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In the spring of 2009, as I was completing the second year of a four-year term as the director of the first-year writing program at The Ohio State University, I was trying to imagine a creative way of answering a question our new graduate teaching associates asked each fall while they were finishing a three-week training to prepare them for their first quarter teaching at the university:  

“Just who are the students we will be meeting in a matter of days?”  

It was a legitimate question, one fueled by equal parts excitement, anticipation, and uncertainty.  Many were first time instructors.  But even for those with teaching experience, most were new to Ohio State, and many of them did not attend an Ohio high school.  Furthermore, most of them did not complete a first-year writing course themselves as undergraduates; for a variety of reasons, they thrived at academic writing and were told a first-year writing course was not necessary for them.  

The writing program staff and I brainstormed a number of options for answering their questions.  We had lists of statistical and demographic data from the university we could share with instructors, but that wasn’t really getting at the heart of what they were asking for.  We could try to create a list of characteristics gleaned from our own teaching experiences, but that seemed disingenuous and flat.  We could try to recruit a small group of first-year students to attend the training workshop and sit on a panel and answer questions from our instructors, but there was a certain unknown element to this plan that made us somewhat nervous at a time when one of our tasks at hand was to calm the anxieties of these new instructors.  

Our creative solution was to make a short video, featuring first-year students, that we could show to instructors. We planned to recruit first-year students before they had ever taken a course at Ohio State and interview them about their literacy experiences and practices.  (We would also have this film on hand for other purposes throughout the year, and we could show the film during the training workshop for a few additional years before it lost its timeliness.)  The university orientation program gave us contact information for students who lived within close proximity to the university whom we hoped would come to campus and give us thirty minutes of their time. 

We used the Digital Archive of Literacy Narratives (DALN) to collect, house, and secure permissions for the interviews.  The DALN had the infrastructure in place for our project, and ultimately, we were asking students to provide us with literacy narratives, so the fit with the DALN seemed natural. Even though we planned to create a highly edited, documentary-style film for the purpose of training new instructors that would not be housed in the DALN, we felt that archiving raw narratives could potentially serve others teachers’ and researchers’ needs at a later date (a decision from which this exhibit is benefitting).

An undergraduate student assistant I had worked with on previous projects emailed over 200 students:

“For the past year, I have been working with faculty in the Department of English on a project about literacy. I have interviewed students from several different schools, each with their own diverse background and their own individual and remarkable story to tell. . . .  All of these stories were captured on video and are now part of the Digital Archive of Literacy Narratives (http://daln.osu.edu). . . . This summer, I am working with the Director of the First-Year Writing Program, and we would like to talk to new, incoming students from The Ohio State University. We are writing a select number of students to ask them to volunteer to tell a short story or two about learning to read, write, or compose.  We would be very interested in hearing your stories.  Perhaps you could tell us about learning to read English (or Spanish, or Arabic, or Mandarin Chinese?) with your parents, or of learning to write at school? Can you tell us a story about digital media composition—have you ever made a web page, a podcast, or a video? Do you have an opinion about the way literacy is changing—are blogs, social networking sites, or online role playing games the future of literacy in your mind? Do you write regularly for fun?  What kinds of things do you like to write? . . . A short amount of your time could help shape the curriculum for writing courses at Ohio State.  And who knows, in the future, you may want to work for the Digital Archive of Literacy Narratives, too. ” 

I asked the assistant to consider a set of questions that were drawn from a writing assignment students would complete as their first homework assignment that reflected the major tenets of the course curriculum and would give instructors a sense of where their students were starting in the class.  I strongly suggested to the assistant that he create a set of questions that he could ask each interviewee, but I also instructed him to be flexible and run with a new line of questioning depending on the answers he was hearing.  In other words, his end product—the short film—would be easier to structure if there were continuity across the interviews.  However, more compelling stories that the questions were not directly prompting might emerge, and he would not want to cut off these unexpected opportunities.  

In the summer of 2009, nine students volunteered to share their stories with us to be made into a film for new instructors. The final product was a twenty-six minute film that, to date, has been used in the training of three incoming groups of graduate teaching associates.  

{Image:  Compilation of screen shots of nine students}

The students’ interviews were also archived on the DALN.  Whereas these interviews represent highly motivated, self-selecting students, they also create a profile of student literacy practices, conveyed in stories prompted by open-ended questions, that demographic information cannot. The full video narratives housed on the DALN serve as the data for this exhibit.  

{Image:  Compilation of screen shots of five exhibit subjects}
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Cognitive Neuroscientist Tali Sharot studies optimism, our ability to imagine and generate positive expectations for the future. Following brain imaging research that suggested that the neural systems in control of recollection and memory were the same systems in control of imagining a future (Addis, Wong, and Schacter), Sharot and her colleagues recorded the stories and brain activity of research study participants who were asked to describe imagined future events.  They found that regardless of the event that participants were asked to describe, “even when given specific situations of the most humdrum kind (getting an ID card, playing a board game), people tended to fashion magnificent scenarios around them” (xi).    These descriptions included greater vivid detail that occurred nearer in time and with higher probability (Sharot et al.).  Additionally, the functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) of the neural networks responsible for human optimism included in these stories showed great encoding of desirable information and less encoding of less or undesirable information (Sharot et al.).   

Further, in her studies on The Optimism Bias, our “inclination to overestimate positive events in the future and to underestimate the likelihood of experiencing negative events” (Sharot xv), Sharot asked participants to predict their likelihood of encountering particular kinds of events, both ordinary (stuck in traffic, late for an appointment) and extraordinary (sexual encounter, receiving a surprise gift).  Overwhelmingly, participants predicted more positive experiences that would occur sooner over negative or neutral experiences that would occur later (xiii-xiv).  In a forthcoming study, Sharot, Korn, and Dolan found that people’s estimation of the probability that they would fall victim to crime was, on average, lower than the level suggested by data collected on crime:  

Thus, while people believe crime raters are high, they also believe they are somehow immune.  While the economy of the country is in trouble, we believe we will endure.  While health services are poor, and public schools are even worse, our local services and local schools are, fortunately, quite good.  (Sharot 69)   

People were willing to rethink their original expectations when presented with information, but only when that information was an improvement of the situation on which they were reflecting.  In sum, Sharot argues that the optimism bias in humans developed to enhance and maximize pleasure (120) and that “humans do not hold a positivity bias on account of having read too many self-help books.  Rather, optimism may be so essential to our survival that it is hardwired into our most complex organ, the brain” (xii).  

I recognize that I run the risk here of over-simplifying complex theory and research in neuroscience.  For example, Sharot’s work also explores connections between memory and imagination (and that optimism is often fueled by the lessons we’ve learned from past mistakes), the differences in expectations in healthy people and those who live with depression, and the dangers of extreme optimism (and her belief that an understanding of The Optimism Bias can diminish the risk of danger).  

I also recognize that, well, I am going to employ my own optimism bias to think about students and the work of writing instruction in optimistic ways.  I believe this subject is worthy of our attention and that it provides a productive frame for seeing the teaching of writing.  

Optimism is about expectation.  Sara Bengtsonn’s research has shown that our response to students’ expectation does affect their learning. Bengtsonn, also a cognitive neuroscientist, primed students with words related to “smart” and “dumb” before asking them to perform cognitive tests and found those primed with a word such as “clever” performed better than those primed with a word such as “stupid,” the result of students’ expectations of themselves and their own performance having been altered (Sharot 51).  More importantly, fMRI showed differences between the two groups in enhanced medial prefrontal cortex activity.  When participants performed correctly, there was no enhanced activity in this region of the brain.  When participants made errors, however, enhanced activity was found in those primed with “smart” words but not in those primed with “dumb” words.  Expectations triggered by the words mediated their desire to fix the mistake  (52-55). 

Optimism is not a new concept in composition studies.  George Hillocks’ 1999 monograph, Ways of Thinking, Ways of Teaching, uses optimism and non-optimism along with objectivist and constructionist notions of learning to create a taxonomy of expectation that teachers have for students.  In his study of composition instructors, Hillocks studied how instructors formatted their classes, how they emphasized particular kinds of knowledge, and how they asked students to participate during class time.  He found: 

· optimistic instructors emphasize small group and individual work over frontal teaching;

· non-optimistic teachers spend twice the amount of time on syntax-mechanics than do their optimistic counterparts;

· optimistic teachers evenly distribute knowledge by mode across declarative, explanation of procedures, and procedural while non-optimistic teachers spend most of their time on declarative knowledge and explanation of procedures. (43-50)   

Paula Mathieu’s work on the public turn in composition studies, specifically in the area of service learning, draws comparisons between optimism and hope.  She sees hope “as the concept that best describes the spirit of tactical relationships” (17) necessary to imagine and interrogate the possibilities of partnerships between institutions of higher education and communities.  Distinguishing hope from wishing, Mathieu states, “To take on hope is to take on risk and responsibility while maintaining a dogged optimism” (17).   For Mathieu, hope, like optimism, is about the future, but more importantly, about action, about doing, about making.  In her review of the work of Ernst Bloch, who would define hope in part as “militant optimism,” (132) she argues that a notion of hope that embodies desire, analysis, and action “mediates between the insufficient present and an imagined but better future” (19).  

Mathieu writes:

To hope, then, is to look critically at one’s present condition, assess what is missing, and then long for and work for a not-yet reality, a future anticipated.  It is grounded in imaginative acts and projects, including art and writing, as vehicles for invoking a better future. . . . Hope is the tension between reality and vision that provides the energy and motivation to keep working.  (19)

(For a cognitive neuroscientific take on hope, see Tarot, The Optimism Bias, pages 59-71, in which she draws comparisons between Barack Obama’s presidential win in 2008 and Shirley Temple’s film career in the 1930s, making distinctions between private and public optimism.)  

Compositionists whose work intersects with social media theory recognize anticipated reciprocity as the optimistic expectation that not only is someone there reading or listening or veiwing, but also after some kind of contribution to a conversation is made, someone will respond (Kollock 227).  Social media technologies have typically rendered such expectations explicit and direct—participants will get into a heated debate about my provocative contribution to a forum’s message board; readers will express outrage/sympathy/support/unity to my latest blog post; friends will continue a line of humorous comments to my tongue-in-cheek Facebook status update (or, at the very least, “like” it); someone will Retweet (RT) my live-Tweet from an event I’m attending.  Within all of these communicative acts, I am optimistic.  I can imagine and have expectations for a future communicative act.  Even if I do not receive an explicit response, I expect that someone will have read/heard/watched what I said and will have made meaning from it.  In most instances, anything less is unimaginable.  

I want to draw some distinctions among these ways of thinking about optimism, although I do think they share some characteristics.  Whereas I think Sharot and Hillocks are often operating from similar understandings of optimism, especially in the area of expectation, Hillocks does not provide a working definition of the term, and I often feel that he uses the term interchangeably with positivity, enthusiasm, confidence, trust, and faith. These are, indeed, all concepts related to optimism and describe teachers’ attitudes toward students in Hillocks’ study, but they do not necessarily suggest temporality, specifically, a partiality to the future.  Hillocks studied teachers’ expectations of students.  He was interested in categorizing a small sample of composition instructors to better understand modes of instruction and learning.  I am interested in student optimism about their own writing, writing experiences, and writing instruction.  

Mathieu’s thinking about hope and a “future anticipated” is indeed conceived of temporally, and I am particularly drawn to her activist interpretation of the term framed in the public turn of composition studies, which will later become central to this project.  For the moment, my questions feel smaller than Mathieu’s, or perhaps my questions come earlier in the conversation in order to shape our roles and goals on the streets and in community/university relationships.  Kollock’s theory of anticipated reciprocity truly brings Sharot and Mathieu’s work in optimism and hope close to the ways in which I want to think about writing. 

As I consider collectively the work of Tarot, Mathieu, and Kollock, my interest in optimism lies with an emphasis on the future, but specifically, how do students imagine and generate expectations for the future when they think about writing and writing instruction?  And, more importantly, what might student writing and writing instruction look like if we met students’ optimism—their imaginations and expectations of the future—in our pedagogies and curricula?  
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[bookmark: _GoBack]In our interviews with new students, I noticed a striking propensity toward optimism—their ability to imagine the future—when they spoke of writing and of their upcoming entry into college.  Their inclination toward optimism transpired in two areas.  The first occurred during interviews when they were prompted to send a message or give advice to new graduate teaching associates who would be teaching for the first time.  In this area, the future event was built into the question and their responses to it.  However, their willingness to participate in these interviews also exhibits that efficacy is a primary motivation for contributing to communities, including online communities (Kollock; Wang and Fesenmaier; Workman).  Whereas the DALN does not include typical structures of online communities (synchronous and asynchronous discussion features), it’s important to note that students were given the opportunity to visit the DALN so they could see how the archive operated, and they presumed their contributed video recorded message would be delivered to people working in the writing program and that sharing their stories could shape the teaching of writing at the university in the future, an anticipated reciprocity. 

Blaique, Chahinaz, and Ryan offer responses that could be slotted in Hillocks’ taxonomy:  how instructors formatted their classes, how instructors emphasized particular kinds of knowledge, and how they asked students to participate in class.

Video:  Compilation (http://youtu.be/kOOCUu8y1Mw)

Blaique:  Like incorporating new ways to teach could be better, because I feel like everyone is just so sick of the whole lecturing and then the essay thing that everyone's just so over it. And I feel like you could do the movies and the blogging but you have to have discussion along with it. So that way like after all is said and done you can kind of talk about it. And I feel like in high school that really helped me, like afterwards we sat and discussed it and then I felt like I really had a better understanding of what was going on. 

Assistant:  What do you mean people are over this whole like lecture thing? What do you mean by that? 

It's just, like when you think of normally the college class, you think it's like lecture and people like falling asleep in like the back row. I feel like if you were to make it like a little more interesting people would actually like, I don't know I feel like they would be more involved in what they were doing. 

Chahinaz:  And I think that maybe we should read more books on politics or books on lets say religion and such. To get a perspective, you know? Instead of just, I wouldn't say in a narrow way, but instead of just saying like "Here's a list of books that student should read" Incorporate some new books here and there that gives students a perspective, an opinion on, what's going on in the political world let's say.  

Ryan: They, film and writing go hand in hand really. Without writing there wouldn't be film. And film can really take was has been written, creative writing and stuff, and really creatively do it. Also, when going to creatively write anything, like you start coming up with images in your mind, and stuff, like those images come from somewhere. And also, media is an incredible way to teach people, because people there something to look at, there's colors and everything, people are more drawn to it, they're more prone to listen to video than they are to somebody up there lecturing. It really gets your mind going. And stimulated.

Two students, however, in their message to new instructors, describe not only an engagement with their instructors, but also an imagination and expectation of the future in their writing.  Sarah uses a former teacher as a model for new instructors:

Video:  Sarah 1 (http://youtu.be/WeN0QPlq4Zo) 

Sarah:  And then, I don't know just really be involved in your students writing. Talk to them about it if they have questions, be willing to answer it. She didn't, when Ms. Straub edited our papers she didn't just edit, she would give us a cover page to our essay with comments. What she liked, what she didn't like. That's another thing, don't just say what's wrong with it, say what you liked about the essay. So that the student knows what their strong points are and can maybe either put those aside or be sure to use them in the next essay, be sure to use them to their advantage.

For Sarah, the feedback she received from her teacher, a textual engagement with her writing, should not only lead to a new draft, but perhaps future writing, “the next essay.”    

Johnny is the most conceptual and philosophical in his optimism.  His response is similar to Sharot’s subjects when they were asked to describe common events in their futures:

Video:  Johnny 1 (http://youtu.be/ycW1_PL1DSE)


Johnny:  Every student has a different approach to writing. Some might be the people I mentioned earlier who are really literal and dry and hate poetry, but some are totally different. And the thing is each of them has a certain path they can take to a piece or to a work that is special to them. And once you recognize that you just got to keep letting them know that it's possible. Because some people might be taking a composition class and they don't want to get anything out of it. But if they make a good point, make sure they know. And make sure they think about it, because there's nothing better than being told that what you thought or what you did was great. Because then that could lead to other things, other thoughts. Who knows, a great work might come out of that.

Similar in his optimism to Sarah, but even more passionate, Johnny believes in the momentum-building potential of constructive feedback and understands that real, human engagement with writing—a future event—can lead to “other things, other thoughts . . . [and] a great work might come out of that”—another future event.  Both Sarah and Johnny operate in dual, parallel anticipated reciprocities couched in positivity and hope.  Not only have they been prompted to imagine reciprocity connected to their interview, but they also speak of the importance of reciprocity to their writing, in this case, from their teachers. 

Johnny especially begins to reveal the second area in which students’ inclination toward optimism transpired. During their interviews, students shared stories that indicated their writing has in the past reached its intended audience—the readers for whom the text was directly written.  These students strive for their writing to reach an audience with such attentiveness that it is, in fact, an expectation for them, what Rosenblatt, Britton, and Patraglia would call writing’s transactionality. Although this second area is related to the first in the matter of optimism—they both exhibit future expectations—they are different in that in the first area, students were prompted toward offering a message to their future instructors.  In this second area, students spoke in great detail about the future of their writing and their anticipated reciprocity to it without being prompted. 

For some students, transactional writing for genuine audiences is connected to school writing.  Sarah’s optimistic view of writing, one for which she imagines an audience, is developed through a school experience—research—but is decidedly different from how research is often taught in English classes, a point she makes in her literacy narrative: 

Video:  Sarah 2 (http://youtu.be/29s5FxBKaZA)

Sarah:  I'm a zoology major, I really want to do research with zoology, maybe focus in ornithology which is birds. . . . Actually I went to school at the Columbus Zoo and Aquarium. I did the zoo school program. It's a two year high school class that’s like through the career center. And so we did research projects there and one of my projects was on the kiwi bird. And they're a bird that's so unbirdlike that they call them the "honorary mammal" in a lot of books. So I don't know, it just all started there that I wanted to do research. But I've been going to zoos and stuff since I was younger than two, when my mom first brought me to the Columbus Zoo when we first moved to Columbus. . . . Yeah. Oh yeah, well with zoo school we did three research papers. And that was... In High school you do research papers too but that's just looking at books and basically restating what other people have already researched. In zoo school and then in Science majors you have to do your own research. Create your own thesis statement, your own hypotheses and do the math do the statistics, collect your data. And it's a completely different kind of research than we do in regular High School. So when you're doing that kind of writing, all of a sudden, you're not taking someone elses thoughts, you're taking entirely new pieces of data that nobody's ever seen before and you have to analyze it and put it into words that everybody can understand. And also in zoo school we did a statistics class. And you wouldn't think that math and writing would have to be connected. But when you're doing statistics you're taking the pieces of data and running all these crazy numbers on it. And then you know what the number means, but you have to somehow translate it into words for other people to understand. So it involves a lot of thinking and a lot of writing skill. To make it accessible to other people. So yeah, science and writing are so connected because a lot of people, and why science and math are so frightening to some people is because it's not easy to understand, because it's just numbers and they don't mean anything to a lot of people. So you have to really be able to communicate in science and math and that's why they're so connected.  

Sarah describes the fundamentals of the scientific method, a fluid process that requires researchers to embrace what Kathryn Shultz would call an optimistic view of being wrong:  “Surprise, bafflement, fascination, excitement, hilarity, delight:  all these and more are a part of the optimistic understanding of error.  This model is harder to recognize around us, since it is forever being crowded out by the noisier notion that error is dangerous, demoralizing, and shameful.”  It’s noteworthy that Sarah distinguishes between “looking at books and basically restating what other people have already researched” and what she calls doing her own research.  Whereas one might argue that conducting primary research as Sarah has described it is a solitary act, she distinguishes it on four separate occasions as an act of making data and statistical analysis of those data as anticipated reciprocity:  “put it into words that everybody can understand,” “translate it into words for other people to understand,” “to make it accessible to other people,” “you have to really be able to communicate in science and math.” 

Johnny also connects transactional writing for genuine audiences to school writing.   After being asked, “Can you tell us a story about another kind of writing you've done before? When you were in high school, did you do writing for your English classes?” Johnny speaks of his love of rap music and poetry:

Video:  Johnny 2 (http://youtu.be/uedtijNfiYQ) 

Johnny:  I really grew into myself during my Freshman and Sophomore year and one thing I loved to do was poetry. In 7th and 8th grade I developed a taste for hip-hop and rap, and I listened to Ludacris and Tupac. And one thing I would do is write raps, and the thing was I would just rhyme and I wouldn't necessarily have a structure other than rhyming at the end of the certain line. But Freshman year my teacher who happened to be my principal taught us structure and poetry, foot and meter. And that's when I really started to not just write, but sort of write within a certain theme and structure. And it was really freeing to a certain extent. And I wrote poetry, I did a competition on speaking, reciting poetry out loud. And it was, that's what I really liked to do, was poetry.

Johnny describes his discovery of poetry, hip hop, and rap as a significant moment of growth in his life.  Further, he does not describe writing poetry as a solitary act.   His work with his English teacher/principal, a literacy sponsor (Brandt), on structure in poetry is “freeing,” regardless of its possible pseudotransactionality, and eventually leads to interaction with an genuine audience with anticipated reciprocity.  Johnny’s contact with an audience is not through publication, but instead through a poetry reading—audience members listening and responding.  More importantly, this reading takes place in a competition, a venue where there is not only an audience, but also a setting where an expectation for feedback exists.  

Similarly, Ryan is accustomed to envisioning composition in relationship to anticipated reciprocity and transactionality.  Entering college with a strong interest in film, Ryan imagines reaching an audience through media.  While his experiences composing video begin in school, they fall outside of what is usually thought of as school writing, and they move outside of school walls: 

Video:  Ryan 1 (http://youtu.be/tKo-cRzPZ3Y) 

Ryan:  It originally started at my high school when we had a film class, so we had about twelve G4s and we upgraded to G5s Macs, they were all completely all the software like Final Cut Pro. And before I was even in the class, some people knew that I had a passion for that and that like I really wanted to do that, never, other that stuff at home, with a video camera and stuff, making short films as a kid, I hadn't really done anything professionally, and the football coach came to me as a kid, I hadn't really done anything professionally, and the football coach came to me asked me to make a highlight video, to come film and make a highlight video, and I hadn't even touched the computer yet to know the editing equipment I ended up making my first video then, and from that point on I was like doing it every week, make a highlight video for them, then I did it for basketball and did that through the rest of high school, and doing that opened up door because people started seeing my stuff and hearing about it. 

Assistant:  Where did you play the stuff? 

Ryan:  There was, some of it was actually shown in church which is a congregation of 5000, so Some of it would just be played for the players to get them pumped before a game. And then my video teacher, he had actually hooked me up with some other things. Like, we ended up working for CCM magazine for GMA weekend in Nashville and that was . . . it's the Gospel Music Awards in Nashville. We basically went around with several artists and just filmed them, interviewing other artists, and that was pretty fun. That was my tenth grade year, and from tenth grade on, I knew I needed more experience before I got to college. I wanted to get into film once I got into college, and so I started just looking for stuff, and networking. Finding anything I could, and that's how I hooked up my intern with the Blue Jackets for a little bit and learned about their whole process.

Assistant:  What was that like? I mean, that's kind of a general question but what did they ask you to do?

I was basically helping direct a little bit, because you have your director sit back in the back and they just watch all the cameras on the screen and pick which one goes up where. I was learning about that whole process, which was, it was quite impressive, and I hadn't even been to a Blue Jackets game before until that. That was fun.  

Assistant:  Were there any other folks you were working with that were aiding you in that process, kind of teaching you tricks? 

The main tricks you learn is stay a little bit wide. That's the main one. It's the same thing in golf. It’s incredibly hard to ever follow the ball and just little tricks like that and little stuff you pick up on more from experience than what someone can just tell you.

Ryan is aware that doors open for him to work on future projects when audiences view his videos.  Not only are his highlight videos played for athletes for training purposes, but also they see extremely large-scale audiences in his church, a “congregation of 5000.”   Because of this work, he was offered the opportunity to attend an awards show and produce video for Christ Community Music Magazine, an online Christian music magazine that showcases video interviews, behind-the-scenes highlights, and artist features.  As he begins to recognize the need for more experience, he accepts an internship directing live television broadcast, which he notes is “watch[ing] all the cameras on the screen and pick[ing] which one goes up where,” a direct connection with viewers.  

During his interview, Ryan draws comparison between composing videos and “writing,” a term he uses to describe alphabetic print:  “They, film and writing, go hand in hand, really. Without writing there wouldn't be film. And film can really take what has been written, creative writing and stuff, and really creatively do it. Also, when going to creatively write anything, like you start coming up with images in your mind, and stuff, like those images come from somewhere.”  However, when he imagines a future event and anticipated reciprocity for his work, he does so with his video compositions, the texts (and the live editing of hockey) that reach a genuine audience.  

Finally, both Johnny and Chahinaz imagine their writing reaching an audience through journalism, often viewed as outside the purview of work in composition.  Instruction in journalism is almost always transactional, with students’ “lab” experiences being school newspapers or some kind of actual publication with built-in anticipated reciprocity.    

Johnny’s story about journalism comes early in his interview after being asked a general, narrative-generating question, “Can you tell us a story about when you were first learning to read, write, or compose?”  

Video:  Johnny 3 (http://youtu.be/K2Ysg9NEvx0) 

Johnny:  Actually when I first started to really get into reading, I was put into classes that specialized in kids who couldn't read very well. And in second grade and third grade. And once I got through that, I don't know what was wrong with me but once I figured out how to read, I really paid attention to details. And that's what I've specialized in for a while. And I grew a kind of an attraction to Journalism, sports journalism. I wrote for my school newspaper on Jackie Robinson and the 8th grade basketball team, it could have been anything really. And anything that kind of I thought I could make a story out of. And since I was so used to details it just kinda went from there. 

Assistant:  So that means like in 8th grade you were writing for the student newspaper? Can you tell us a story about a specific article you wrote or about a particular topic you wrote about, and like the response that you noticed from kids in school about what you were writing? Because with the, did people notice it? Or was it just something that they didn't really recognize, the fact that you were writing? 

Johnny:  They probably weren't as excited as me, but in 8th grade I was on the basketball team, and we went to the St. Mary tournaments since our school was St. Mary of German Village. Where teams from all over the state gather. And we won, and it was really exciting, because one of my best friends was known for not being able to make layups. And bunny shots, and he couldn't really shoot that well. Bbut he made the game winning shot and it happened to be a layup. So I saw that as a really great opportunity for a writing piece. And I did, I even, as silly as it seems, I used a Shakespeare quote and I used some other things and, and I know that when it got published I was really gung-ho about getting kids to read it. They seemed to like it but it was 8th grade, so everything is magnified. It was fun. 

Assistant:  What did you do to try to get others to read it? Did you hang flyers up on the wall? 

Johnny:  No, well the journal, the teacher who was heading the journalism or the paper just gave each of us a bunch of copies. And I made sure that the friend who couldn't make the layups, I made sure he read it and made sure that the basketball team read it. But I also made sure that everyone else in my class did. I just kind of went door to door I guess, but.

As was obvious in other segments of his narrative, Johnny exemplifies optimism, not only in his incredibly positive perspectives on writing, learning, and teaching, but more importantly, in how he imagines a future for his own writing.  Johnny draws connections between his struggles with reading as a young boy, his recognition of the importance of details and how that helps him overcome his reading difficulties, and the role that details play in composing writing that addresses an audience.  When describing an article he wrote for his school newspaper, he relates his extreme enthusiasm for anticipated reciprocity to finding a readership by physically handing the newspaper to friends, teammates, and classmates.  

Chahinaz’s practice in journalism also emerges early in her narrative after being asked a general question about reading and writing.  While she does not aggressively seek a readership like Johnny, her goals for reaching readers are both deeply personal and humanitarian:

Video:  Chahinaz 1 (http://youtu.be/f6OX-qBDdNc)


Chahinaz:  Yeah, well, I really like to read and write, and that's really general, but most of the time I like to write news articles. And I also like to read and to analyze. A lot of the times when I read I like to relate to the story I guess you would say... And then a way, Ok now I'm nervous, I'm sorry.

Assistant:  What do you mean relate to the story?

Well, like using my background, like where I come from and stuff like that. I like to relate to a lot of the issues that are involved in books and stuff like that. A lot of the time I'll read books on like politics, like for example Hardball. And I'll think about how it's affecting like where I, like the people in my community. See I'm part Arab and I'm part Asian, Chinese. And I'm also Muslim, so a lot of the time I try to relate it to what's going on in my community and like what... And I try to think about how I can help my community in a way that, by using books and stuff like that. Because they help to get to know what society is really like, what people is like, you know? And in a way I think that'll help me benefit where my people and stuff like that, and like my religion. I mean it's definitely good to be informed. 

Assistant:  You said you write news articles? 

I do, I write news articles. In High School I was on the newspaper for four years, called the Panther Press. And a lot of times I would like to write opinion articles and stuff like that. And last year I actually wrote an article about how Muslims are unfairly stereotyped in the media. And I used a lot of the background from the books I read. Like I know I'm using it a lot but Hardball, and other commentary articles that I read also from different newspapers. And I used those to express how I feel Muslims are pretty much unfairly stereotyped. And I know that's what I want to do, you know in the future. Is to give a better image to Muslims.

Chahinaz makes small gestures toward recognizing the presence of an audience in journalistic writing.  For example, elsewhere in her interview, she relates the way Chris Matthews “grabs the attention” of his readers and notes that she plans to use similar techniques in her own writing.  Also, Chahinaz’s use of journalism is goal oriented.  Elsewhere in her interview, she relates a past event, the 9-11 attacks, to future goals—changing perspectives of Muslims to better a community to which she belongs.  Her view of literacy is optimistic in that she sees it as a means of transforming what is “not Islamically correct.”  Finally, she directly indicates that she has plans for her own future as a writer:  “And I know that's what I want to do, you know in the future. Is to give a better image to Muslims.”  In this way, Chahinaz exhibits Mathieu’s view of hope by “tak[ing] on risk and responsibility while maintaining a dogged optimism. . . . Hope is the tension between reality and vision that provides the energy and motivation to keep working.” (17-19).  



KIOSK #4

I would like to return to where this exhibit started, with my work as a writing program administrator.  In her book, The Activist WPA:  Changing Stories and Writing and Writers, Linda Adler-Kassner argues that WPAs have a responsibility to reframe the discussions and change the stories about writing, writers, and writing programs.  She identifies three factors that should guide these efforts:  

a commitment to changing things for the better here and now through consensus-based, systematic, thoughtful processes that take into consideration the material contexts and concerns of all involved;

a compulsion to be reflexive and self-questioning about this work so as to consider how all involved are taking into account those material conditions;  

and a constant commitment to ongoing, loud, sometimes messy dialogue among all participants in change-making work that ensures that everyone is heard and, hopefully, represented.  (32-33)  

She employs Stephen Resse’s notion of framing to understand the how the narratives about student writers operate:  

Framing is concerned with the way interests, communications, sources, and culture combine to yield coherent ways of understanding the world, which are developed using all of the available verbal and visual symbolic resources. . . . Frames are organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work symbolically to meaningfully structure the social world. (Adler-Kassner 11)

In the spring of 2008, I was completing the first year of my four-year term as the director of the first-year writing program at The Ohio State University.   Through a listserv of writing program administrators at Ohio public universities, news started to emerge that the Ohio legislature, without consulting any WPAs in the state, passed revised code that would force consistency across all public institutions of higher education (PIOHE) in Ohio in how AP credit was to be awarded and how it would count towards undergraduate degrees.  Furthermore, the revised code stated that students should not be disadvantaged in the acceptance of AP credit when transferring within the PIOHE system.  

Whereas the legislation did not stipulate specific AP scores in its revised code, the Ohio Board of Regents created policy that stated effective Autumn 2009, a score of 3 or higher on the AP exam would provide credit at any PIOHE in Ohio.  The credit would count towards graduation, it would meet a general education requirement if one existed in that subject area at the receiving institution, and it would be transferable across all PIOHE in Ohio.  

As WPAs in Ohio began to investigate the implications of this change, we realized that of the twenty-eight PIOHE in Ohio, twenty-four already allowed for an AP exam score of 3 to count for the credit-bearing first-year writing requirement.  Four PIOHE, including Ohio State, required a score of 4 on the AP exam.  The burden of change, in effect, would fall on these four institutions. For the 2009-2010 academic year, 700 incoming Ohio State students who normally would be enrolling in a first-year writing course were no longer required to do so because of legislation and policy being set at the state level.  

By the time writing program administrators had learned of the changes, the revised code and the implementation policy were both faits acommplis. 

It goes without saying that my colleagues and I felt less than optimistic about the future of first-year writing when these decisions could be made where no writing program directors were consulted, where no research was cited, and where no plans were made at the state level to assess the results of this decision.  These were confusing times for writing program administrators.  Who had a stake in this decision, and how were these stakes defined?  Departments and programs faced a loss in enrollments and, thus, possible funding.  Many composition instructors faced possible job loss while faculty in all disciplines, including English studies, spent significant time reconsidering the changing populations of students and the writing experiences they bring to their classes.  Outside our writing programs, however, a different picture was being painted.  Legislators, keeping the costs of education under control, appeared to be responsive to the public.  The public, made up of parents and taxpayers, were grateful that more students could graduate from college more quickly for less money.  Universities appeared to be collaborating effectively with state governments while being responsive to parents and taxpayers by realigning their goals to educate students with advanced, college-level content. 

And the students?  Aside from the obvious gains and losses from some of the stakes listed above, they suddenly found themselves the subject of a shifting narrative that cast them in an atypical light, one that had its roots in proficiency and success instead of deficiency and failure.  It didn’t take a great deal of spinning to imagine optimistic headlines that could read:  

More students leave high school with credit for college coursework

Ohio high schools improve college placement numbers

High school students prepared for advanced-level college coursework

Ohio’s “Senior to Sophomore” plan a success

And where did this leave WPAs?  My initial inclination, similar to many of my colleagues’ and senior administrators’, was to construct a longitudinal study that would track students who would have been required under the previous system to enroll in first-year writing.  How did these students perform in second-year composition courses?  How did these students perform in coursework across the disciplines that required substantial writing and research?  What were these students’ overall retention rates?  I imagined I would collect data to illustrate that these students needed first-year English composition to succeed in college (and beyond).  This, I initially believed, was my job as a WPA of a large writing program at a Research I, flagship state university.   Coincidentally, this approach to the situation presented me with a question: Was I prepared to accept that we might discover a first-year writing course was empirically and anecdotally insignificant in these students’ success at the university?  

Then, a more complicated question came to me, one that made me extremely uncomfortable with my original inclination to construct a study:  Were my stakes in this situation as a WPA so high that I was willing to create a longitudinal study whose results might re-inscribe a narrative of deficiency and failure on our students?  

{“Optimism1Image” graphic}

This graphic represents a simplified representation of a top-down environment in which many university writing programs find themselves.  (I intentionally did not include “the field” in this graphic.  Its influence is, at times, far too complex to represent, running throughout the entire cast of characters, and, at other times, completely non-existent.)  

{Repeat “Optimism1Image” graphic}

I argue that, despite the possible perceived positive outcomes to the scenario I describe above, this structure does not embrace or promote an optimistic view of writing program administration, writing instruction, or student writing, and, therefore, does not serve anyone well, even those at the top.

Video:  Optimism 1 (http://youtu.be/dl8yZyTQakI) 

I believe we need to disrupt this model, and I'm curious about how a view of composition that embraces optimism and hope, one that strives for genuine anticipatory reciprocity, and one that expands definitions of textual production can help accomplish that work.

Disrupting this top-down model is not the starting place.  Instead, I think it's the destination. In other words, I argue that creating optimistic, hopeful, and reciprocal curricular approaches and opportunities in composition can disrupt the model more effectively than simply attacking the model itself.

The legislators and Regents in the state of Ohio made their decision, in part, because of the materials and data upon which they chose to rely.  Advanced Placement uses a highly structured, outcomes based assessment process governed by the College Board where trained faculty assess exams according to a rubric that is aligned with the Council of Writing Program Administrators Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition. The Ohio Board of Regents also has a learning outcomes statement for the first-year composition course that, while used to guide writing programs in curriculum development, is primarily in place to regulate credit transfer in the state. These materials, coupled with enrollment and matriculation/graduation data, represent writing as something to be measured by scores, standards, and thresholds.  This is a model based on efficiency, not on effectiveness, on getting through a college degree as fast as possible, not on recognizing writing and composing as a way of learning and understanding. The result, in this case, is a model that directs students to opt out instead of one that listens to students' compelling reasons why and how they want to opt in.

How might this decision have played out differently had legislators and Regents instead studied the narratives of first-year students in the DALN, data that are rich with culture, personality, behaviors, practices, and aspirations? Or, what might have happened had legislators and Regents charged writing program administrators and faculty with using the materials and data found in a repository like the DALN to create innovative writing curricula that challenged students, that met their optimism, and that embraced the changing face of writing? 

Adler-Kassner focuses her efforts, her "story-changing work" (87), on textual analysis of documents, news reports, and editorials that tell stories of student writers and the work of compositionists. I argue that the materials archived in the DALN provide rich, layered, nuanced data that writing program administrators and faculty can use as optimistic frames through which we can reconsider curriculum design that employs an optimistic pedagogy—one in which students compose transactionally for genuine audiences from whom reciprocity is expected in a variety of modes and media.  Also, the narratives might encourage administrators and teachers to create curricula that do a more effective job of channeling students' willingness to invest in composition instruction, their understanding that the best kind of instruction involves them in the difficult, challenging, sometimes messy and inefficient, work of composing and exchanging meaning, perhaps the hardest and most complicated work that humans ever undertake.

Video:  Optimism 2 (http://youtu.be/8ypfhAyuw8o) 

Further, I argue that we need to declare our writing programs, or at least spaces and sites within them, as teaching laboratories where experimentation is encouraged, expected, and required and where this move is viewed as our writing programs’ foundation and sustaining force.  

Experimentation is the mode of laboratories and captures the essence of an optimistic approach to writing program and curriculum development.  Our programs, when seen as teaching laboratories, become open, future-thinking, collaborative spaces where teachers and students are supported in their work, where they feel safe in adopting an optimistic view of being wrong (Shultz), and where experimentation and risk-taking are valued.  The teaching laboratory is also where we can explore and expand text production in a variety of media and modes.  The true wealth of such a site is found in human resources, the people, and how they partner to do a new work of composition.  Surely, establishing teaching laboratories within our writing programs needs to happen at a variety of different types of teaching institutions that serve a variety of student populations located in a variety of geographical locations, for these are the sites from where new pedagogies and new research findings will emerge. When we place those commitments as the foundation of our work, we create the primary sustaining force of our programs.

Video:  Optimism 3 (http://youtu.be/D40xqqfjwLY) 

Obviously, the key players in everything I have been arguing are our students.  Therefore, work in composition that is optimistic, hopeful, and reciprocal demands that we have a continuing, increasing presence in our students’ sites of production.  

I want to resist the idea of merely allowing students’ optimism to inform curricula; that is a passive notion of optimism.  If we establish our programs as teaching laboratories, then we are compelled to learn as much as we can by sitting with our students, listening to our students, talking to our students, and composing with our students.  We need new pedagogies and new research methodologies and findings to grow out of our presence in our students’ sites of production.  

Video:  Optimism 4 (http://youtu.be/G8thehBI1nE) 

Finally, I would like to return to an earlier question I asked:  What might student writing and writing instruction look like if we met students’ optimism—their imaginations and expectations of the future—in our pedagogies and curricula?  

I am convinced that anticipated reciprocity—the expectation that their composing is transactional and reaching a genuine audience—is key in answering this question. One might argue that the common practice of peer review in composition class does this.  However, peer review is rarely valued as an act of knowledge making or text production in and of itself. Instead, more often than not, peer review is positioned almost entirely in service to “real” writing, those texts for which students would receive a grade in a particular class. Whereas the audience for this activity may be genuine, the contexts and investments rarely are, relegating the activity to a school-related exercise. In addition to moving students to compose in a variety of modes with a variety of media and teaching them to make careful rhetorical choices when deciding which modes and media best serve their purposes, we must design curricula that involves genuine audiences and genuine occasions for reciprocity for students’ composing.  Two curricular innovations exemplify this goal.

{Insert Eli graphic}
Eli: Better Writing Through Review is a composing environment that coordinates peer review activities, provides analytics for teachers and students (e.g., “helpfulness” scores for reviewers), and provides teachers and students with views of their writing process that are not possible with existing technologies.  In this way, Eli can facilitate curricula where review—the process of offering and receiving good feedback—is at the heart of writing instruction and learning.  Invented by Jeff Grabill, Bill Hart-Davidson, and Michael McLeod, Eli is rooted in basic learning theory on peer scaffolding and on the strong evidence that revision processes are where learning and improvement in writing happen.  
Hart-Davidson says, “Learning to be a better reviewer is critical because it helps to externalize the knowledge that you’re learning as a writer yourself. When you have to give that advice to someone else, you’re creating a kind of dialogue in your own mind about what is valuable in writing.”  Grabill argues that a curriculum in review forces students to ask, “Can I respond to [my peers] in a productive way to try to help them to become better writers?” in relationship to a structured set of criteria and values that relate to work in review.  
Eli automates the work of writers submitting writing, reviewers reading writing, reviewers responding to writing, and writers strategizing revision based on reader feedback.  Aside from an innovative technological platform and sound theory in reading and writing, Eli is built on an anticipated—and stronger yet, an expected—reciprocity and optimism.  It’s impossible to work in Eli without reciprocity and optimism: there is always a future event—a reading, an engagement, a response, and a revision.  
 (View developers describing Eli here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tfrGI36ZCTg&feature=player_profilepage)

{Insert Commonplace graphic}

In the Commonplace curriculum, designed by Michael Harker, Aaron McKain, and Scott Lloyd DeWitt, students produce academic research and writing with an optimistic eye toward a future assignment that asks them to write about their research for a public audience.  In this assignment, students are asked to produce writing that is timely, relevant, and compelling to the readership of an online journal of undergraduate writing, Commonplace.  These manuscripts are concise in comparison to their related research projects and follow a different set of conventions, thus asking student to perform numerous rhetorical shifts in their move toward public writing.  

Then, after an elaborate training, students participate in an inter-section, anonymous peer review of student manuscripts where they compose substantial review memos that evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the writing according to a set of analytics:  identification of a central argument, adherence to thematic commitments (timely, relevant, and compelling), and the performance of sentence level craft.  Using these analytics, students exercise their editorial responsibilities by deciding if manuscripts should be published on Commonplace (whose tag line is, “Because You Say So”—instructors teach the editorial process but do not make publication decisions).  

The review process is divided in two steps.  First, students write detailed, individual review memos that argue for one of three publication decisions:  Accept with Minor Revisions, Revise and Resubmit, and Reject.  Second, students work in groups of at least three and come to consensus on their publication decision; they write a group memo that reflects that conversation.  Like Eli, review is at the heart of this curriculum. All participants review real manuscripts written by real writers, and they produce review texts guided by an anticipated/expected reciprocity because they know their review texts will be delivered to writers participating in the project.  Every piece of the curriculum requires students and teachers to imagine multiple futures.  

In his address at the 29th Annual Conference on Law and Higher Education, Thomas A. Workman argues, “Much of what we fear is based on our own generational lens and not the lens of those we’re trying to educate.”  This exhibit suggests frames for reading archived narratives and creating focused invitations for collecting new narratives about 21st Century literacies.  I argue that we should carefully consider and meet students’ optimism—their imaginations and expectations of the future—in our pedagogies and curricula.  Reading literacy narratives in the DALN for optimism, hope, and anticipated reciprocity can inspire curricula and practices of innovative college writing programs in the same areas.
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