., 
students must compose a blog, wiki, audio essay, documentary)

6. Does your program REQUIRE instructors to teach students how to analyze digital 
texts?

Yes,  in  all  courses
  



Yes,  in  some  courses
  



No,  none  are  required  to  assign  a  digital  assignment
  



It  is  suggested  but  not  required
  



Other  (please  specify)  

Yes,  in  all  courses
  



Yes,  in  some  courses
  



No,  instructors  are  not  required  to  teach  students  how  to  analyze  digital  texts
  



It  is  suggested  but  not  required
  



Other  (please  specify)  
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7. Please read the following definition: The practices involved in reading, writing, and 
exchanging information in online environments, as well as the cultural, social, educational, 
and political values associated with these processes. 
 
Please choose, from the options listed below, the one term that is used most often in your 
program to describe the above practices.

8. Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements:

Once  you  continue  to  the  next  page,  you  will  not  be  able  to  return  to  this  section.  

Strongly  
Disagree

Disagree Undecided Agree
Strongly  
Agree

a.  It  is  the  responsibility  of  my  writing  program  to  teach  students  how  to  
use  digital  technologies  in  order  to  achieve  educational  goals,  to  
effectively  manage  online  workspaces,  and  use  advanced  software,  
web-based  programs,  and/or  apps.

    

b.  It  is  the  responsibility  of  my  writing  program  to  teach  students  to  
become  informed  questioners  of  digital  technologies,  to  question  the  
political  and  social  assumptions  of  these  technologies,  and  to  question  
the  ideologies  that  shape  technology.

    

c.  It  is  the  responsibility  of  my  writing  program  to  teach  students  how  to  
produce  in  digital  environments,  which  includes  understanding  and  
learning  how  to  capitalize  on  the  persuasive  abilities  of  design  and  to  
reflect  on  their  design  choices.

    

d.  It  is  the  responsibility  of  my  writing  program  to  teach  students  to  be  
aware  of  the  values  of  the  audiences  for  their  electronic  compositions,  
to  teach  them  to  respect  others’  work  and  ideas  in  electronic  
environments,  and  to  cite  them  accurately.

    

  

computer  literacy(ies)
  



digital  literacy(ies)
  



digital  writing
  



electronic  composing
  



electronic  literacy(ies)
  



information  literacy(ies)
  



mobile  literacy(ies)
  



multiliteracies
  



multimodal  composing
  



new  media  composing
  



technological  literacy(ies)
  



web  literacy(ies)
  



Other  (please  specify)  
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This section is designed to learn about your program’s relationship to digital literacy. For the purposes of this 
study, digital  literacy  is  defined  as  the  practices  involved  in  reading,  writing,  and  exchanging  information  in  
online  environments,  as  well  the  cultural,  social,  educational,  and  political  values  associated  with  these  
processes. Please answer the following questions about your program’s relationship with digital literacy.    

1. Is digital literacy formally encouraged *at a programmatic level* in your writing program? 

2. Please explain your answer to question 1.

  

3. Using the following scale, please rank how important digital literacy is to the overall 
mission of your program.

4. What role should digital literacy play in a writing program? 

  

  
3. Digital Literacy





1  
(Unimportant)

2 3 4 5
6  

(Moderately  
Important)  

7 8 9 10
11  (Very  
Important)

          





Yes
  



No
  



Unsure
  



Other  (please  specify)  
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5. Please order the following 8 activities using 1 as least important and 8 as most important 
to your program's goals and mission. You may only choose each number once.

6. Please explain here your ordering for question 5.

  

You will not be allowed to return to the previous page once you click Next.  

1  (Least  
Important)

2 3 4 5 6 7
8  (Most  

Important)

Students  should  learn  to  use  and  cite  information  from  electronic  sources  responsibly  
in  their  own  documents.

       

Students  should  learn  how  to  to  evaluate  the  credibility  of  online  sources.        

Students  should  analyze  electronic  texts  to  determine  how  technologies  affect  
reading  and  writing  processes.

       

Students  should  learn  to  use  technology  strategically  with  a  clear  purpose  that  
enhances  the  writing  for  a  given  audience.

       

Students  should  analyze  where  print  and  electronic  texts  are  used,  examining  why  
and  how  people  have  chosen  to  compose  using  different  technologies.

       

Students  should  use  electronic  environments  to  compose,  revise,  and  edit  texts.        

Students  should  understand  and  exploit  the  differences  in  rhetorical  strategies  and  
affordances  of  electronic  composing  processes.

       

Students  should  learn  how  to  disseminate  texts  in  electronic  forms.        
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This section is designed to gather information about your writing program’s website and/or web presence. If 
your program's web presence is part of a larger web  
presence (such as an English Department website), please speak to the parts of the website that relate directly 
to your program and over which you have some control.  

1. Who built and designed your program’s website? [Please select all that apply.] 

2. Who is responsible for updating the content of your program’s website? [Please select 
all that apply.]

  
4. Writing Program Websites

faculty  member(s)
  



graduate  student(s)
  



IT  staff
  



university  webmaster
  



WPA
  



writing  program  staff
  



Unsure
  



Other  (please  specify)  

faculty  member(s)
  



graduate  student(s)
  



WPA
  



writing  program  committee(s)
  



writing  program  staff
  



unsure
  



Other  (please  specify)  
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3. Who is able to modify your website? [Please select all that apply.]

4. What elements of the website can be updated by you or other members of the writing 
program?

5. On average, how often is your program’s website updated? 

faculty  member(s)
  



graduate  student(s)
  



IT  staff
  



undergraduate  students
  



university  webmaster
  



WPA
  



writing  program  staff
  



unsure
  



Other  (please  specify)  

audio
  



blog  posts
  



homepage  image
  



other  images
  



instructor  resources
  



student  resources
  



text
  



video
  



daily
  



weekly
  



bi-monthly
  



monthly
  



every  few  months
  



in  the  summer
  



once  or  twice  a  year
  



less  than  once  or  twice  a  year
  



Other  (please  specify)  
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6. Outside of basic features (such as a mission statement and course descriptions), what 
features would you consider most important to your ideal writing program website? 
Please order the following features using 1 as least important and 7 as most important. 
You may only choose each option once.

7. In terms of usability and design, please indicate the level of importance each of the 
below website features would have to your ideal writing program website. 

1  (least  
important)

2 3 4 5 6
7  (most  

important)

blog  posts  promoting  program  events  and  opportunities       

links  to  outside  writing  resources       

photos  of  writing  program  faculty/staff  and/or  students  or  events       

sample  syllabi  &  rubrics       

student  interaction  opportunities  (such  as  the  ability  to  comment  on  
website  or  post  a  blog  entry)

      

students'  writing  or  multimodal  compositions  featured  on  the  site       

video  representation  of  the  writing  program  and/or  video  course  
descriptions

      

Unimportant
Of  little  

importance
Moderately  
important

Important Very  important

blog  or  other  real-time  update  features     

clear  &  concise  navigation  labels     

dropdown  or  slide-out  menu  functionality     

Flash  &  add-ons     

image  slideshows     

image-based  navigation     

numbers  of  button/links  is  reasonable     

reasonable  site  load-time     

social  media  integration     

use  of  video     

web  design  optimized  for  mobile  devices     

Other  (please  specify)  

Other  (please  specify)  
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10. What policies are in place that impact the design or content of your web page (i.e., 
required web page templates, branding issues, lack of resources?)

  

11. Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements: 

12. If you are willing to be contacted by the researcher to answer follow-up questions 
about your program’s commitment to digital literacy and your program’s website, please 
type your name and email address in the box below. 

  





Strongly  
Disagree

Disagree Undecided Agree
Strongly  
Agree

N/A

My  writing  program’s  website  accurately  portrays  the  
actual  practices  of  the  program.

     

My  writing  program’s  website  accurately  reflects  my  
program’s  level  of  commitment  to  digital  literacy.

     

Given  the  many  tasks  of  the  WPA/Director,  the  writing  
program’s  website  is  a  priority  to  me.

     

A  writing  program  committed  to  digital  literacy  should  
have  a  functional,  well-designed,  multimodal  website.

     

Students  visit  our  website  often  to  learn  about  our  
courses.

     

Students  visit  our  website  often  to  learn  about  our  
program.

     

Instructors  visit  our  website  often.      

Comments:  
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Jenna%Pack%Sheffield%|%Dissertation%Interview%Questions|%September%9,%2014%

Interview Questions & Context 
 
Context: Thank you for participating in an interview about your TA training. The interview will 
last approximately 30-45 minutes. I expect interviews to be semi-structured, using the questions 
below, along with follow-up questions I may have as the interview progresses.  
 
My dissertation research is concerned with the relationship between writing program 
administration and digital literacy. I am looking at how digital literacy is interpreted and 
instantiated across writing programs, and thus far, my research has included a survey of 70 
writing programs, which you participated in, and a multimodal critical discourse analysis of 
writing program websites, with a focus on homepages, program overviews, and Student Learning 
Outcomes. For my last chapter, I am focusing on teacher training because it figured heavily in 
my survey as an important site of programmatic commitment to digital literacy. Thus, I am 
looking to learn more about how programs are supporting TAs and/or faculty as they prepare to 
teach with technology. My questions focus on TA training, but please feel free to speak to 
faculty development workshops as well. Please note that I am defining digital literacy, pulling 
from Hawisher and Selfe, as the practices involved in exchanging, reading, and writing in 
electronic environments along with the cultural, social, political, and educational values 
associated with these processes. The main questions I am asking are provided below: 
 
Questions: 
 
1. Please describe your program’s TA/instructor training (or adjunct training, professional 
development workshops, etc.) as it relates to digital literacy. 
 
2. Does training involve discussions of theories supporting the use of technology in the 
classroom? What scholarship/readings/theories do you use? 
 
3. A common concern in my research was that WPAs are reluctant to require digital literacy 
initiatives because of instructor pushback, in the sense that instructors do not always value the 
integration of computers into the composition class. How do you (or would you) explain to them 
why they are being asked to implement digital technologies into their courses? 
 
4. Are TAs/other instructors in your program taught to assess students’ digital/multimodal 
compositions, and if so, how? 
 
5. Describe what your program could do to improve TA training and/or faculty development 
workshops as they relate to digital literacy. 
 
6. Part of what I’m noticing in my research is that critical digital literacy is not often addressed 
in programmatic contexts. And by that I mean teaching students and instructors to become 
informed questioners of technologies (not just electronic texts but also the technologies that 
produce them) and teaching them to question the social and political assumptions of 
technologies. In what ways do you think critical digital literacy is or is not a part of your teacher 
training?  
 
7. The survey revealed that WPAs highly value ethical digital literacy. How would you define 
what it means to be ethical in the context of digital literacy, and how is this covered in your TA 
training (or not)? 
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Jenna%Pack%Sheffield%|%Dissertation%Interview%Questions|%September%9,%2014%

 
8. In what ways, if any, does the concept of rhetoric or rhetorical awareness emerge in your 
program’s technology training? 
 
9. (Survey follow-up question): Are there or have there been in the past barriers/impediments 
that have made it difficult for you to implement digital literacy in your program? How did you 
overcome these barriers? 
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