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From the Editors

Sarah Warren-Riley

The Grassroots Whiting Research journal has a long tradition of showcasing truly robust
writing research projects that engage with the complexity of literate practice in
the world. Throughout the history of the journal, we have been grateful to have
contributors continually demonstrate an increasingly complex understanding
of terms, concepts, and theories in their writing research projects, ultimately
expanding our understanding of what citizen writing research can be. As we enter
our eighth year of publication, we are pleased that the thirteen new articles in this
1ssue—which range from traditional genre analyses into new genres, studies into
genre subversion and ownership of Facebook posts, to considerations of the role
of materiality, intertextuality, and even failure, in writing—are no exception. We
are excited to share Issue 8.1 and are fascinated by the ways that our contributors
continue to find innovative approaches to shaping their own writing research
identities and sharing what they have learned, as well as continuing the trend of
showing, yet again, just how in-depth and complex writing research can be.

Issue 8.1 kicks off with four articles that delve into aspects of writing that
haven’t been fully explored previously in the GIWRJ. First, Gabrielle Litwiller
investigates the concept of “genre subversion” in her analysis of the unique (and
entertaining) evolution of Amazon product reviews for Haribo’s Sugar Free Gummy
Bears. Then, Jenn Colletta examines how her own writing research identity
is ultimately shaped by her own materiality (literally how her body is positioned
in space when she writes). Hannah Kroonblawd considers the intertextuality
involved in her travel and the notes she makes in her Lonely Planet travel guidebooks.
And, Sidney Ybarra investigates the concept of transmedia storytelling, using
the multi-platform Lizzie Bennet Diaries as an example to show how complex this
concept really is.

Tackling a different dimension of writing research, the next set of articles dive
head-first into the concept of failure and how it relates to writing. First, Katherine
Peterson provides an in-depth exploration of the ways that her initial (and
repeated) attempts to write a GWRY article failed due to differing understandings
of the concept of clichés and how she ultimately came to recognize why that was.
Then, Shane A. Wood shares his perspective (based on personal experience as
both a student and a teacher) on embracing failure as a productive tool in the
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composition classroom. Both of these articles highlight the various ways in which
failure might actually be a critical component of the writing process, in the sense
that it can help us to continue to expand, grow, and improve.

Following this, the next four articles apply cultural-historical activity theory
(CHAT) to analyze a variety of genres through a variety of approaches. First,
Braeden Weiss uses CHAT to uncover the secrets to the success of Buddy
Ryan’s 46 defense. Mackenzie Flowers then shares her experience using a Bullet
Journal and shows how CHAT (and particularly socialization) helps to explain how
popular (and useful) this genre is. Becky Holdsworth investigates the genre of
the “Toilet Talk” flyers posted in Illinois State University bathrooms to uncover
how the representation and distribution of these flyers is critical to their successful
reception. Then, Sarah Lyons starts her investigation with a hunch about the role
of book covers in determining who purchases them, which gets complicated the
longer her investigation into the genre continues.

Finally, thelast three articlesin thisissue consider the complexities of writing (the
different types of writing used, the forces that work on that writing, and ultimately,
what writing does) in a variety of places and spaces. Iirst, Andrew Del Mastro
contemplates ownership of posts on Facebook, the role that Facebook’s ecology
plays in this, and acknowledges how complicated it can be to determine control
of social media posts. Then, Mackenzie Flowers and Maddi Kartcheske
interview Patrick Sweeney about the writing involved in his career as a juvenile
detention center administrator and provide a transcript of a Q&A session with
students in Delores Robinson’s class at IVCC. Finally, Addie McMullen analyzes
the genre of reality TV (in particular, The Bachelor) as she attempts to determine the
conventions of this popular genre.

We end Issue 8.1 with another reprinting of “Publishing with the Grassroots
Weriting Research Journal,” which we hope will inspire writing researchers to share
their work with us at the GWR7Y. As always, we invite prospective writers to
submit their rigorous investigations of how people, tools, and situations affect
writing in complex ways. We cannot thank our contributors enough for their
curiosity, dedication, and creativity. We look forward to continuing to receive new
submissions that explore a variety of unique genres and forms of literate activity
from a diversity of perspectives and to sharing those investigations with you in
future issues of the GWRYJ.



Genre Subversion by Gummy Bears and Explosive Diarrhea

Gabrielle Litwiller

Litwiller looks to Amazon.com to understand the concept of genre
subversion. By tracking the Amazon reviews of Haribo's sugar free
gummy bears, she discovers something more sinister than bowel
movements—she discovers how genres change form.

What the crap is this title doing in a writing journal? I am so glad you asked. In my quest
to understand how new genres develop and how they morph from one form to
another, I went to Amazon.com. A few years back my older sister visited home
from college and read aloud a couple reviews of Haribo’s sugar free gummy
bears listed on Amazon at the dinner table'. These reviews had little to do with
manufacturing information, price points, or product presentation, but everything
to do with painful bowel movements and the hysterical story behind them. (Yup,
my family is weird; we talk about poop at the dinner table.) Thinking back to
this product and its reviews, I want to discover how and why one standard genre,
the review, was subverted into another, a hybrid-review. How did the Haribo
gummy bears go from this, their very first review back in 2006:

They’re delicious, but after I ate a few handsful, a couple hours later
I'started to feel really sick. I spent the whole rest of the day suffering
painful gastrointestinal distress. I believe this is an occasional side-

'If you would like to explore all the reviews for the Haribo’s sugar free gummy bears, follow this
link and enjoy: www.amazon.com/Harido-Sugar-Free-Gummy-Bears/dp/BO0SFELLCA/ref=cm_arp_d_dp_
opt?ie=UTF8#customerReviews.

g9 Copyright © 2017 by Gabrielle Litwiller
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effect of the sugar substitute (branded Lycasin(tm)). If you don’t
have a problem with Lycasin, go right ahead and munch away. If
you don’t know, I'd try them in small quantities first to make sure
they don’t cause you any problems. (Meyer)

To this, a short and amusing story:

... I'boarded the train and found a seat next to a woman dressed
in business attire. She was also going to NYC for a meeting and
we struck up small talk about our fields of expertise. I must
say she truly was a wonderful acquaintance on the trip and
who’s to say I eventually wouldn’t be able to work myself up
to the task of asking her to grab dinner later that night! We
continued to talk about everything and anything, really hitting
it off. That is until about 25 minutes into our journey when
I felt a small rumble roll across my stomach. It was nothing
too painful, but definitely felt like the start of what could be
considered a very uncomfortable experience. My stomach then
continued to rumble and gurgle like a dying whale calling out
to it’s mother. I began to sweat heavily and my new traveling
companion asked me if I was feeling okay because I started to
turn pale. I tried to play it off best I could and excused myself.
(Bill B.)?

The jump between these two Amazon reviews is what I want to explore.
But before we can move on, we need to have a couple things straightened
out. First, what exactly do I mean when I say subversion? Subversion,
according to the OED, is “the challenging and undermining of a conventional
idea, form, genre, etc.” In this article, subversion is when we approach a
text with assumptions about its genre and the conventions it will follow, but
instead we find elements that don’t belong. We also need to understand
what I specifically mean by review. I mean comments on products that are
discussed in an online forum, specifically as seen on Amazon. I'm not talking
about book or movie reviews. Those have distinct conventions that Amazon
reviews don’t have, such as giving a summary without a spoiler. We’d be
quite annoyed if we read a clifthanger on how well a product works. As
we’ll see later, the Amazon reviews for Haribo’s sugar free gummy bears
(henceforth to be known simply as gummy bears) change shape and are a
subversion of the usual review. I'll be using hybrid—a genre with mixed
characteristics (OED)—to describe this sub-review. This hybrid-review looks
like a short, humorous story, which in some cases is hard to believe or simply
not believed.

“To read Bill B.’s whole account go here: www.amazon.com/gp/customer-reviews/R32W7DR55CRCYP/
ref=cm_cr_gelr_d_rvw_ttl7ie=UTF8GASIN=BO0STELLCA.
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The Grand Plan

To start out this experiment I needed a control, so I did some virtual shopping on
Amazon. I checked out several non-food items and their reviews to see what was
typical. Then I looked around at various edible items (yes, you can order your
entire pantry on Amazon). I first needed to understand the conventions—
the features and elements that make the genre recognizable (ISUwriting—of
an Amazon review before I could determine what exactly it was that made this
hybrid-review stand out. Once I gathered up my list, I headed for the gummy
bear reviews, and I had my most enjoyable research experience ever. I read as
many reviews as I could (there are nearly 1,000) and took note of any oddities.
Lastly, I had to determine if this new form of review really was a review, so I
considered what conventions of a traditional Amazon review were still present.

General Amazon Reviews

To give you an idea of the layout for Amazon reviews and formatting features
that will be mentioned later, I've included a screenshot (Figure 1) of reviews
for a hedgehog pencil holder.

Customer Reviews

RA R 2

5.0 out of 5 stars ~

sstar [N 100% Share your thoughts with other customers
4 star 0%

3 star 0% Write a customer review
2 star 0% S
1 star 0%

See all verified purchase reviews »

Top Customer Reviews

Frirdririy Desk Upgrade

By Heather Keith on September 30, 2016

Verified Purchase

1 totally LOVE this!!! My prior company-supplied pen cup looked like a mini trash can. While useful, it brought no joy upon viewing it. Now,
when | turn my chair | getinsta-happy seeing my brightly pen quilled il friend smiling at me.

Comment | Was this review helpful to you? | Yes || No| Report abuse

Triedriryy Super cute!

By Lydia Bizarre on September 7, 2016

Verified Purchase

Absolutely love this! | bought it as a gift for my daughter who loves hedgehogs and almost kept it for myselfl It is so cute and a great size.

Comment | Was this review helpful to you? | Yes || No| Report abuse

Figure 1: Amazon review format example.

* Amazon’s visual formatting
o Star rating and graph (overall and individual)
o Review title
o Date posted
o Name (or username)

o Verified purchase label (if applicable)
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° “Was this helpful” vote and count
o “Report Abuse” option
o Comment tab

This visual appearance is used for reviews across all Amazon products,
from electronics to clothes to food, and the appearance doesn’t change
throughout the whole hybrid-review transformation. Even though the
content is changing, the visual conventions (as listed above) are all still there,
making this not a new genre, but just a morph or shift of an existing genre.
As I shopped around, I created a list of review qualities including short length
(typically three to five lines), sentence-styled prose, evaluative word choice in
consideration of performance, straightforward tone, consideration of price
and quality, packaging or presentation, and, where applicable, size, fit, weight
or quantity of the product. Also, the subject matter was always focused on
the product, and any additional information was to further the argument.
The most helpful reviews are very specific about what happened. Not every
Amazon review has each element, but typically several are present.

Food Specific Amazon Reviews

To understand how the gummy bear reviews fit into the review circle, 1
needed to know what people were talking about in other edible reviews and
what common topics were brought up. I looked up foods such as beef sticks,
candy boxes, apples, water, and more. Below are common conventions for
Amazon food reviews in addition or adjustment to the ones above.

* Taste
* Texture
 State of food: was it rotten, stale, fresh, bruised or in an opened bag

 Portion size: was it too much or too little (for example, perfect snack size
for kids)

* Health: did this item cause illness or food poisoning

* Nutrition of the product: was it correctly and clearly labeled, was any
information deficient

* Dietary restrictions: users will comment if it is in accordance with their
specific diet plan

Now that we have a good list of what defines an Amazon review, we can move
on to the long awaited gummy bear “cleanse.”
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Subversion by Gummy Bears

For a genre to form there must be more than one text that belongs to that
genre. There must be a patterned occurrence and a history of the genre.
Genres go through a period of being active and “in-flux” before they
reach a solidified or inscribed state (ISUwriting). Today we see social media
platforms adapting and changing. Facebook today doesn’t look like what it
did when it first appeared. Even its wordage has changed; before, you wrote
on someone’s “wall,” but now you write on their “timeline.” Facebook is an
active genre, whereas the resume, for example, is an inscribed genre. The
resume’s conventions haven’t changed in years, while Facebook is always in
a process of updating. The typical Amazon review is an inscribed genre, but
the hybrid-review we see on the gummy bear page is active and developing.
A genre-history also implies that there is more than one example of said type
of text. Now, if there were only one hysterical review for the gummy bears,
we could write it off as an anomaly. Thank goodness for our own enjoyment
that it’s one of many reviews that skirt the requirements for the usual review.

To tackle the ordeal of the gummy bear I read the reviews from first to
last. My goal in this was to see where exactly the change took place; where
did the explanation turn elaborate? This occurrence happened about one
year from the first review. On April 16, 2007, Andrew Schaefer reviewed the
gummies as follows:

I bought 101bs of these bears while I was doing the “Atkins thing”

. and I found the same gastric issues that others experienced.
However, we like to keep them around the office for newbies to
experience. They’re so tasty that people will sit at your desk and
snarf down a whole bowl full. We’d warn them not to eat too many;,
but they’d just nod and keep munching. The next day they’re a
believer in moderation. Apparently we’re all masochists as we ate
all 10lbs in a month regardless of side-effects. (Schaefer)

Here we find the bend in rules or conventions starting to happen. There is
a practical joke element, which implies humor. Schaefer tells us the effect
of an upset stomach, but does not say much else about the product. I can
understand by the practical joke that Schaefer enjoyed his purchase, but he
doesn’t add to the conversation of the product. He doesn’t give new insight
into the bears, just an unintended use for them—office initiation.

A few months after Schaefer’s review we have one by Allyson N. Wright.
Wright uses literary techniques such as an introductory sentence and
foreshadowing in her first sentence, “getting stabbed in the stomach probably
would have been more pleasant than what happened to me a couple hours
after eating a handful of these.” Traditional Amazon reviews are too short to
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make use of an introductory sentence and are to the point, which nixes the
need for foreshadowing. She also ends with sarcasm and writes, “basically, if
you want to induce flu-like effects and spend at least 6 hours in excruciating
pain, eat these with reckless abandon.” By including literary techniques, she
enhances the text, making it more colorful. Wright could have simply ended
her review with, “I don’t know why anyone would eat these,” but instead her
sarcasm boosts her message.

Though these two reviews aren’t a prime example of the hybrid-review,
they do show the introduction of elements that are then used in future gummy
bear reviews. The humor elements and the literary elements are both heavily
used in the new review. These reviews provide inspiration, a small stepping
stone for the hybrid, to help create a platform where the hybrid-review will
be accepted and widely received. I should note that while all the morphing
reviews are being posted, so are the traditional reviews. These include positive
reviews as to the flavor and texture of the item, with no mention of any
gastric affects, as well as negative reviews for the very effects stated in other
comical reviews. You should know that these are present and continue the
whole life of the gummy bear reviews, but I don’t want to make you read that
boring crap, so we’ll focus on just the hybrid-reviews.

Of all the gummy bear reviews, my absolute favorite encapsulates nearly
all the conventions of this hybrid-review. Gregory Craff® wrote his review, “The
rocket fuel has low specific impulse,” in 2013. He also includes foreshadowing
by writing, “After my first enjoyment, I experienced something less enjoyable.”
However, his most impressive literary effect is his use of metaphor. He writes,
“the gummi bears, hereafter referred to as The Fuel,” which he uses to frame
and illustrate the rest of the story. This metaphor adds to the humor; the master
bath is no longer the master bath, but is now “the Launch Facility,” with the toilet
as the “Launch Pad.” All of this description (even down to the brand of toilet) is
stated well before we get to any relevant gummy bear information. Craft is fully
invested in his metaphor and elaborates on “unneeded” details. “Thrust built
rapidly to the 100% rating of the nozzle. The exhaust thundered against the
parabolic shape of the Launch Pad and reverberated back upwards, buffetting
the structure of Space Ship Me.” I put “unneeded” in quotes because this
information is frivolous for the traditional Amazon review, but furthers Craff’s
tale immensely as a hybrid-review. Other metaphorical phrases include “nuclear
Armageddon” and “atomic bomb” (The Informer, Amazon Customer).

One other interesting inclusion in the subverted reviews is pop-culture
references. Though thisis not found in every hybrid-review; it is more common

¥To enjoy Crafl’s entire review go here: www.amazon.com/gp/customer-reviews/RDGJA7YVL7 03 CG/ref=cm_cr_
getr_d_row_tl?ie=UTF8GASIN=BO0SFELLCA.
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here than in traditional Amazon reviews. Craff refers to the Saturn V launch
as well as Star Trek: ““The engines cannae take any moor, Cap’n!’ (I have no
idea why my arse has a Scottish accent.).” C. Cooper’s review also includes
pop-culture references (“Scenes from the movie 2012 could have been filmed
inside my gut”) and likens the bloating to the NBA finals and “the blueberry
girl from Willy Wonka.”

One last unusual aspect of Craft’s review is that it was remediated
into a video clip of a dramatic reading*. Remediation is when content
crosses genre boundaries. The content or message is still the same, but the
form it’s presented in is different. In the dramatic reading, we still have
Craft’s gastrointestinal adventure, but the mode it’s distributed in is a short
video clip instead of static words on a screen. It also becomes an auditory
experience because it’s being read in a Russian accent. As the adventure is
remediated into this genre, it becomes even sillier as the accent accentuates
the circumstances. Now, remediation sounds a lot like subversion, so how are
they different? In remediation, the content, or story, goes from one form to
another, whereas in subversion the content changes, but the genre does not.
Thus, we have the hybrid-review, which is changing the content conventions
but not the Amazon review genre itself.

We also see the gummy bear review change the content conventions of
the Amazon review by messing with the star-system. Given all the stories
of sickness and ill health, this product should be a one or two-star product.
But because people are rating the adventures by writing skill, edge-of-the-seat
attention, and humor, the review (not the product) deserves a five-star rating.
The rating becomes confused and unreliable. Amazon realizes that there are
some inconsistencies in the rating system and so tries to balance those with an
algorithm. When you hover over the “3.9 out of 5 stars”” of the review you
get this disclaimer pop up, which Amazon puts on all their products:

Amazon calculates a product’s star ratings using a machine learned
model instead of a raw data average. The machine learned
model takes into account factors including: the age of a review,
helpfulness votes by customers and whether the reviews are from
verified purchases.

However, this calculator takes a beating considering that it tracks which
reviews people found helpful. When 56,624 people find a review helpful
because it went viral, it distorts the real rating. Any kind of “gastric issues”

‘Brian West uploaded the video, entitled “Rocket Fuel,” to Vimeo in 2013. Here is a link if you would like
to view it: vimeo.com/73300452.

"The gummy bears were reviewed for 3.9 stars as of October 8, 2016. Though this item is “currently un-
available” and has been since I started my research in September, it is still being reviewed months afterwards.
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would bring the stars down, but other customers thoroughly enjoyed the joke
or humor aspect of the gummies. Though the reviews describe the incident,
it seems that it’s really the story that is rated. The star-system is misused,
like using a chair as a stepping stool. Customers found a side benefit for the
gummies, but didn’t focus on the intended benefit of the gummies (which is
to taste good and be a fun snack).

Concluding the Case of Diarrhea

Even though our hybrid gummy bear reviews sounded so different from
traditional Amazon reviews, we can still put them in the same genre of
Amazon review because the basic elements are still there. Both traditional
and hybrid Amazon reviews carry the same look, and the visual format and
elements are all present. Relaying the information through sentences is still
used, but the hybrid-review is prose with more elaboration and color. Humor
is a part of traditional reviews, but it takes a back seat and is seldom utilized
there, while the hybrid-review must have humor in order to not be a flop. The
hybrid-reviewers know the rules of Amazon reviews and therefore know how
to break them successfully.

As you journey into the big world of genres, explore what is right in front
of you. Don’t take any genre for granted, but consider its history. Appreciate
when the genre is kept intact and when the rules are bent effectively. And
always be on the lookout for Haribo’s sugar free gummy bears.
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* Welcome

R Gabrielle Litwiller's claim to fame is sadly not her own viral gummy

Kansas [ -~ bear review, but she has cycled across the USA. If she is not biking

- or snuggled in a blanket with a book, she is either experimenting the

A perfect cup of espresso with her husband, Josh, or throwing a paper
towel roll around the house with her dog, Molly.

to




| would not like writing here or there—I would not like writing just anywhere:
Exploring the Materiality of Writing Research

Jenn Coletta

In this article, Jenn Coletta discusses how she developed a writing
research identity by becoming more aware of the spaces and places
she inhabits. While she has often completed writing assignments on the
floor, she did not realize the significance to her learning process until
coming to ISU. Coletta unpacks the ways that space can help or hinder
our writing, but more importantly, how analyzing our preferences allows
us to grow as writing researchers.

“May I sit on the floor?” I asked.

“Of course! We even have a basket of purple yoga mats in the next
room if you would like to use one,” replied Illinois State University’s writing
program director, Dr. Walker.

It was the Wednesday of what proved to be a very intense, overwhelming,
but ultimately productive orientation into ISU’s writing program as a new PhD
student. On that particular day, our coordinator gave us about 30 minutes and
asked us to map out our teaching plan on a piece of paper. While everyone else
cagerly started working, I was uncomfortable. Yes, I was stressed, but I mean
physically uncomfortable writing at the desk I was sitting at. So, I quickly asked
if I could sit on the floor, and to my delight, was not only given permission, but
a yoga mat in my favorite color. I moved to a lovely little piece of floor in the
corner and began to write. Three things came from this small change: First,
I realized that I was the only one who moved, and so I started wondering if
my preference for the floor was weird. Second, one of the more senior writing
program instructors came by and asked why I was on the floor. I shrugged and
said simply, “I always write on the floor. I don’t know why.” She responded:

19 Copyright © 2017 by Jenn Coletta
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“Hmm. You should write about that, you know,” and walked away. I thought
about that for just a second, but I quickly put it to the back of my mind. After
all, I only had 30 minutes to complete a pretty substantial task. And finally, the
last thing I realized was that I wrote, and I was productive. And I don’t mean
just kind of productive; despite all of the great activities and assignments they
gave us during orientation, that was the single most helpful thing I did and it is
what still sticks out to me eight weeks later. It was also the only time I worked
on the floor that week. In thinking about this more, I realized this was part of
what made up my writing research identity.

According to ISU’s Writing Program, writing research identity is
basically the ways we think of ourselves as writing researchers. This becomes
important when we need to transfer' our writing skills; if we have a strong
writing research identity, we know we can conduct research in a bunch of
different ways. They also focus on understanding “how your experiences have
shaped you as a writer and as a researcher,” as well as reflecting on our attitudes
regarding writing and learning. When I was thinking about this, I noticed a
gap: they don’t explicitly talk about our physical bodies or our physical spaces.
This led me to consider the impact our bodies and the spaces we inhabit have
on our identities as writing researchers. This consideration also fits in with
writing research identity insofar as it encourages us to “look closely at the
writing process and try to understand all that goes into 1t” (ISU Writing n.p.).
Ultimately, I think it is just as important to consider the physical spaces we take
up when writing, and so I set out to discover how these spaces can either help
or hinder our writing—and how being aware of our individual preferences
will influence and help solidify our identities as writers and researchers.

Fun on the Floor

I guess I've always enjoyed working on the floor. While I can’t remember exactly
when [ started doing this regularly (it was certainly by the time I started college),
I do have very fond memories of picking out my carpet square to sit on in
elementary school when we’d gather in a circle at the teacher’s feet for story
time. We kids seemed to love it, but I don’t recall any adults ever joining us on
the floor. 'm sure at the time we assumed that, at 25, they were just waaay too
old to be sitting on the floor with us anyway. Bad backs from old age, probably. If
they sat down with us, they probably would never be able to get back up again.

Fast forward to the first time I can remember specifically and habitually
researching and writing while on the floor rather than a desk, my bed,
Starbucks, or literally anywhere else. It was my junior year of undergrad
and I was taking my first upper-level literature class in which I was required

"Transfer refers to the (super important) process of taking knowledge we learn and applying it in a new situation.
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to write my very first literary analysis that needed to include peer-reviewed
sources. Up until that point, it was by far the most difficult thing I'd had to
write and I was excited . . . but also low-key freaking out. I found myself not
only researching that entire project sitting on the floor of my apartment, but
for some reason (the professor couldn’t find his keys, maybe?), I ended up
talking with my professor about corrections—you guessed it—on the floor
outside of his office. That project became the first of many, and in fact, in a
long roundabout way, is why I ended up at ISU doing this whole PhD thing

By the time I got to grad school, this was just the norm for me (see Figures
1 and 2). It didn’t seem that weird because my friends in my master’s institution
happened to also be floor-writers. We would regularly get back to the dorms
after class and immediately put on our trusty Hollins sweat pants (because you
gotta rep your school) and pile into the hallways for writing sessions.

a

!

=

Figure 2: This was toward the end of my final semester of my master’s
degree. I am standing in the spot where I completed most of the work for my
last term paper.
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0K, We Get It-You Like to Write on the Floor. So What?

Untl I got to ISU, I never thought much about my writing research identity
aside from the fact that I considered myself a strictly critical writer. Period,
full stop. Even though I engage in numerous different literate activities every
day (texting, email, Facebook, and Tumblr just to name a few), I never paid
much attention to them. There are many reasons for this, not least of which is
how the academy often privileges more traditional forms of writing. I'd never
been told that other, nontraditional forms of writing merited attention, so I just
blindly continued on my way. On top of that, though, was my antecedent
knowledge; that is, the things we already know how to do, even if we aren’t
conscious of having learned how to do them. This hindered me when it came to
writing because there were plenty of things, both traditionally “academic” and
things more progressive, that I would never be able to explain to someone else.

Someone: “How do you know a comma goes here?”

Me: “Uhh...I just, ya know, kinda.. .feel it?”

A huge step in learning to embrace your own writing research identity is
being aware of yourself! Once I realized that there are myriad ways to be a
writer, I was able to be more self-conscious, and look at my own writing and
research practices in a new light. In the past, I would have said that I do all of
my writing assignments on the floor and would have just left it at that. Now,
though, I am able to parse out how my mind and body react to different
writing activity systems and genres depending on my environment, location,
and/or ecology’. Understanding that there aren’t finite ways to be a writer
has allowed me to assess myself and observe some interesting patterns about
my writing behavior: When I write critically, or research in order to write an
academic paper, I always sit on the floor. Whenever I write creatively, write
emails, use social media, read for pleasure, or even read for a class that is not
directly connected to writing, however, I sit at my desk or on my couch, or 1
might lay on my bed; basically, unless it’s specifically and traditionally related
to academic writing and research, I have little preference for location.

Why Might This Be?

When I started thinking of ideas for a Grassroots Writing Research Journal article,
this was certainly not my first idea, mostly because I had no idea where
to start. I just assumed I was a little weird, but that it didn’t matter much.
However, one night in class, the professor offered us the yoga mats to sit on.

“Ecology is a CHAT term that includes the physical and biological forces that exist beyond the text. While this
can sometimes refer to weather, it can also mean the environment more generally. So for my purposes, ecology
is very important!
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I don’t think he knew my proclivity for working on the floor, this was likely
just a coincidence. Once I excitedly accepted the offer, though, he asked,
“Have you ever thought about theorizing this writing practice?” I hadn’t. Not
really, anyway. But his excitement for the project, along with the support from
my classmates, made me think that there might be something here worth
exploring. But how would I even start doing something like this? He suggested
I look into other studies regarding how our bodies interact with learning, so
that’s exactly what I did with my good friend Google.

When I begin any research project, I often start the cursory search on
Google. This time, I searched all kinds of things, trying to find studies regarding
reading, writing, and/or studying in various locations. What I discovered
from my cursory search was interesting: there have been many studies done
about studying at a desk, especially juxtaposed with working on a bed. Even
more articles discuss the need to do away with traditional classrooms that still
have 32 desks in single-file rows. Overwhelming, though, was the amount of
information—some from credible, scientific studies and some from the sages of
wisdom that can only be found via Yahoo Answers—about posture and how your
body’s position affects your ability to concentrate, learn, and recall knowledge.
Very little was said about the floor, except a few articles and the occasional nods
to elementary classrooms. What little I did find, though, was fascinating.

Will the Floor Heal Me or Kill Me?

In the midst of my research into how our physical bodies respond to the
environments in which we work, I was encouraged to find an article titled “5
Reasons Sitting on the Floor is Good for Your Health.” (Yes! My hippie ways are
finally paying off.) This article purports that sitting on the floor will contribute
the following five things to our lives: naturally improved posture; a connection
with how human bodies evolved; improved strength and flexibility; a longer
lifespan due to said strength and flexibility; and finally, humility (4lternative Daily).
That’s right, folks. Humility. While this made me laugh a bit, it didn’t answer my
question. I still wanted to know how our bodies interact with spaces to influence
our learning and the development of our identities as writers. To be clear, I didn’t
realize that I was actively seeking out floors to work on until I started reflecting
on my own writing practices—it just felt normal. That said, even though it wasn’t
very relevant, this article had me feeling pretty strong about my life choices. This
thing that I was going to do regardless is actually good for me? That’s like realizing
that you actually enjoy the taste of broccoli without all the butter and cheese.

However, this excitement was short lived because I soon came across
a concept I'd never heard of: active/dynamic sitting vs. stagnant sitting.
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According to Wikipedia, active sitting encourages the person seated to move
(think rocking chairs, those chairs with the medicine ball in the middle, etc.).
Stagnant sitting, on the other hand, is when the seat is “rigid and results in
sustained mechanical tissue loading” which is “widely thought to contribute
to negative health effects” (n.p.). Admittedly, I don’t know what “sustained
mechanical tissue loading” means, but it certainly doesn’t sound good. And
since my floor isn’t exactly flexible, I found myself back at square one. Is it
good for me, or devastating for my posture, bones, and muscles? Did it really
matter? If I knew without a doubt that it was bad for me, would I stop? To
be honest, I'm not sure that I would. There is something about writing and
researching on the floor that is so deeply engrained in my writing research
identity (even if I'm just now ascribing these words to it), that I would certainly
not give it up without a fight.

Let’s Talk Writing Research

By reading “The March of the Llamas: Or, How to be an Effective Note-
Taker,” in the 7.1 issue of the Grassroots Whiting Research jJournal, 1 realized that,
rather than continuing down the rabbit hole I was in, Ineeded to focus and find
more reputable sources. It can be very easy to get lost in the sheer amount of
information that is available to us, particularly online. While it can sometimes
be useful to explore these tangents, being a PhD student doesn’t exactly
afford you all of the time in the world. So, I quickly decided that I should
be looking for what other writing researchers have said about embodiment,
location, and environment. Like Nathan Schmidt in “The March of the
Llamas,” I turned to Paul Prior and Jody Shipka, two experts in genre studies
and activity theory, to start. They explain that “self structuring is achieved
through environment structuring” (n.p.). They argue that “literate activity
is about nothing less than ways of being in the world” and more specifically,
“the ways we not only come to inhabit made-worlds, but constantly make
our worlds—the ways we select from, (re)structure, fiddle with, and transform
the material and social worlds we inhabit” (n.p.). According to them, the way
that we take up space in the world is directly related to our literate activities.
Furthermore, how we structure our spaces might very well affect how we
structure ourselves. In short, our environment matters! How we position
ourselves in our environment matters!

But it was the last part of their quote that I was most taken by: I have
a world in front of me that I didn’t have much control in choosing. Yes, 1
bought my house, but I was limited by budget, distance from campus, the fact
that I needed yard space for my dogs, what was on the market at the time I
was looking, etc. And yes, I bought most of my furniture and did so because
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it was stuft I liked at the time. (And I still do—mostly.) But more deeply and
significantly, there are a ton of forces at work, which are out of my control, that
put me in my current space—a space that I then exert a modicum of power
over by, as Prior and Shipka say, (re)structuring, fiddling with, or transforming
it. Basically, the idea is that our own consciousness is tied up in our ability to
manipulate our material spaces. Maintaining control over these spaces can
look very different depending on our varied preferences, but it is nonetheless
significant in the formation of our writing researcher identities. For me, it’s
the floor. For you, it might be that you need music playing, Netflix in the
background, a special pen, or any number of things. The important thing to
note is that, according to Ernest Boesch, it’s this control that converts spaces
into meaningful places (157, emphasis mine). While this might seem to you
like a silly semantic difference, in spatial theory, the difference between space
and place is actually kind of important (and cool!): space is typically thought
of as abstract, while place is more concrete. Place is the goal, I think, for
conducting all sorts of literate activity—we want somewhere real, somewhere
we can get our proverbial hands dirty. (And, let’s be honest. Where better
to do that than on the floor?) My deviation from the norm of sitting at a
desk, therefore, is theoretically my way of managing and creating my identity
through a personalized, important, and (hopefully) productive place.

On a related note, Prior and Shipka also discuss Environment Selecting
and Structuring Practices, or ESSPs. As I mentioned above, structuring your
environment can help you structure yourself, but Prior and Shipka actually go
on to say that these ESSPs are “the ways writers tune their environments and
get in tune with them” (n.p.). This all goes into the different literate activities
in which we each participate daily. I like to think of it as a feedback loop: my
writing environment affects me and I affect my writing environment. And this
happens largely because writing is a material activity and I am a material
person. (Think “real”/ “tangible” here, not Madonna.) All of these real-
life things act on and impact other real-life things, and we all interact with
different real-life things differently depending on our real-life perspectives.
And, if your head is spinning, let’s just boil it down to a common quote
from YouTube personality Hank Green: “All simplicity is a lie!” Things are
complicated and messy, but I think it’s a pretty beautiful thing when we take
something that so many people blow off as meaningless and realize that
maybe this is worth looking into after all.

Let’s Wrap This Up

Vera John-Steiner posits that “sustained, productive work requires more
than mind for sheltering thought. It requires a well-organized and well-
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selected workspace” (73—74). Through my investigation of my own writing
research practices, I have realized that the way I select and structure my
workspace is not only unique, but vital to the construction of my writing
research identity. Prior and Shipka say that these choices can either
“promote or impede our actions,” so we should take care to choose
wisely. For me, the choice is clear: sitting at a desk, on a bed, or on a
couch impedes my action as a writer. I become distracted, uncomfortable,
or sometimes fall asleep. On the other hand, my preferred floor location
promotes productivity. Even though I’'m not sure exactly when or why I
started this habit, at this point, I have imposed meaning onto the floor as
both a productive, abstract space and concrete, controlled place—when
I sit down with my books and/or laptop, my consciousness somehow
understands that it’s time to get busy.

If you’ve made it this far, I want to reiterate something I said earlier:
you don’t have to replicate my writing research environment. Rather, I hope
this encourages you to pay attention to the places that you inhabit. Do you
have a consistent spot to conduct writing—specific kinds of writing, or all
kinds of writing? What about research? Does this spot promote or inhibit
your activity? Remember that there are innumerable ways to exist in and
change your materiality and even more ways to be a writer. The key to
being a good writing researcher and establishing a solid identity is being self-
aware—aware of not only your writing space, but everything about your
writing process.

PS. - A Few Pitfalls

I want to quickly give you a few warnings and/or tips, one writing researcher
to another:

1. When I was in undergrad, I developed a slight back problem which
prevents me from lying on the floor on my back. As I mentioned earlier,
it probably wouldn’t have stopped me from working on the floor unless
it was extreme. Luckily it wasn’t, but it became a factor nonetheless. 1
mention this only to say that whatever your preferred writing environment
1s, make sure you are keeping yourself healthy and comfortable.

2. If you’re going to be on the floor, take this opportunity to do some
stretches and mini-yoga sessions! Be well, friends.

3. One final caution—if you work on the floor and have pets, this could be
your fate (Figures 3 and 4):
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Figures 3 and 4: My baby, Harper, taking over my work space.

She’s such an adorable, adorable spot thief!

Also, sometimes she just comes over and stands on me. And other times
she and my other pup wrestle on top of me. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.
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Solo Doesn't Mean Alone: Travels with Lonely Planet

Hannah Kroonblawd

In this article, Hannah Kroonblawd considers how a specific kind of text,
the Lonely Planet guidebook, influences action, and how both text and
action can be changed by context. Central to Kroonblawd's project are
ideas of intertextuality, CHAT-based theories of activity and socialization,
and recognition of antecedent knowledge.

If you've ever walked through the travel
section of a bookstore, you've probably
seen them, all lined up in a long row of
white titles and blue spines: Lonely Planet
travel guidebooks. Maybe you’re not a
big traveler, but these books awaken a
monster in me—the kind of monster that
forgets about student loans and groceries
and rent payments and decides to book
the next flight to the Faroe Islands. “Read
me,” Lonely Planet whispers, “and you will
soar like a sky lantern over the city of
Taipei.” My traveling experiences are so
closely intertwined with Lonely Planet that

Figure 1: My stack of Lonely Planet guidebooks.

I can’t separate myself from them. It’s a problem, I know.

For this Grassroots article, I decided to take a closer look at my own use of
contemporary guidebooks, specifically those published by Lonely Planet. It’s a
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funny genre—part encyclopedia, part food critic, part history book, part map.
I've used Lonely Planet guides on five different trips, both inside and outside of
the United States. My first trip using a Lonely Planet book was in February
2013, and my most recent trip was March 2016. I've used their multi-country
guides, city guides, and pocket guides. I lent one regional guide to a friend,
and it was never returned. I'm still bitter about that one. I tell people that I
trust Lonely Planet with my life because, after fried tarantula in Cambodia and
the Museum of Communism in Prague (“you couldn’t do laundry, but you
could get your brainwashed”), I do.

In considering my use of (and strong attachment to) these guidebooks, I
decided to focus on two main questions:

1. How does the intertextual nature of a Lonely Planet guidebook affect the
actual traveling experience of its audience (and vice versa)?

2. What reader-text interactions occur between the day of purchase and
the end of the trip?

To analyze the intertextual and interactional nature of a Lonely Planet book, 1
looked at two different city guides—the Rome city guide and the New York City
pocket guide—and thought about how I worked with the text as I traveled
and how the text worked with me. Travel is not static. The action of traveling
is something that changes day by day, moment by moment. We can consider
travel the same way that we think about texts. People, place, and language
all come together at a specific moment with the intention of experiencing
something new or different, much in the same way we approach a new or
different kind of text.

When it comes to traveling, whether close to home or far away,
we have websites like Yelp and TripAdvisor that help do a lot of the
“guiding” legwork for us. These sites have compilations of traveler-
recommended restaurants and hotels and attractions, with any amount
of personal anecdote on the side. We can get a pretty good idea of what
our travel experience will be like before we even step out the door (or go
online to buy plane tickets). There isn’t a whole lot of mystery left when
it comes to traveling, unless you decide to go internet-free and scrap the
guidebook altogether.

It sounds like fun, going off-grid while travelling, but I'm the kind of
person who likes to have a plan—a flexible plan that can change whenever
I'd like, but a plan nonetheless. And, while the internet is great in terms of
having anything and everything about a city or a country just a click away, I
like having a book in my hands.

Enter the Lonely Planet guidebook.
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Intertextuality, or What's Between the Pages
The moment I open my Rome guidebook, things start to fall out of it. Literally.
Here’s what I have to catch, two-and-a-half years after returning from Italy:
1. A “100-minute integrated ticket” for the Rome bus system.
2. An Italian/English map of the Roman Forum, Colosseum, and Palatine Hill.
3. An Italian/English map of the Vatican Museum.
* Another bus ticket falls out of that map.
4. An English map of the “Case Romane Del Celio” (underground houses).

Apparently, I shoved these between the
cover and the first page of the book. Later
on, a receipt from La Casa del Caffé is
being used as a bookmark between pages
196 and 197. On it I'd written, “the time
I finally ordered the right way (pay first,
give receipt back to barista) lol.” The
date on the receipt is 04-04-14.

There 1s something comfortable
about this guidebook. Perhaps it is
the font and color choices: bright blue
headings, red numbers and icons, serif
fonts for descriptions, sans-serif for
time/location/directional information
and inset textboxes. Paragraphs are
generally short, there are lots of pictures,
and there are maps every 15 pages or

so. This is a young-adult-friendly book,
with its representation (hOW the idea Figure 2: Items within the pages of my Rome guidebook.
behind the text is put into practice)

geared specifically towards readers who are used to Google Maps, emojis,

and hipster coffee shops. Take, for example, this description of a bar near

the Piazza Navona: “It’s laid-back and good-looking, with occasional jam
sessions and original French country décor—think wrought-iron fittings,

comfy armchairs and a crackling fireplace” (Rome 103). Only a certain
readership is going to be concerned about “comfy armchairs.”

The Rome guidebook is about 400 pages long. Despite the length, its
comfy-ness (no escaping it now) led me to treat it as a scrapbook of sorts. 1
annotated the text itself with my own code:
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* Green highlighter indicates places I wanted to visit (highlighted during

planning time).

e Checkmarks next to headings indicate places I actually visited (checked

after visiting). (See Figure 3)

* Circles on maps indicate places I needed to be able to reference quickly

(so that I wouldn’t look #0 much like a tourist).

* 'Two stars indicate my favorite gelato shop (there is only one, and it is Fior

di Luna in Trastevere). (See Figure 3)

Figure 3: Annotation example.

I must have read the book nearly cover to
cover in the months leading up to the trip
given the amount of green highlighter.
And, in retrospect, there is no way I would
have been able to do it all in seven days.
Tracking my highlights, I notice that I
highlighted nearly everything one would
expect to see in Rome: the Colosseum,
the Spanish Steps, the Trevi Fountain. I
highlighted lots of churches, especially
those with well-known artwork inside,

and lots of gelato shops. Comparing highlights to checkmarks, I'd estimate

that I visited less than a quarter of the places I hoped to see. There are also
checkmarks floating outside of highlights—I didn’t always stick to what I had
planned. What I did while traveling (eating lunch or drinking espresso or

Figure 4: Walking the Palatino with my
guidebook.

viewing paintings) changed due to the context of
cach day. But these aspects of socialization (my
interactions with the wider world as I use a text)
were also very much guided by the book I carried.
Keats-Shelley House? Check. Figuring out how to
order pizza by the kilo instead of the slice? Check.
Using the train station kiosks to buy a ticket to
Assisi? Check.

And this is where intertextuality comes into
play. Intertextuality is the action of texts working
within or alongside or against one another. In
CHAT terms, we use the word activity to describe
action, whether text-action or people-action. In
my travels, intertextuality takes the shape of my
annotations within the guidebook, my own thoughts
and experiences on top of published, “objective”

recommendations. It is also the texts that I've chosen to keep within the

pages of the guidebook—the tickets and maps that fall out when I open its
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pages. Intertextuality allows me to exert my own authority, gained both as
I plan and as I visit the places I read about. In the act of annotation, even
annotations as small as a check or a star, I become both writer and reader of a
single, integrated, intertextual guidebook. My activity as a reader, as a writer,
changes the way I use the guidebook itself.

Rome vs. NYC

One of the most interesting things about the Rome guidebook is that buying
the book was the impetus for buying my ticket to Italy. I remember standing
in an English bookstore in Hong Kong (I was living in China at the time) and
holding three Lonely Planets in my hand: Rome, Paris, and London. You already
know which one I ended up buying. But here’s the thing, holding this book
in my hand solidified the trip for me. It made it real; it made it possible. The
idea that someone (or, in this case, multiple someones, as Lonely Planet guides
are written collaboratively by multiple authors) had been to a place and taken
pictures and gained enough knowledge to tell me I could do the same was
enough to convince me to actually do the same. I bought Rome in November of
2013 and visited the city five months later. Here, again, is where activity is in
full force. The actions of someone else visiting and then writing about Rome
helped me to do the same.

The opposite happened when buying Pocket
New York City. 1 didn’t buy the guidebook for NYC
until the week before departure. The pocket guide 1s
a half-size version of the larger Lonely Planet New York
City guidebook. It has many of the same features
as the full-size text; it still includes top sights,
neighborhood descriptions, and “best of” lists. It
also includes a pull-out map, which I did actually
pull out of the book. But nothing falls out of this
guidebook as I open it. There are three bookmarks,
all firmly wedged in place: a business card from the
AT&T store in Times Square, a movie ticket for
Deadpool, and an Ellis Island + Statue of Liberty
ticket. There are no highlights, no check marks, no

eeman
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stars. I didn’t write in this book at all, not before, Figure 5: The very clean pages of my
during, or after the trip. NYC guidebook.

I was in New York the exact same amount of time that I was in Rome,
even during the same time of year, but the NYC trip was different. I was
traveling with two friends. Because I wasn’t alone, because there were two
other people with two opinions other than my own of what to do and where
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to go and what to eat, the text itself lessened in importance. I wasn’t as tied to
this book as my go-to authority because I was traveling with one person who
had visited NYC multiple times before, because I was surrounded by people I
knew (or at least assumed) were English speakers, because I knew that NYC’s
streets went up in numbers the farther north you walked, etc. Socialization
was integral to this part of my travel experience. My interactions with others
took priority over writing in the guidebook.

Not What | Expected

This project surprised me. I thought I was going to be comparing how these
texts affected context, how they changed the way I traveled. And maybe the
Rome guidebook did. But I'm realizing, as I write this article, that it was in fact
the opposite, that context changed how I used the texts, and that I changed
the Rome text as I traveled. My trip to New York City was very different from
my Rome trip, so I used my guidebook differently. I was in an environment
that was more familiar to me—the country where I was born, my native
language as the primary one spoken, a city with a history and culture that I've
grown up learning about and reading about and watching unfold.

Here. Maybe a chart will help clarify my thoughts.

New York City Rome

Traveling with 2 friends Traveling alone

Local language = native language

Local language = unfamiliar
language

General understanding of city
layout

No knowledge of city layout

Driver’s License necessary for
identification - identifies me as
domestic tourist

Passport necessary for identification
- identifies me as foreign tourist

Emergency protocol is natural (i.e.,
call 911)

Emergency protocol???

Family/friends within an hour’s

Family/friends on the other side of

drive the ocean

This isn’t a perfect experiment. Perhaps it would be more effective if 1
had actually gotten the full-text copy of the New York City guidebook instead
of the pocket one, if I could use one city as a “control” (probably New York
City) and attempt to mirror my exact activity in the other city. But that’s not
true to life or true to travel. And maybe the “perfect experiment” doesn’t
matter so much as the conclusions I can draw from an imperfect one: that
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unfamiliar contexts bring me into closer relationships with texts, especially
texts created with the intention of allowing me to navigate unfamiliar
locations. I felt more comfortable in NYC, not because of my guidebook, but
because I had stronger antecedent knowledge (prior understanding, both
conscious and unconscious) of the city, which meant I didn’t have to rely on
the guidebook with the same intensity as I did in Rome. And, on the flipside,
making physical alterations to the Rome text was, perhaps, helping to ground
me, giving me a sort of control over the unknown both before I set foot in
Italy (through highlighting places I wanted to visit) and while I was there (by
checking places off once I'd visited them).

What does this—looking at my use of guidebooks prior to, during, and
after two very different trips—teach me about literate activity? It means
I can’t expect that texts will always have control over a given situation or
context. But it also means I can’t assume the opposite. Textual use varies
according to context, according to the situations I find myself’ approaching,
or in the middle of; or already leaving behind. Textual use changes depending
on whether I am alone or alongside others, whether I have a lot of antecedent
knowledge of my situation or very little or none at all. Much of the activity
that happens as I travel stems from the amount of socialization I'm engaging
in—maybe a lot, as in New York, or maybe a little, as in Rome.

The other question is why I wrote in Rome in the first place, especially as
I was also keeping a separate journal of the trip. Sometimes it was to help
me find my physical location or destination, like those circles on the map. But
more often it was with the understanding that this text can help connect me to
the future, when maybe, hopefully, I'd get to visit Rome again. Then I wouldn’t
only have the guidebook to help me. I'd also have the writing I did on top
of the guidebook text, the intertextual writing, to influence my choices. The
reader becomes writer, taking an active role beyond that of passive reading.
Writing on top of writing is not just a present act, but also an act that carries
both the reader/writer and the text itself forward. Intertextuality works as a
time capsule and a time-travel machine at once.

Lately I've been reading a lot of articles that talk about how a text is
never just a text in isolation. A book is always in conversation with its author
and reader and context and genre and history and other books. And the same
is true of me, even if I’'m traveling alone. I'm in conversation with the texts
that are around me—the signs I read, the menus I peruse, the guidebooks I
carry—which in turn help me to be in conversation with the unfamiliar and
uncertain contexts I find myself in. Sometimes, like with the NYC pocket
guide, the conversations are short, almost non-existent. At other times, like
with Rome, the conversations begin and never really end. Even now, pieces still
fall from between the pages.
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Transmedia Storytelling: Social Media Keeping the Story Alive
Sydney Ybarra

In this article, Sydney Ybarra uses genre analysis to examine the multi-
platform based genre of transmedia storytelling. Transmedia storytelling
is a new modern approach to storytelling in a more technology based
society. She discusses the elements of cultural-historical activity theory
(CHAT), looks at genre conventions and characteristics, and analyzes a
video series (The Lizzie Bennet Diaries) to support her findings about the
appeal of transmedia storytelling.

Storytelling is an age-old activity that has been practiced for thousands of
years throughout many different cultures. Along the way, there has always
been room for variation and improvement. One way I can tell you a story
today is verbally (if you can stand me talking for that long). Another way I
could would be by some lengthy post on FFacebook (you might read half of it).
Maybe I could even tell you a story by sending out tweets of things I found
amusing throughout my day (which probably would only be funny to me), or
even by posting pictures to my Snapc