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Session	Title:	Vulnerability,	Multimodality,	Intentionality:	An	Embodied	Pedagogy		
My	title:	Forming	Community,	Fomenting	Collaboration:	The	Impact	of	Intentional	
Design		
	

Hi!	I’m	Dundee	Lackey.	I’m	so	happy	to	be	here	at	MSU	again	today,	and	to	be	at	

CRCon	again	surrounded	by	so	many	dear	friends	and	generous	colleagues.	I’m	here	

today	to	tell	you	a	story	about	how	we	in	the	Department	of	English,	Speech,	and	

Foreign	Languages	at	Texas	Woman’s	University	are	working	to	change	the	culture	of	

writing	in	our	program,	by	shifting	our	assignments	and	expectations,	our	training,	and	

our	facilities.	It’s	bigger	than	that	though:	it’s	really	a	story	about	learners,	and	

collaboration,	and	community,	and	the	role	digital	technologies	play	in	our	writing	lives	

(and	by	extension	the	role	they	play	in	the	lives	of	the	cultures	and	communities	we	

come	from,	and	work	in	and	for).			

	

I	began	teaching	as	a	college	student,	working	in	early	childhood	classrooms.	In	

preschool	classrooms,	you	spend	a	lot	of	time	thinking	about	and	setting	up	learning	

environments,	with	learning	centers	for	manipulatives,	art,	creative	play,	reading,	

science,	pre-math,	and	more.	But	that’s	not,	by	and	large,	how	classrooms	for	older	

learners	(even	older	children,	much	less	adults)	work.	We	are	assigned	whatever	room.	

Each	room	is	pretty	much	like	another:	by	design,	a	blank	space	intended	for	any	

teacher	and	any	learner.		In	fact,	I’ve,	at	times,	been	jealous	of	K-12	teachers,	not	

because	that’s	what	I	really	want	to	teach,	but	because	they	have	a	dedicated	room,	in	

which	they	can	customize	things	to	their	teaching	style,	and	assemble	their	collection	of	
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tools.	The	environment	DOES	matter.	And	not	just	the	tools	that	are	present	in	the	

room	(though	they	are	vital,	and	we’ll	return	to	them).	Let’s	start	with	the	furniture.	

	

The	computer	labs	in	which	we	teach	writing	at	TWU	(but	I’ve	found	this	to	be	

pretty	much	the	same	everywhere	I’ve	taught)	are	generally	designed	for	the	machines,	

in	that	their	layout	is	determined	by	ease	of	networking,	rather	than	by	consideration	of	

their	intended	(pedagogically	driven,	process	based)	used	by	the	people	who	teach,	

learn,	and	create	in	these	spaces.	It’s	a	learning	“factory,”	in	a	way:	a	one-size-fits	all	

sort	of	model	built	for	efficiency,	not	for	pedagogy.	Most	of	our	labs	are	built	in	rows,	

like	the	room	you	see	here,	going	across	the	room,	making	it	difficult	for	me	to	get	to	

and	work	with	students	on	“their”	computer,	and	allowing	little	to	no	space	for	group	

work.	This	is	a	very	teacher-centric	model,	presenting	one	“sage	on	a	stage”	to	a	

classroom	full	of	learners.	This	works	very	well	for	focusing	student	attention	on	the	

teacher,	but	less	well	for	other	types	of	activity.	Most	of	us	don’t	think	about	it	much,	

though,	as	it	seems	something	beyond	changing	(and,	perhaps,	like	it	doesn’t	matter	

enough	to	tilt	at	this	particular	windmill).		

	

Studies	have	shown,	though,	that	the	way	our	classrooms	are	arranged	affects	

way	more	than	you	probably	realize.	Nancy	Van	Note	Chism,	writing	for	Educause,	says	

“’a	room	with	rows	of	tablet	arm	chairs	facing	an	instructor’s	desk	in	front	of	

chalkboards	conveys	the	pedagogical	approach:	‘I	talk	or	demonstrate;	you	listen	or	

observe.’	On	the	other	hand,	‘a	room	of	square	tables	with	a	chair	on	each	side	conveys	
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the	importance	of	teamwork	and	interaction	to	learning’”	(“How	Classroom	Design	

Affects	Teaching	and	Learning”).		U	Shapes	encourage	whole	group	discussion.	Small	

pods	encourage	group	work	and	discussion.	In	sum,	then,	the	rows	we	tend	to	work	in	

are	about	the	least	active	learning	environment	possible.	And	that	matters!	A	University	

of	Salford	(England)	study	found	“that	classroom	design	can	have	a	25%	impact,	either	

positive	or	negative,	on	a	student’s	progress	over	the	course	of	an	academic	year”	

(“How	Classroom	Design	Affects	Teaching	and	Learning”).		A	second,	studying	the	

impact	of	classroom	design	on	ESL	classes,	found	that	proximity	between	teacher	and	

student	significantly	impacted	achievement	of	learning	outcomes.	A	third	study,	by	D.	

Christopher	Brooks,	focuses	on	two	sections	of	the	same	course,	taught	at	the	same	

time	of	day,	with	the	only	allowed	variable	being	the	learning	environment.	One	room	

was	a	traditional	classroom,	with	tables	going	across	the	room,	and	a	teacher,	projector,	

and	whiteboard	up	front.	The	second	classroom	modified	the	space	slightly,	keeping	the	

same	set	up	for	the	teacher,	but	moving	students	to	round	tables.	He	found	that	the	

modified	room,	which	he	termed	the	active	learning	classroom	or	ALC,	“had	an	

independent	and	significantly	positive	effect	on	student	learning	as	measured	by	grades.	

Students	in	the	ALC,	who	had	on	average	significantly	lower	ACT	scores,	overcame	the	

predicted	achievement	gap	to	earn	statistically	the	same	average	grade	as	their	peers	in	

the	traditional	classroom	setting”	(“Space	and	Consequences…”).		

	

Research	suggests	that	we	should	be	considering	several	issues	in	thoughtful	

classroom	design,	including:	flexibility	(allowing	us	to	integrate	different	types	of	
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activities),	comfort	(taking	into	account	different	body	sizes,	and	“the	length	of	time	

students	are	expected	to	sit	still”),	sensory	stimulation	(so	not	antiseptic	and	all	white--

ambiance	matters!),	technology	support	(seamless	use	of	our	choice	of	devices,	and	

excellent	wireless	support,	please!),	and	decenteredness	(research	suggests	that	the	

room	should	not	have	a	perceived	“front,”	or	“stage”)	(Chism).	These	are	hard	changes	

to	make—institutions	change,	but	slowly.	It	takes	time,	persistence,	and	money.		We’ve	

made	this	shift	though,	as	I’ll	show	you	shortly.			

	

Let’s	turn	now,	though,	to	the	teaching	task	you	probably	think	on	most,	because	

it	seems	the	most	in	our	control:	activity.	Can	you	see,	yet,	how	the	furniture	and	layout	

of	the	room	might	impact	the	types	of	activities	you	offer?	Now,	consider	how	much	the	

computers	in	the	room	change	things.	The	tools	my	students	have	to	write	with	are	

really	important	to	me,	because	I’m	a	devotee	of	multimodal	pedagogy,	as	are	many	in	

our	discipline.	Scholars	in	rhetoric,	composition,	and	literacy	studies	have	long	

recognized	the	growing	importance	of	multimodal	literacies—literacy	not	only	in	the	

traditional	sense	of	reading	and	writing,	but	also	with	regard	to	the	production,	ethics,	

and	rhetoric	of	all	modes	of	communication,	including	letter,	image,	and	sound,	

expressed	in	print	or	digital	forms.		

	

Stuart	Selber	argues	that	being	fully	literate	is	more	than	simple	reading	and	

writing:	it	now	requires	a	composite	set	of	skills	comprising	functional,	critical,	and	

rhetorical	literacies.	Functional	literacy	means	“simply”	being	able	to	effectively	use	
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technology	for	an	author’s	individual	purposes.	Critical	literacy	is	about	understanding	

technologies	as	culturally-situated	artifacts,	and	requires	that	the	user	be	informed,	

questioning,	and	thoughtful	in	their	use.	Rhetorical	literacy	equips	the	writer	to	make	

informed	decisions	based	on	audience,	purpose,	and	contexts.	Digital	literacy	cannot,	

however,	be	understood	as	simply	a	set	of	technological	skills.	Students	may	profit,	of	

course,	from	training	in	computer	coding	or	word	processing	or	document	designing.	

Digital	literacy,	though,	refers	to	more:	it	can	be	understood	as	“a	collection	of	practices	

and	approaches	combining	computational	methods	with	humanistic	inquiry”	(Stanford	

Digital	Humanities).	While	a	technical	school	may	provide	technological	skills	or	

computational	skills,	it	is	the	duty	of	a	university	to	teach	more	than	skills;	we	must	also	

provide	a	context	for	employing	those	skills.	We	teach	students	not	merely	how	to	make	

create	multimedia	projects	but	why	particular	choices	are	more	valuable	than	others.	

These	choices	are	influenced	by	attention	to	audience,	purpose,	professional	standards,	

and	cultural	norms.	We	want	students	to	make	things,	to	create,	and	also	to	explain	

their	reasons	(and	reasoning)	for	the	choices	they	make.	Professors	who	deeply	engage	

with	the	digital	humanities	demonstrate	for	students,	as	Jennifer	Sano-Franchini	puts	it	

“how	rhetoric	and	culture	are	interconnected	through	a	focus	on	the	process	by	which	

language,	texts,	and	other	discursive	practices	like	performance,	embodiment,	and	

materiality	create	meaning”	(Sano-Franchini,	2015).	In	doing	so,	professors	provide	

students	with	much	more	than	computational	skills,	valuable	as	those	are;	professors	

also	give	students	the	context	to	employ	those	skills	even	as	individual	technologies	

change	and	develop.	And	so,	I’ve	long	integrated,	as	have	many	of	you,	assignments	that	
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ask	my	students	to	make	decisions	about	the	modes	and	forms	of	the	work	they	

produce,	tying	them	to	their	individual	audiences	and	purposes,	and	challenging	them	

to	articulate	the	rhetorical	reasons	for	their	choices.	In	this	way,	we	are	teaching	writing	

that	is	always	already	deeply	embedded	in	a	specific	rhetorical	context,	defined	and	

explored	by	the	students,	at	all	stages	of	their	writing.	I	believe	this	maximizes	their	

ability	to	transfer	the	lessons	we	are	teaching	to	their	own	writing	purposes	and	

contexts,	whether	that	is	for	the	academy	or	their	communities.		

Integrating	multimodal	assignments	can	be	a	struggle,	particularly	if	your	school	

and/or	your	students	do	not	have	access	to	the	digital	technologies	required	to	really	

have	choices	in	modes	and	forms,	but	teachers	are	creative	and	adaptable	beings,	and	

so	we	persevere!	Often,	this	is	hard	simply	because	the	LOCATIONS	of	our	teaching	are	

so	out	of	our	control:	there	may	well	be	resources	on	your	campus,	but	you	might	not	

have	access	to	them.	(At	TWU,	for	example,	there	is	a	small	lab,	for	art	students,	with	

the	full	Adobe	Creative	suite.	We	do	not	have	access	to	it,	so	when	students	need	to	

make	or	edit	images	for	their	work,	I	teach	them	to	use	open-source	alternatives,	like	

Pixlr.	That’s	fine,	in	that	they	get	the	work	they	need	done,	but	I’d	prefer	to	teach	them	

to	use	industry	standards	(in	this	case,	Photoshop)—the	tools	they	will	have	on	the	

job—whenever	possible.	Still,	I	have	been	blessed,	throughout	most	of	my	teaching	

career,	to	work	at	universities	that	made	sure	at	least	most	of	their	writing	classes	are	

taught	in	“computer	classrooms,”	but	that’s	not	always	been	true	for	me,	and	probably	

not	for	you	either,	despite	that	most	of	us,	researcher	and	authors	ourselves,	rely	

HEAVILY	on	modern	digital	technologies	at	all	stages	of	writing	(and	publishing).		
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And	then	I	came	to	TWU,	where	nearly	all	writing	classes	are	taught	in	computer	

labs,	and	thought	huzzah!	Hooray!	I	don’t	have	to	worry	much	about	“environment”	

anymore!	We	have	computers!	And	so	I	focused,	instead,	on	changing	the	culture	of	our	

program,	preaching	the	gospel	of	Multiliteracies	and	multimodal	pedagogy,	at	all	levels,	

and	the	word	spread.	Through	my	teaching	of	ENG	5353	(“Teaching	writing	in	electronic	

environments,”	which	we	approach	as	a	study	of	digital	literacy	and	multimodal	

pedagogy),	and	the	development	of	a	Digital	Rhetoric	seminar	(focused	on	theory	and	

practices	of	multimodal	authoring)	for	both	graduate	and	undergraduate	students,	

more	and	more	of	our	GTAs	and	our	faculty	became	interested	in,	and	capable	of,	

integrating	such	assignments	in	their	classrooms.	We	expanded	the	practice,	integrating	

a	remix	assignment	into	our	FYC	writing	sequence,	and	offering	ongoing	workshops	to	

support	GTAs	and	faculty	in	leading	their	students	through	such	assignments	in	ways	

intentionally	focused	on	helping	students	develop	functional,	critical,	and	rhetorical	

literacies.	That’s	all	been	very	successful,	but	the	more	I	taught	in	such	spaces,	and	the	

more	I	encouraged	others	to	integrate	multimodality	into	their	teaching	and	writing,	the	

more	dissatisfied	I	was	with	how	the	rooms	were	arranged,	and	with	what	was	available	

for	my	writers	in	them.		

And	so	I	finally	set	out	to	see	if	I	could	change	things.	In	Fall	2014,	I	taught	

Professional	Writing	at	TWU	for	the	first	time.	We	took	the	Department	of	English,	

Speech,	and	Foreign	Languages	as	our	“client”	for	the	term,	and	all	of	our	assignments	

focused	on	producing	for	the	client.	We	had	a	contest	to	design	a	logo	for	the	

department.	We	interviewed	writers	on	campus,	and	published	a	website	full	of	profiles	

Dundee Lackey� 11/17/2018 10:35 AM
Comment [7]: Slide	8		



	 8	

of	academic	writers	and	writing,	intended	for	use	in	our	FYC	program,	in	which	one	of	

the	then-standard	assignments	was	to	write	profiles.	Their	final,	collaborative	

assignment	was	to	interview	stakeholders	on	campus	to	find	out	how	we	might	get	a	

classroom	designated	for	ESFL	use	only,	to	research	how	we	could	make	the	lab	better,	

and	to	start	figuring	out	what	it	would	cost	to	re-do	the	lab	according	to	our	vision.		

	

I	knew	I	wanted	flexible	space,	round	tables,	and	lots	of	tools	helping	students	

work	in	their	choice	of	modes,	whether	they	wanted	to	publish	their	work	digitally	or	on	

paper.	I	had	also	come	to	believe	that	the	big	old	desktop	computer	screens	in	front	of	

each	student	impeded	conversation.	It’s	really	easy	to	hide	behind	that	screen	and	

just…not	answer,	not	engage.	The	whole	set	up,	I	came	to	think,	constitutes	a	kind	of	

violence	to	learners	in	that	these	spaces	are	not	welcoming,	and	often	leave	little	to	no	

space	for	us	to	build	on	the	literacies	we	use	OUTSIDE	the	classroom,	in	our	

communities,	in	our	home	cultures.	The	rows	and	the	shields	that	are	our	desktop	

computers,	I	believe,	negatively	impacts	formation	of	community	in	our	classrooms,	

hindering	our	achievement	of	gains	in	collaborative	practice,	and	shutting	down	some	

culturally	based	ways	of	knowing,	being,	and	speaking	out	that	we	would	like	to	honor	

and	encourage.			

We	passed	our	report	off	to	my	colleague,	Dr.	Gretchen	Busl’s,	Grant	Writing	

class,	and	they	worked	to	prepare	a	draft	grant	proposal	and	budget.	Then	Dr.	Busl	and	I	

spent	a	few	months	looking	for	a	good	grant,	because	wow,	it	was	going	to	take	a	lot	of	

money!	We	estimated	we’d	need	a	dedicated	space,	and	about	$130,000	for	furniture,	
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computers,	and	other	equipment.		We	wound	up	receiving	internal	funding,	through	

Higher	Education	Funds.	We	were	also	able	to	get	a	room	(CFO	104,	which	we’ve	

dubbed	the	Digital	Composition	Laboratory,	or	DCL)	removed	from	inventory:	it	was	

kind	of	a	terrible	room	to	teach	in	(and	now	it’s	delightful!)	It	was	a	long,	skinny,	

windowless,	mostly	empty	room,	with	a	few	conference	style	tables	clustered	at	the	

back,	a	teacher’s	desk	with	the	computer,	and	two	projectors	screen	at	the	front	of	the	

room.	Teaching	in	there	felt	like	we	were	all	perched	on	a	tiny	little	lily	pad.	As	we	began	

our	work	on	this	project,	IT	was	also	remaking	another	room	(CFO	129)	in	our	building	

(formerly	our	Writing	Center)	to	return	it	to	classroom	inventory.	In	our	first	meeting,	

the	Manager	of	Classroom	Technology	and	Video	Conferencing	said,	of	this	space,	

“We’re	going	to	make	it	like	the	room	y’all	like.”	When	I	asked	which	room	that	was,	I	

said	“that’s	a	room	we	hate	less,	not	a	room	we	like.”	Because	of	this,	our	project	team	

wound	up	having	a	lot	of	input	on	that	room	(CFO	129)	as	well,	with	some	of	our	choices	

in	104	being	mirrored	in	there.	

As	I’ve	said,	we	knew	we	wanted	flexibility,	group	work	space,	and	maker	space,	

so	we	proposed	arranging	the	room	in	three	zones.	The	first,	closest	to	the	front	of	the	

room,	has	six	movable	tables,	in	a	quadrangle,	allowing	us	to	reconfigure	them	in	many	

way.	The	center	section	has	six	round	tables.	The	back	of	the	room	has	several	large	

work	tables,	and	other	equipment.	Those	decisions	were	easy,	and	I	think,	given	the	bit	

of	research	I’ve	shared	on	active	learning	classrooms	and	their	impact,	you	can	see	why	

we	wanted	them.	From	there,	though,	it	got	harder.		You	see,	earlier	studies	were	
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looking	just	at	the	room:	we	also	had	to	consider	the	impact	of	computers	and	other	

digital	technologies	on	the	room.	

	 Our	IT	folks	were	totally	with	us	on	the	design,	and	quite	excited	to	see	how	we	

were	pushing	the	envelope,	but	when	we	asked	if	we	could	have	Surface	laptops	instead	

of	desktop	computers,	we	hit	a	bit	of	a	brick	wall.	This	would	make	our	room	the	first	

true	wireless	classroom	on	campus,	and	the	head	of	IT	was	concerned	about	what	

would	happen	if	wifi	went	down,	so,	we	proceeded	with	the	idea	of	desktop	computers,	

hoping	that	being	at	round	tables	would	help	counteract	the	“I’m	hiding	behind	my	

screen,	you	can’t	see	me,	so	I	won’t	answer”	problem.	Then,	though,	our	IT	consultants	

started	worrying	about	students	having	enough	space	to	work	at	the	round	tables	with	

the	desktops,	so	we	upgraded	the	size	of	the	tables	(and	sacrificed	some	square	footage	

in	our	maker	space).		We	had	them	set	up	a	round	table,	of	the	size	we	were	planning	to	

order,	with	six	desktops,	and	found	that	students	would	have	precious	little	space	to	

work	in.	IT	determined	they	would	try	out	Surface	laptops	in	CFO	129,	the	classroom	

they	were	remaking.	Because,	however,	our	room—104--wound	up	being	ready	slightly	

earlier	than	129,	and	our	desktops	weren’t	in	yet,	we	wound	up	being	the	test	case.	

Because	it	worked	fine,	they	allowed	us	to	return	our	desktops,	and	they	ordered	

another	suite	of	Surfaces	for	129.	

	 Both	rooms	have	“Pod”	style	seating	for	students.	We’ve	been	teaching	in	them	

for	almost	three	semesters	now,	and	we’ve	seen	this	make	a	real	impact	on	whole-class	

discussion,	group	work,	and	collaboration.	(For	example:	I	am	currently	teaching	FYC	in	

CFO	129,	which	is	similar	in	that	it	has	pod-style	seating,	Surface	laptops	rather	than	
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desktops,	and	a	Solstice	screen	for	each	table.	I	recently	had	a	grad	student	visit	class	to	

do	an	observation:	she	was	shocked	at	the	level	of	free-flowing,	engaged	conversation	

in	the	room.	When	I	suggested	it	was	an	impact	of	them	being	seated	in	groups,	and	my	

being	able	to	be	in	close	proximity	to	them,	and	them	to	one	another,	she	was	doubtful.	

But	during	group	work	time,	as	I	circulated	amongst	the	tables,	a	student	said	“My	

Google	doc	isn’t	letting	me	do	what	I	want.	I	just	don’t	think	it’s	working	right.”	Before	I	

could	step	the	two	feet	to	her	to	look	at	her	screen,	a	classmate	turned	the	screen	to	

her	and	showed	her	how	to	fix	the	problem.	This	kind	of	thing	happens	often	in	both	our	

new	rooms,	far	more	often	than	I	ever	saw	with	desktops.		

	 In	the	DCL,	We	integrated	multiple	displays:	there	are	six	screens	in	the	DCL.	Up	

front,	in	the	“flexible”	seating	area,	we	have	a	large	touch	screen,	useful	for	

presentations,	group	work,	and	marking	up	documents.	There	are	six	other	screens	

going	around	the	room,	each	with	multiple	ways	to	connect,	including	one	Apple	TV	and	

two	Solstice	Wireless	display	pods.	Solstice	pods	allow	“multiple	participants	[to]	share	

and	control	meeting	content	from	their	laptops	and	mobile	devices	on	the	in-room	

displays,	”allowing	students	to	move	seamlessly	from	one	document—or	desktop—to	

the	next”	enhancing	collaborative	work,	discussion,	and	(importantly)	peer	review	

practices	(Mersive).	In	this	way,	students	can	connect	from	any	device.	We’ve	added	

three	wall	ports	(one	for	each	zone	of	the	room),	enabling	them	to	plug	into	the	system	

as	well.	The	instructor	computer	and	each	wall	plate	enable	students	or	instructors	to	

control	the	displays,	and	allow	for	each	screen	to	display	the	same,	or	different	content.	

The	room	also	has	three	zones	of	sound,	allowing	students	to	work	on	different	
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activities,	as	necessary.	The	addition	of	the	Solstice	pods	has	been	such	a	boon	to	group	

and	collaborative	work,	shifting	our	peer	review	practices	from	what	I	think	of	as	

“musical	chairs,”	with	one	reading	for	one,	to	“editorial	meetings”	with	the	whole	group	

discussing	each	student’s	draft	in	turn.		In	CFO	129,	each	table	has	their	own	Solstice	

pod;	we	have	seen	similar	impacts	there.		

	 Additionally,	CFO	104	provides	access	to	industry	standard	tools	(like	the	full	

Adobe	Creative	suite,	and	tools	for	making	multimodal	text	more	accessible,	including	

captioning	software),	and	Audacity.	We’ve	also	got	some	really	neat	tools	for	writing	

and	publishing,	including	a	sound	booth,	color	and	black	and	white	printers,	a	book	

binder,	and	a	closet	full	of	peripherals,	including	podcasting	kits,	audio	records,	still	and	

video	cameras,	a	green	screen	lighting	equipment,	and	mics.	Finally,	we	have	lots	of	

flexibility:	We	have	lots	of	rolling	(and	magnetic!)	white	boards,	and	all	the	furniture,	

save	the	round	tables	in	the	center	section	of	the	room	and	the	sound	booth	can	be	

moved	as	needed.		

	 Instructors	who	teach	in	the	DCL	are	required	to	have	some	experience/training	

in	multimodal	writing	and	pedagogy	(provided	through	ongoing	workshops,	and	ENG	

5353,	our	digital	pedagogy	course).	We’ve	also	established	a	DCL	blog,	and	given	all	DCL	

instructors	author’s	privileges,	in	the	hopes	that	we	can	establish	a	culture	of	sharing,	as	

we	develop	practices	and	assignments	that	work	well	in	this	space.	

	 In	our	first	year	in	this	space,	our	students	have	created	an	amazing	array	of	

projects,	including:	PSAs	and	podcasts	(gifted	to	local	radio	station	KUZU),	infographics,	

multimodal	syllabus	projects	(similar	to	the	Lemonade	or	Trump	syllabi,	on	topics	
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chosen	by	the	Cultural	Rhetorics	class),	oral	history	projects,	documentary-style	videos,	

and	a	library	display	(making	use	of	our	amazing	cookbook	collection.	If	you	come	visit	

us,	don’t	miss	it.)	It	is	changing	what	students	see	as	possible	in	their	writing,	and	

extending	the	reach	of	their	classroom	work	in	important	ways.		

We	are	now	studying	the	impact	of	the	lab,	administering	pre	and	post-	surveys.	

These	ask	students	to	share	their	writing	and	technology	experiences	and	self-assess	

their	multiliteracy	skills	(which	helps	us	plan	to	help	them,	but	also	gives	us	a	useful	way	

of	looking	at	their	growth	across	the	terms).	In	the	spring,	we’ll	be	instituting	phase	

three,	in	which	we’ll	ask	DCL	instructors	to	keep	teaching	diaries,	and	meet	with	us	

twice	for	focus	group	style	interviews.	We’ve	got	two	“control”	teachers,	who	are	

working	with	two	sections	of	FYC,	with	one	taught	in	a	“standard”	lab	and	the	other	in	

the	DCL.	I	hope	to	speak	about	the	data	at	Computers	and	Writing.		

We	have	also	found	this	a	great	place	for	community	engagement.	All	DCL	

instructors	are	required	to	host	some	of	their	offices	hours	in	the	lab	on	Fridays	(in	

order	to	make	equipment	available	to	students).	This	also,	though,	means	it’s	become	a	

place	to	drop	in	and	visit.	We	find	many	grad	students	there	on	Fridays,	studying	for	

exams,	writing	CFPs,	sharing	drafts,	and,	generally,	collaborating	in	ways	I’d	not	seen	

them	do	before.	(Maybe	they	were,	but	they	had	to	go	to	the	library	or	off	campus	to	

find	collaborative	space.	Now	they	have	a	welcoming	collaboration	space	in	house.)	We	

also	host	events	for	broader	communities:	We	host,	for	example,	a	monthly	craft	circle,	

open	to	any	and	all,	and	recently	had	a	yoga	and	writing	workshop	(focused	on	helping	

draft	personal	statements	of	college	applications)	for	Girls	in	the	Game.		
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So:	What’s	the	takeaway	here?	Even	if	you	don’t	have	a	dedicated	space	and	

$130,000	or	so,	there	are	possibilities.	Not	everyone	can	do	all	we’ve	done,	but	you	can	

identify	little	things	that	can	help	shift	your	teaching	environment	from	incidental	to	

intention.	Consider	this	list,	for	starters:	How	can	you	use	proximity	to	your	advantage?	

What	flexibility	does	the	room	offer?	What	can	you	do	to	make	it	more	comfortable?	

How	can	you	make	the	room	more	welcoming,	and	integrate	movement,	and	

stimulation?		

A	final	point	I’d	like	to	make:	The	more	your	students,	and	your	campus,	lack	

access	to	the	tools	and	technologies	necessary	to	support	intentional,	audience-specific,	

rhetorically-informed	decision	making	about	forms	and	modes,	the	more	necessary	it	is	

that	you	do	this	work.	How	else	will	they	be	exposed	to	these	lessons,	which	you	KNOW	

are	important	in	the	work	ahead	of	them?	When	I	lacked	access	the	MOST,	I	made	it	

work	by	giving	“open	form”	assignments,	which	required	that	students	choose	the	

genre/form	they	found	most	rhetorically	appropriate	for	their	topic,	purpose,	and	

audience,	and	then	we’d	figure	out	together	how	to	make	this	work	for	them.	They	did	

beautifully	with	this,	and	were	far	more	creative	about	finding	ways	to	make	what	they	

envisioned,	even	given	their	limited	resources,	than	I,	spoiled	by	access,	might	have	

been.		Through	this	somewhat	messy	path,	I	was	able	to	teach	lessons	on	rhetorical	and	

critical	literacy.	I	didn’t	feel	I	could	just	throw	my	hands	up,	claim	no	access,	skip	this,	

and	have	them	write	solely	on	paper,	even	though	that	was	easier	(and	what	everybody	

else	in	the	program	was	doing):	digital	tools	are	now	part	of	our	shared	culture,	and	

many	professions	require	students	to	be	able	to	use	them.	Therefore,	both	access	AND	
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lack	of	access	to	digital	tools	for	research,	writing,	and	publication/distribution	impact	

our	students,	their	practices,	and	by	extension,	what	it’s	possible	for	them	to	do	with	

and	in	their/our	communities.			

	

	

	


