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Abstract 
Rather than “multimodality” or “new media,” this article puts forth and defines the term “new 
media rhetorics” in order to disrupt existing power structures through the acknowledgement of 
the power of orality/aurality, through the revival of delivery, and through the remix of classical 
rhetoric. Composition scholars, such as Cynthia Selfe, Kathleen Blake Yancey, and Kathleen 
Welch, have successfully made the case for embracing multimodality in the first-year composi-
tion (FYC) classroom. However, very real barriers continue to prevent a widespread adoption of 
multiliteracies pedagogies—chief among them the often conflicting, interdisciplinary terminolo-
gy employed. The questions this article poses are what literacy scholars call this imperative and 
why. Literacy scholars must decide if we will let external forces influence our naming, or if we 
will do the naming ourselves.  Both choices have consequences, but this article argues that the 
consequence of letting other fields define literacy studies’ terms is not only detrimental to litera-
cy scholars and our standing within the university, but also to our students, especially those from 
marginalized groups who do not have a say in the matter.   
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Introduction 

 
“By focusing on the human shaping of material, and on the ties of material to human practices, 
we might be in better positions to ask after the consequences not only of how we use water but 
also of how we use paper, ink, and pixels to shape—for better or worse—the actions of others” 
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(Wysocki, 2009, p. 59). 
A Rose by Any Other Name... 
 
 Edward Shiappa’s 2003 book, Defining Reality, Definitions and the Politics of Meaning, 
explores the sociopolitical effects of definitions, highlighting how the definition given to a spe-
cific term, and by implication the term itself, asserts itself as the norm: “Definitions put into 
practice a special sort of social knowledge--a shared understanding among people about them-
selves, the objects of their world, and how they use language. Such social knowledge typically 
takes the form of an explicit and often ‘authoritative’ articulation of what particular words mean 
and how they should be used to refer to reality” (Schiappa, 2003, p. 3). Schiappa argues that def-
initions should be examined through a rhetorical lens, one that examines both the “ethical and 
normative ramifications of the act of defining” (p. 3). Furthermore, Schiappa (2003) argues that 
“calls to adopt new definitions are calls to change our attitude and behavior” (p. 48).  In short, 
there is power--and action--in defining terms. If rhetoric is also action, then the names literacy 
scholars2 enact are of great importance. The terms literacy scholars choose to use, to echo 
Wysocki (2009), shape—for better or for worse—the actions of others. As such, literacy scholars 
must decide if we will let external forces influence our naming, or if we will do the naming our-
selves.  Both choices have consequences, but this article argues that the consequence of letting 
others define our terms is not only detrimental to ourselves as scholars and our standing within 
the university, but also to our students, especially those from marginalized groups, who do not 
have a say in the matter.   
 As literacy scholars, we teach our students about the very real power of language. We 
must also practice what we teach.  So, what is the most appropriate term to describe how new 
media is, or more precisely, should be employed in FYC? How can literacy scholars use the 
power of naming to promote the ethical incorporation of multimodality in FYC? If literacy stud-
ies embraces new media/multimodal writing as an essential component of first-year composition 
(FYC), the question posed herein is: what do we call this imperative and why?  
 
New Media/Multimodality in 21st Century FYC 

 The case for a multimodal approach to writing instruction has successfully been made 
over the past several decades.  Pamela Takayoshi and Cynthia Selfe (2007) along with others like 
the New London Group (2009) have pointed out that, though so much has changed in our stu-
dents’ production and interaction with texts outside of the classroom, far too little has changed 
inside the classroom:  

Thus, while time marches on outside of U.S. secondary and college classrooms, 
while people on the Internet are exchanging and producing texts composed of still 
and moving images, animations, sounds, graphics, words, and colors, inside of 
many of these classrooms, students are producing essays that look much the same 
as those produced by their parents and grandparents. (Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007, p. 
2, emphasis in original)    

The required first-year writing course is a tough enough sell to students as it is.  Many students 
arrive in their first-year writing course with extremely limited notions of what writing is and 
                                                
2 In this article, “literacy scholars” is used to describe literacy teacher-scholars at all educational 
levels and institution types, including writing teacher-scholars.  
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does both in the classroom and in the world. Writing is, for many, an exercise in regurgitation, 
not exploration. Most students arrive in their first-year writing course with one genre in mind--
the canned five-paragraph essay emphasized in a culture of standardized testing. As a result, 
“writing” is often associated with tedium. And though the job of writing teachers is not neces-
sarily to entertain, Takayoshi and Selfe make an important point: literacy scholars cannot estab-
lish a truly student-centered classroom unless we pay attention to the kinds of writing our stu-
dents encounter and produce outside the classroom.  
 Not only do literacy scholars risk further alienating students by resisting the move toward 
multimodality, but we also risk failing to prepare them for their “social futures” as students, pro-
fessionals, and citizens (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). In a similar call to multimodality, Gunther 
Kress and Theo Van Leeuwen (2001) observe in Multimodal Discourse, as society begins adopt-
ing new communicative practices, new semiotic resources are created to express thought in the 
most relevant, most effective way.  Today, this includes using multiple modes in combination.  
Therefore, as a field concerned with communicative practices our classrooms should reflect the 
larger social changes in discourse (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 122). 
 Finally, Sonja K. Foss’ (2004) “Framing the Study of Visual Rhetoric” provides an addi-
tional reason to pay attention to and move toward an expanded notion of rhetoric, one that ac-
counts for the multimodal nature of our contemporary society.  For Foss, like Wysocki (2004; 
2009), expanding literacy scholars’ notions of what constitutes writing includes an expansion of 
what constitutes rhetoric. An expanded, more inclusive notion of writing requires a likewise ex-
panded, more inclusive notion of rhetoric, and specifically rhetorics that allow us--and our stu-
dents--to analyze the diverse kinds of writing that daily influence our practical lives and to pro-
duce similarly meaningful and influential texts. On the whole, the argument has successfully 
been made within our field that fostering multiple literacies is an essential component of the 21st 
century writing classroom (Hawisher & Selfe, 1991; NCTE, 2008). However, what literacy 
scholars name this component, and thereby how it shapes our students’ lives, has not been suc-
cessfully resolved. One large factor literacy scholars are ethically required to consider is the role 
access plays in our naming practices. 
 
Understanding Access  
 
 While the New London Group’s (1996) treatise argues for greater access to cultural capi-
tal through a pedagogy of multiliteracies, it does not address how such a pedagogy may inadvert-
ently create additional barriers to literacy.  Because many educators conflate “multimodal texts” 
or “new media texts” with strictly digital texts, it’s important to first understand the issue of ac-
cess beyond access to the capital of the alphabetic text. For many educators and students, tech-
nology is a given.  For others, however, it stands as a barrier.  In order to ethically incorporate 
digital new media/multimodal texts into the FYC curriculum, access to technology must be ad-
dressed. But as the following research illustrates, “access” is a complex concept. Access is more 
than a socio-economic issue. Access is also cultural and critical.  
 Deepak Prem Subramony’s (2007) ethnographic case study "Understanding the Complex 
Lessons of the Digital Divide: Lessons Learned in Arctic Alaska" complicates the discussion of 
the digital divide. Subramony's subjects live in a remote, yet oil-wealthy area that harbors a very 
strong tribal community committed to preserving their cultural heritage.  As a result of their 
wealth, the small high school has an amazing array of technology used in the classroom on a 
regular basis (Subramony, 2007, p. 60). Yet, Subramony's observations lead him to conclude that 
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while most students embraced technology for consumer-based activities, “few appeared to be 
spending time acquiring or practicing” any significant producer level skills “such as program-
ming, design, or hardware competencies” (p. 95). Moreover, interviews with faculty indicated 
few students had even expressed an interest in acquiring those skills (Subramony, 2007, p. 95). 
In this tribal culture, the technology that carries status is the snow machine, not the computer 
(Subramony, 2007, p. 64). How a culture values computer technology influences their access to 
it, how they choose to use it. 
 Though many college freshmen come to school with basic computer skills, namely word 
processing and web browsing skills, many others do not.  And the majority of students who do 
not arrive with those skills are those from marginalized groups that may not have regular, physi-
cal access to computers and/or the Internet.  But just as lacking as that physical access is the 
more important critical access.  Even those who have physical access may not possess more than 
consumer-level skills, as Subramony’s (2007) study illustrates.  Access equals neither fluency 
nor equality.  Adam Banks (2006) zeroes in on this disparity in Race, Rhetoric, and Technology, 
arguing: “Access to technology means that members of a particular group know how to use it for 
both participation and resistance. Real access goes far deeper than the passive consumerism […] 
it is about the ability to use computers and the Internet as a means of production, too” (p. 138). 
Thus, assigning digital textual products does have a place in FYC to develop students’ critical 
computing. Presenting students with the option of composing digitally encourages them to ex-
plore new technologies and software, while avoiding fore-fronting the use of technology itself as 
the sole desired end--a tendency that runs the risk of promoting the passive, uncritical engage-
ment Banks warns against (Brooke, 2009, p. 89). Ethical writing instruction, then, means provid-
ing students with opportunities to compose rhetorically effective texts using the media they de-
cide best attends to their intended audience and purpose, not relying solely on traditional alpha-
betic means of composing, nor on composing with technology for technology’s sake alone.  
 
New Media, New Rhetoric 
 
 What literacy scholars decide to call a pedagogy of multiple literacies plays a vital role in 
the ethical dilemma outlined above. As Tara Rosenberg Shankar (2006) argues, “We need new 
concepts and new terms for referring to new phenomena” (p. 375). This article has reviewed sev-
eral different terms that are in use for new media/multimodal writing. However as I proceed, I 
aim to demonstrate that certain terms are more apt than others, and that the schema “new media 
rhetorics3” is most apt in describing an ethical pedagogy and practice of new media writing in the 
21st century FYC. What is most useful for first-year composition is an expanded notion of writ-
ing, and rhetoric, one that embodies the values of both our field and the role a first-year writing 
course plays in the larger university context. Essential to this task, however, is staying aware 
“that new technologies do not automatically erase or overthrow or change old practices” 
(Wysocki, 2004, p. 8). The goal of incorporating multimodality and New Media Studies into 
writing instruction within this proposed framework is to build upon traditional writing practices, 

                                                
3 The phrase “new media rhetorics” is not original to this author and has been in circulation for 
some time. I appropriate the phrase to represent a set of practices and pedagogies that promote 
new media as a means to broaden students’ understanding of what writing is and does in the 21st 
century and expand meaning-making possibilities for all student composers. 
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not to simply replace them.  Students, whether composing a podcast or an alphabetic text, need 
the ability to analyze and practice composing, in Aristotelian terms, with “the best available 
means of persuasion.” Whether one embraces an Aristotelian or Sophistic rhetoric, a Chinese or 
African rhetoric, an awareness of the “stuffness” of a text, of the richness of any given rhetorical 
situation, is what writing teachers strive to help our students discover.  The schema “new media 
rhetorics” brings together the old and the new, offering writing and literacy studies a broader un-
derstanding of rhetoric.   
 “New media rhetorics” calls for a rhetoric of materiality. Such a rhetoric, in the words of 
Collin Brooke (2009), “prepares us as writers to make our own choices” (p.15, emphasis in orig-
inal) by moving beyond an examination of the choices “that have already been made for us” (p. 
15, emphasis in original). Such a rhetoric embraces multifaceted approaches to composition. 
Such a rhetoric encourages the use of multiple rhetorical traditions and values no one rhetorical 
form over another. Essentially, all rhetorics, at their core, are rhetorics of materiality. And “new 
media rhetorics” asks us to take up developing material awareness as our primary project in the 
FYC. 
 

New Media, not Multimodal 
 

I contend that using the term “new media,” as opposed to “multimodal,” promotes the 
most ethical and appropriate approach to new media writing in the FYC. I will explore the limi-
tations of “multimodal” in a later section. The following examination of landmark works in New 
Media Studies by Bolter and Grusin (2000), as well as Manovich (2001) illustrate, “new media” 
in the context of new media rhetorics, emphasizes materially aware and rhetorically effective 
texts, and promotes critical media literacies. 

Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin’s (2000), Understanding New Media, develops a 
theory of new media based upon two defining logics, immediacy and hypermediacy, that work in 
concert to define “new media” as the process of remediation. Transparent immediacy describes 
the human desire to experience “reality” through our media without having an awareness that the 
experience is mediated Bolter & Grusin, 2000, p. 7). The logic of hypermediacy, on the other 
hand, works to make media visible and in doing so reminds us of our desire for immediacy 
(Bolter & Grusin, 2000, p. 33). Bolter and Grusin point out that neither immediacy, nor hyper-
mediacy are new and specific to digital media; hence, the “double logic” (p. 5) of remediation, 
“the representation of one medium in another” (p. 45).  The tension between people’s dual needs 
of immediacy and hypermediacy draws awareness to the materiality of the text itself and pushes 
composers to seek new alternatives, consider new choices. Thus, the logic of remediation relies 
upon a material awareness, a defining characteristic of how new media is conceived in new me-
dia rhetorics. Additionally, as Bolter and Grusin’s (2000) definition of new media makes clear, 
new media need not be digital--a crucial notion for the purposes of ethical writing instruction. 
Digitality, then, is just one option within a rhetoric of materiality. Lev Manovich’s The Lan-
guage of New Media further supports this claim (2001). 

 
Materiality, Not Digitality 
 
 Manovich (2001) argues that scholars can trace the rise of new media in its current form 
by merging two competing histories: the rise of computing technologies (i.e. tabulators and cal-
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culators) and the rise of image storing technologies (i.e. the birth of photography and film). Alt-
hough Manovich presumes the digitality of new media, what is valuable about Manovich’s theo-
ry of new media is the emphasis, once again, on material awareness. Manovich’s description of 
new media objects asks viewers/readers--and their creators--to observe them as a collection of 
discrete building blocks that play a dynamic role in an object’s communicative potential and 
practice (p. 27, p. 32, p. 34, p. 36, p. 46-7). These defining principles of new media presume that 
all new media “objects,” in Manovich’s words, are digital. However, defining new media as a 
solely digital further disadvantages those linguistically diverse students who may also be mar-
ginalized by limited access.  The written word, the strictly alphabetic text has been, and contin-
ues to be, the currency of academia—and only when representing “prestige” rhetorics. As Shan-
kar (2006) observes, “the ability to write has become completely identified with intellectual 
power, creating a graphocentric myopia” (p. 374). Thus, insisting on digitality as a condition of 
new media adds an additional barrier to academic success. What Manovich’s (2001) heuristic 
does provide, however, is a focus on the materiality of texts.  Such material awareness allows for 
a wide range of meaning-making options for first-year writers. New media texts, when conceived 
of as texts composed with material awareness, present opportunities to bridge the gap that re-
mains between New Media Studies and writing studies (Ball, 2004; Wysocki, 2004). Insisting 
that a new media text is a materially aware composition (Bolter & Grusin, 2000; Manovich, 
2001) allows FYC teachers to both effectively and ethically employ an expanded notion of what 
writing is and does in the 21st century. Bolter & Grusin, and Manovich’s theorization of new 
media illustrates that materiality, not digitality, is the lens through which to view New Media 
Studies’ place in the FYC. The point of new media, as a pedagogy and practice is to expand 
meaning-making possibilities.  And as Wysocki’s (2004) definition of new media texts suggests, 
the goal of such a pedagogy is to make writers aware of the materialities of texts in whatever 
form they take and the many possible materials a text can be composed with: any text that calls 
attention to its own materialities can be considered a new media text. Wysocki (2004) adds, 
“[W]hat is important is that whoever produces the text and whoever consumes it understand... 
that the various materialities of a text contribute to how it, like its producers and consumers, is 
read and understood” (p. 15). Again, new media does not equal digital. Jody Shipka’s (2006, 
2011) work provides an additional example of this conception of new media. Shipka (2006) 
avers that asking students to compose in multiple media “helps to underscore the point that rhe-
torical and material soundness is not about producing the perfect text, but about being willing 
and flexible enough to think beyond, or to think in addition to, the repertoire of choices one 
eventually commits to as deadlines approach and texts are due” (p. 357). “New media rhetorics” 
asks students to consider that they do indeed have options, that they have the power to make a 
choice as to the best way to accomplish their rhetorical perspective.  

New media texts, then, offer all students, in Cynthia Selfe’s (2009) words  “rhetorical 
sovereignty” (p. 642) and numerous new, exciting ways to express themselves, their ideas, and 
their learning, ways that research suggests better suit diverse learning styles and diverse lan-
guage--and therefore rhetorical—backgrounds (Gardner, 1993; Mao, 2006). New media rhe-
torics’ emphasis on materiality allows students to determine for themselves what form a text 
should take given their communicative goals and their intended audience (Shipka, 2011, p. 87). 

As Michael Neal (2011) points out, Wysocki’s (2004) definition of new media does pre-
sent challenges in assessment, namely the ability to measure a reader’s awareness of the materi-
ality of a text (p. 92). However, I argue that new media rhetorics--with a focus first on the com-
poser’s material, and therefore rhetorical, awareness--best serves writing studies FYC. Such a 
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framework also pushes students to become rhetorically savvy readers. For the first-year writer, 
kindling their own awareness of the materiality of a text is an important first step towards a larg-
er interaction with an audience. More importantly, “new media rhetorics” helps develop a writ-
er’s ability to recognize the materiality and rhetorical moves in the texts they consume. In other 
words, becoming a rhetorically aware, materially conscious producer of new media texts also 
promotes a critical engagement with the texts one consumes, digital or otherwise.   

 
Why Not “Multimodal”? 

 
 At this point the reader may be asking, what about “multimodal?” Kress and Van Leeu-
wen (2001) define “multimodal” as: “The use of several semiotic modes in the design of a semi-
otic product or event, together with the particular way in which these modes are combined--they 
may for instance reinforce each other...[,] fulfill complementary roles, ... or be hierarchically or-
dered...” (p. 20). Following Kress and Van Leeuwen, then, if literacy scholars choose to use the 
term “multimodal,” we are tacitly agreeing to the following: 1) mode and medium are two dis-
tinct entities and 2) design, not rhetoric, will be the focus in the writing classroom.  Both premis-
es are problematic and, I contend, misalign literacy scholars’ role in new media scholarship.  
  
Mode and/or Media? 
 
 Integral to Kress’ definition of multimodality is a separation between mode and medium. 
To reiterate this definition, Kress & Van Leeuwen (2001) argue: “Modes are semiotic resources 
which allow the simultaneous realisation of discourses and types of (inter)action[,]” while “me-
dia are the material resources used in the production of semiotic products and events, including 
both the tool and the materials used. [...] Modes can be realised in more than one production me-
dium” (pp. 21-22). In “Contending with Terms: ‘Multimodal’ and ‘Multimedia’ in the Academic 
and Public Spheres” Claire Lauer (2009) explains, “the difference between modes and media can 
thus be looked at as a difference between design/process (modes) and production/distribution 
(media)”(p. 236). Following Lauer (2009), then, process and product are also distinct--a dichot-
omous parsing that adds distance between an author and the texts they produce. The goal of new 
media rhetorics as outlined herein is to do just the opposite; the goal is to make the processes of 
composition inseparable from the product, to develop an understanding of how everything that 
went into the creation of a text influences the meanings it imparts.  
 In addition, Kress (2005) defends a binary in which modes carry the meaning and media 
simply do the work of dissemination (p. 7).  This separation of mode and media smacks of 20th 
century formalism in which “language is viewed as a tangible, secondary object overlaid on the 
substance of thought” (Welch, 1999, p. 41).  Language, then, is simply the empty cistern that 
catches the rainwater that is thought. As a result, this split also presumes the neutrality of the 
means of dissemination, as though the material product does not influence how a text is read and 
valued.  In order to separate mode from medium, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) necessarily 
“believe there can be aspects of a text that contribute no meaning to the text" (Wysocki, 2004, p. 
14).  Students may not have made the decision that the academic essay will appear on 81/2 x 11 
white paper; that choice was previously made for them (Wysocki, 2004, p. 14).  Therefore, eve-
rything about a text offers meaning, though it may be rendered transparent through naturaliza-
tion.  A pedagogy of new media rhetorics strives toward revealing this transparency: a transpar-
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ency potentially left unrevealed in the terms of multimodality. New media rhetorics ask students 
to examine the entirety of an object, including the processes by which and the contexts under 
which it is produced and distributed. Thus, multimodality as Kress (2005) presents it does not 
provide the same scaffolding for developing materially aware writers. I agree with Wysocki 
(2004)—media are modes. 
  Furthermore, by separating mode from medium, by creating a dichotomous relationship 
between word and image, form and content, the available material possibilities are limited: 
“There is much to question about using a logic of dichotomies in thinking about the possibilities 
of multimodalities" (Wysocki, 2006, p. 57). Kress’ (2005) logical limitation--the black-and-
white, either-or nature of dichotomies--necessarily limits meaning-making potential for both the 
writer and the reader.  In addition to limiting meaning-making choices, Wysocki (2006) also 
points to the other nefarious dichotomies scholars have been fighting throughout the twentieth--
and now in the twenty-first century to dismantle: man/women, reason/emotion, civi-
lized/barbarian (p. 58).  Do literacy scholars really want to set up yet another potentially oppres-
sive dichotomy?  
 Media necessarily carry cultural values and contribute substantive meaning to a text.  As 
Bolter and Grusin (2000) posit, media and modes are inextricably bound in constructing and dis-
seminating meaning; we need to read a new media text in its entirety and attend to not only what 
it says, but also how it functions (p. 67). “Whenever we focus on one aspect of a medium..., we 
must remember to include its other aspects in our discourse” (Bolter & Grusin, 2000, p. 67). And 
though modularity is a defining principle of new media for Manovich (2001), he is careful to 
point out that a new media object, like the database, “offers a particular model of the world and 
of the human experience. It also affects how the user conceives of the data it contains” (p. 37). 
The database is not simply a neutral container; the container shapes how its contents are orga-
nized, and therefore interpreted. Media are indeed modes; form is indeed content.  

Design and/or Rhetoric? 
 
 Another potential barrier to multimodality’s usefulness in FYC is the emphasis placed on 
design, rather than rhetoric, which again presupposes a dichotomous split between process and 
product. However, the intention here is not to create another dichotomy between design and 
rhetoric. Instead, I highlight the contested and often undefined usage of both terms in the litera-
ture, as well as the potential to dichotomize process and product. Similarly to Cope and Kalantzis 
(2000), Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) define “design” as “the organisation of what is to be ar-
ticulated into a blueprint for production” (p. 50). Design is where, it seems, the magic happens. 
According to Laurer (2009), “design [...] emphasizes the development of ideas (invention) and 
the engagement with a process by which students make choices, receive feedback, and revise 
those choices concerning arguments they are making within a particular rhetorical context” (p. 
236). But students' decisions during the composing process happen as part of the production of 
the text, do they not? (Baldwin, 2015, p. 2). Where exactly does design end and production 
begin?  The border between design and production is fuzzy (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 55; 
Baldwin, 2015, p. 2). If writing is a recursive process, why create a split between process and 
product at all? Furthermore, design as outlined within multimodality also suggests that our 
“blueprints” lack materiality, that the choices we make before production begins are not embod-
ied and contextually rich (Kress &Van Leeuwen, 2001, pp. 56-7).  How can that be? How can 
design be both contingent upon and independent from production? How can design be based 
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within a rhetorical context, yet not material? I argue it cannot.  
 To reiterate, “design” is not necessarily antithetical to “rhetoric.” However, much of the 
literature on multimodality does not define “design,” nor does it explicitly discuss design’s rela-
tionship to rhetoric. This failure to define terms leads to confusion within both scholarship and in 
classrooms. It also limits rather than expands students’ notions of what equals “good” writing. 
Instead, I offer a more unified vision of multimodality in the FYC. In rhetorics of materiality--
new media rhetorics--writers are not only taught to examine their ideas and the ideas of others, 
but also where and how (and why) those ideas came from; writers are asked to examine the range 
of forms their products may assume and what each form allows and/or disallows to be communi-
cated. Ultimately, multimodality draws too many lines in the sand to be the most effective 
framework in the FYC classroom--lines that potentially limit, rather than expand, meaning-
making possibilities.   
 

New Media Rhetorics: Rhetorics of Materiality 

 In her exploration of terms, Lauer (2006) argues that we must use “multimodality,” “mul-
timedia, and “new media” in order to prepare our students for the different contexts they will 
compose within, including after they leave the university (p. 226). I suggest that rather than using 
multiple terms that do continue to cause confusion within and without the field, using the exist-
ing term “new media rhetorics” is one alternative. If naming is action, literacy scholars must act 
to name our students’ and our own work in a way that reflects what we know to be best practices. 
“New media rhetorics”captures both the process and the product, as well as deconstructs the 
false dichotomy between mode and media. Furthermore, “new media rhetorics” allows for multi-
ple approaches to new media composing in the FYC, and beyond. And what these varied ap-
proaches have in common is an emphasis on rhetoric, rather than design. After all, that’s our 
specialty as writing teachers. As Brooke (2009) posits in Lingua Fracta, “Like Wysocki (2004), 
I believe that, as teachers and students in writing, scholars in composition and rhetoric are indeed 
uniquely positioned to contribute to discussions and debates about new media” (p. 5).  
 In addition, an emphasis on rhetoric helps bridge the gap between the traditional alpha-
betic text our students still need to learn how to write and the new media texts that become in-
creasingly important. Finally, “new media rhetorics” allows for more than one rhetorical form, 
challenging the hegemony of the white, masculine, heterosexual orientation of traditional aca-
demic discourse. Bump Halbritter (2006) observes, “as Janagelo (1998) suggests, we need a re-
ceptive, discerning, and anticipatory pedagogy to afford us a reasonable chance of hearing and 
responding helpfully to whatever it is our students have to say” (p. 332). And the framework of 
new media rhetorics has the potential to do just that. Let’s look at some examples to illustrate the 
openings the term new media rhetorics allow. More specifically, new media rhetorics ensure an 
ongoing place for orality/aurality, delivery, and classical rhetoric. 

 Embracing Orality/Aurality   
 
 Much like the revival of the fifth cannon explored in the following section, new media 
rhetorics also revive the long-held, often culturally based, and still marginalized tradition of oral-
ity/aurality (Welch, 1999, p.48). In “Powerful Medicine with Long-term side-effects,” Charles 
Moran (2005) presents his concerns, concerns representative of many literacy scholars, about just 
how new media will impact the writing classroom. Moran laments the historical marginalization 
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of oral communication and pleads with us to ensure that our incorporation of new media rheto-
rics does not push orality/aurality further to the margins (p. 67). Selfe (2009) answers Moran’s 
concern: “My ultimate goal in exploring aurality as a case in point is not to make an either/or ar-
gument—not to suggest that we pay attention to aurality rather than to writing. Instead, I suggest 
we need to pay attention to both writing and aurality, and other composing modalities, as well (p. 
617). New media rhetorics promote the use of many different modes, not just the visual, but also 
written word, and much more. If anything, as Selfe argues, new media rhetorics make oral com-
munication a more likely method of meaning making than ever before. 
 And recent work has promoted a valorization of oral/aural rhetorics, often exploring a 
mixture of sound studies, voice and popular culture. In “The Making of Ka-Knowledge,” Rice 
(2006) puts forth an argument likening aurality in new media texts to DJing and the “sound sci-
entists” of the hip-hop world.  As Rice (2006) points out, “rewriting is the logic of the mix” (p. 
275). In other words, the culture of sampling, of bringing together apparently disparate sounds to 
construct meaning, is a hyper-rhetorical act, one that serves our students and especially those 
from marginalized oral cultures well (Rice, 2006, p. 277; Rice, 2011, p. 286). Paul D. Miller’s, 
aka DJ Spooky that Subliminal Kid’s, 2008 collection Sound Unbound also explores the many 
ways that the DJ-inspired remix builds knowledge through new media writing (p. 18). Ken Jor-
dan (2008) observes, “as our tools for playing with sound grow in their capacity for expression, 
we discover new ways for sound to act on the body, and on consciousness” (p. 260).  In addition 
to opening up new channels of communication for all students, new media rhetorics’ elevation of 
orality/aurality “acknowledges aurality as an important way for making meaning for many peo-
ple in this country--especially those for whom, historically, higher education has often been a 
part of a system of continued domination and oppression” (Selfe, 2009, p. 635). New media 
rhetorics in the FYC revive the tradition of orality/aurality, and in doing so chips away at the in-
stitutional racism inherent in insisting on strictly alphabetic texts. 

Reviving Delivery 
 
 An additional opening that the phrase new media rhetorics provides is the resurrection of 
the fifth canon, delivery. The revival of delivery applies not only to how students present their 
knowledge, but also how instructors deliver literacy studies. Yancey’s (2006) edited collection 
Delivering College Composition presents different perspectives on how delivery can be recon-
ceived in light of 21st first century technologies and literacy scholars’ expanded notion of what 
writing is and does. In her introduction to the collection, Yancey writes, “The hope is that this 
vocabulary, and this verbal map, will enable us to calculate the value of our current paradigm of 
delivery, with an eye toward being intentional about what college composing is, how it is best 
learned, and what that might mean for a curricular space that is affected and shaped by--indeed 
in dialogue with--a corresponding physical space” (p. 12). For Yancey (2006), delivery provides 
a valuable metaphor for critically examining how our past, present, and future work has and will 
continue to change what “delivery promeans and how it is perceived.  
 Beyond the metaphor, however, other scholars such as Andrea Lunsford (2008) also call 
for a more literal revival of the canon of delivery in the context of new media rhetorics. James 
Porter (2009) argues, “We need a robust theory of digital delivery to help us navigate these kinds 
of rhetorical complexities [...]. As Welch argued nearly thirty years ago, ‘The fifth cannon [de-
livery]...is now the most powerful cannon of the five’” (p. 208).  As Porter and Yancey (2006) 
assert, rhetoric as techne, as the art of creating effective, self-aware discourse, is “degraded when 
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it is taught or practiced as a set of mechanical procedures, rules or formulas to be followed, or 
patterns to be copied” (Porter, 2009, p. 210, emphasis in original) as it historically has been.  The 
revival of delivery new media rhetorics encourages rhetoric as art by virtue of its focus on mate-
riality, “involving a critical understanding of the purposes and effects of the art on audiences and 
the practical know-how to achieve those effects in new discursive situations” (Porter, 2009, p. 
210). 
 
Remixing Classical Rhetoric 
   
 Brooke (2009) also highlights the need to redevelop delivery in the 21st century. But 
Brooke goes further, detailing a reconceptualization of traditional Platonic/Aristotelian rhetoric 
for the digital age: “As helpful as the canons can be for understanding new media, however, it is 
also important to acknowledge the degree to which new media can help us rethink the canons” 
(p. 7). Brooke asks us to see the canons as an “ecology of practice,” that is as “mutable and dy-
namic,”as shifting “with changes in our discursive technologies as those technologies constrain 
particular strategies and make others possible” (p. 57-58). Thus, new media rhetorics do not ask 
us to jettison our use of classical rhetoric; it asks us to expand our understanding of how that rhe-
torical approach is changed by and changes new media texts. In other words, the focus on the 
materiality of texts that new media rhetorics call for requires a materially aware rhetorical ap-
proach, of which there are multiple options. 
 For example, Kathleen Welch (1999) in Electric Rhetoric also calls for a change in how 
we view and use rhetoric in the electronic age. Welch argues that it is Sophistic, Isocratic rheto-
ric that is more appropriate for a writing pedagogy that embraces new media--an “electric rheto-
ric.” Like Porter (2009) and Brooke (2009), Welch (1999) also sees delivery as the focus of this 
shift in rhetoric. For Welch (1999), a vibrant fifth canon is essential to realizing language as ac-
tion and to giving orality its due place (p. 22).  The electronic turn of the late 20th and 21st cen-
turies provides the necessary catalyst for a re-performed, re-theorized approach to the classical 
rhetorics that have historically oppressed, refashioning them as ways of “including and empow-
ering” students from historically marginalized groups (Welch, 1999, p. 142). Welch (1999) and 
Brooke (2009) illustrate that there is no one, “correct” rhetorical approach to new media. In fact, 
Brooke (2009) represents new media rhetorics and the canons as “ecologies of practice” to signal 
just that (p. 57). To insist upon that simply perpetuates the inequalities of a graphocentric aca-
demia. Instead, the concept of new media rhetorics expands possibilities for conceptualizing and 
teaching composing practices in the 21st century writing classroom.  
 Another example of a new media rhetoric is Jeff Rice’s (2007) The Rhetoric of Cool. 
Rice argues that Aristotle's topoi, which have served print-based instruction by offering students 
a repository of ideas to work from, do not provide the necessary options for new media texts. 
The danger of relying on the topoi for new media texts is that it inhibits innovation and associa-
tive connection so crucial to digital environments (Rice, 2007, p. 33). Instead, Rice draws upon 
Gregory Ulmer’s recovery of Plato's concept of chora, “the open receptacle of meaning.” Ac-
cording to Ulmer, “chora, when updated for digital culture, functions as an argumenta-
tive/narrative strategy 'by means of pattern making, pattern recognition, pattern genera-
tion...Choral writing organizes any manner of information by means of the writer's specific posi-
tion in the time and space of a culture’” (Rice, 2007, p. 34). According to Rice (2007), the con-
cept of chora is a hyper-rhetorical practice that updates the topoi for new media” (p. 33). In the 
rhetoric of cool, contradiction expands the possibilities of multiple meaning, rather than under-
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cutting the one fixed meaning topical rhetoric requires (Rice, 2007, p. 41). Thus, Rice’s (2007) 
rhetoric of cool demonstrates once again that a new media rhetoric must denaturalize texts and 
examine them in relation to their materialities. 
 

...Is Not a Rose 
 
 In the end, “new media rhetorics” evokes a rich and long rhetorical tradition that values 
persuasion with any and all available means. “New media rhetorics” attempts to disrupt existing 
power structures. Through the acknowledgement of the power of orality/aurality, through the re-
vival of delivery and the remix of classical rhetoric, a redistribution of power occurs. New media 
rhetorics reject the Cartesian notions of authenticity and originality. Porter (2009) writes: “What 
we have in digital writing is a different economic exchange system than in print culture. Capital 
resides not so much in the original texts you produce as (a) in your ability to deliver and circulate 
texts in ways that make them accessible and useful to others and (b) in your ability to collabora-
te” (p. 220).  

In other words, new media rhetorics strive to debunk the notion of a solitary figure slav-
ing over an 8 1/2 x 11 page in order to produce a unique work the world has never seen before. 
Instead, new media rhetorics offer writers the opportunity to compose rich, meaningful, multi-
layered texts in addition to the traditional alphabetic essay. New media rhetorics frame writing as 
an exploration of the many meaning-making possibilities available to writers. New media rheto-
rics embrace “the ability to weave together a variety of markers, experiences, texts, sounds, ide-
as, and so on, in complex ways as an alternative to print literacy” (Rice, 2006, p. 272). New me-
dia rhetorics ask students to be “willing and flexible enough to think beyond, or to think in addi-
tion to, the repertoire of choices one eventually commits to as deadlines approach and texts are 
due” (Shipka, 2011, p. 359). New media rhetorics represent an ethical, integrated approach to the 
incorporation of new media texts in the FYC. 
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