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From the Editors

This inaugural issue of the Illinois State University Writing Research
Annual was a collaborative effort. Not the least among the contribu-
tors are the instructors in writing at Western Michigan University,
where the concept for this publication was initially developed from
2006—-2009. Both here at ISU and at WMU, our goal has been to con-
ceive a text that would move beyond the role of a writing textbook and
begin instead to establish a network of authors willing to share their
stories, their research, and their knowledge about how we learn how
to learn about writing.

But it is here at Illinois State University that we have finally devel-
oped the concept of a “research annual” This yearly publication will
continue to solicit and represent authors as they investigate writing
practices, research writing activities and genres, and study the ways
that we both learn about writing and how we “do” writing in different
situations.

This first issue is an experiment, as most “first” things are. We have so-
licited texts from faculty, graduate students, undergraduates, and oth-
er members of the community, and we were interested in a wide range
of possible topics, although our focus is on writing research, or re-
search about writers and writing. Our authors are varied. They are all
writers and thus are all researchers of writing practices (at least their
own); some are professionals while others are not, and some actively
teach writing while others don’t, and some have expertise as scholars
in writing research while others don't. As a result, the tone and style
of these different pieces is as diverse as the writing and research in-
terests of our various authors. Some authors are writing from a per-
sonal space, offering stories of the work they’ve done, the knowledge
of writing they’ve gained, and the different kinds of genres and writing
situations they’ve encountered. Some authors have focused primarily
on their individual experience, while other authors are attempting to
explicitly teach their readers about a particular genre or an important
skill or concept that may be useful to them as writers.
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The subtitle of this journal, “Enacting Grassroots Writing Research,’
expresses our continuing mission: to solicit and encourage authors to
share not only what they’ve learned about writing, but #ow they learned
it. We want to encourage a stance toward writing that acknowledges that
we are all learners, all researchers, all collaborators in creating and shar-
ing knowledge about writing and writing practices, and we want to open
a space where writing researchers with different interests and experi-
ences (and the texts that they produce) can meet and interact.

Articles in this Volume

While all the essays in this volume enact writing research, we have orga-
nized them into three main sections based on how they relate to genre.
The first section includes narratives about authors researching specific
genres. Often coming to a genre for the first time, these essays are ac-
counts of how the authors figured out how to write in a particular genre.
In “Exercises in Genre,” Erin Frost writes about her experience encoun-
tering the quad chart and her process for researching this new genre.
Sarah M. Lushia, in “Making Pictures Talk: The Journey of Learning a
New Genre,” writes about how a librarian she often collaborates with
first introduced her to the genre of audio descriptions; her narrative
discusses her process for researching this genre so that she could then
teach it to others. Patrick Donlan’s article, “Describing Torches Along
Our Beach at Night: What I Learned about Writing Audio Descriptions,’
describes how he encountered audio descriptions in a writing course,
and his narrative discusses what he learned about writing in that genre.
Describing her experiences with writing personal essays, M. Irene Tay-
lor’s narrative, “Getting Personal,” focuses on what she learned about
“getting personal” in that genre. Anjanette Riley’s essay, “Rules are [not
always] Rules: How I Learned that Grammar Rules are Not Universal
and What it Means for My Writing,” offers a narrative analysis of how,
confronted with writing in a new genre, she researched grammar and
stylistic conventions for newspaper articles. Together, these essays indi-
cate the different ways writers encounter new genres and then go about
figuring out how to write in those genres.

Section two includes detailed analyses of specific genres; written in dif-
ferent styles, these essays all look closely at features unique to a particu-
lar genre. Pankaj Challa, in “Real World Writing: Meet the Screenplay;’
analyzes the screenplay genre by first noting key distinctions between
screenplays and research papers and then discussing features particular
to the screenplay. Eileen Weidbrauk’s essay, “Making Memoir,” analyzes
the memoir, or what is sometimes referred to as the personal narra-
tive; in her essay, she identifies five specific features common to many
genres—focus, detail, order, introduction, and trajectory—and dis-
cusses what these features look like in the memoir. Writing in the genre
of the feature article, Courtney Schoolmaster discusses and enacts the
conventions of that genre in “Follow the Bread Crumbs: Adhering to
the Conventions of a Genre” Looking specifically at Apple’s iPod ad-
vertisements, Susana Rodriguez’s essay, “Reading Visual Texts: A Bullet
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for Your Arsenal,” analyzes how colors and black silhouettes help Apple
construct and sell “cool,” “hip,” “stylish,” and “edgy” While each of the es-
says looks at a different genre, together they demonstrate the specificity
of each genre and show a range of potential types of genre research.

Section three includes essays on a range of topics that are applicable to
writing in many genres. Joyce R. Walker’s article, “Just CHATting,” dis-
cusses cultural-historical activity theory and how it’s a useful tool for ex-
amining “how/why/what of writing practices” In “What do Video Games
and Writing have in Common?” Andrew Taylor makes connections be-
tween video games and writing; in his essay, he explains how success at
a video game depends upon knowing the boundaries of the video game
(knowing, for example, what tools the player has at her disposal to solve
a puzzle) and considers how knowing your boundaries can also apply to
writing. In “It’s a stoplight; it’s a spring; it’s a semicolon!” Amy Newday
closely looks at the semicolon and discusses both the metaphors that of-
ten accompany descriptions of how to use it and her own process for un-
derstanding its usage. In “Nomenclature,” Gina Cooke writes about how
researching words, or what she refers to as the “stories behind words;’
can give writers a nuanced understanding of what it means, for example,
to draft or compose. Finally, Heidi Bowman, in “Good Enough’: Getting
the Writing Written and Letting It Go,” writes about procrastination by
discussing how it affects her writing in a variety of genres and how she
moves from avoiding writing to finishing her writing. While the topics
in this section are diverse, each of these essays enacts a form of writing
research about concepts or writing practices that are not bound by a
particular genre.

The ISU Writing Research Annual will continue to publish a yearly issue
that focuses on new research. A “Call for Research” is available on page
105 and on our Writing Program website.
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Exercises in Genre
By Erin Frost

ot too long ago, a student at the Missouri University of Sci-
Mce and Technology approached his professor for help. The
student said that a proposal he was writing had to include a

quad chart.

Hearing this story later, my first thought was: Huh? The only quad I
know is the muscle. Why would a proposal need to include some sort
of exercise chart?

Now, the professor in question, Kathryn Northcut, was a little sav-
vier than that. No surprise there; Northcut is an experienced technical
communication instructor and scholar. However, although she didn’t
think it had to do with exercise, she had never heard of a quad chart
before either. So she sent out an email to the listserv for the Associa-
tion of Teachers of Technical Writing.

I'm a member of the listserv, and so I'm sitting at my desk trying to
avoid homework when I receive this email.

Erin Frost is in her second year of the PhD
program in English at lllinois State. She teaches
composition and technical writing and would
like to someday teach rhetoric and gender
studies courses as well. Aside from finding
creative ways 1o avoid breaking a sweat, she
enjoys knitting, traveling, and having The Office
marathons (complete with junk food) with her husband Andy.

Copyright © 2010 by Erin Frost
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[attw-I] Quad Chart teaching question

Northcut, Kathryn to Association show details 12/2/09 A 4y Reply ¥
Hi, all—

So, just to prove that the older you get, the less you know, a student tells me his proposal has to
include a quad chart. He briefly explains it, in enough detail that when | do a Google search, | know
I'm finding what he's talking about. Apparently this is a somewhat familiar genre in engineering
comm or military comm (though it's not even hinted at in my 1997 edition of Tongue & Quill). It's
new to me. My question to y'all is, “Do you teach quad charts, and if so, how?"

At this point, I'm unsure of how to answer Dr. Northcut’s question. More
than that, my mistake in thinking a quad chart had something to do with
tracking workout time reminds me how long it’s been since I went to the
gym. And it makes me feel even guiltier about the chocolate doughnut
on my desk and the detective novel I've been reading during the time
designated “rec center” on my weekly schedule. But . . . I'm a technical
communicator, and a teacher, so don’t I have an obligation to know what
a quad chart really is? Wouldn't my time be better spent researching
(and eating my doughnut) than selfishly going to the gym?

Research it is.

So I type “quad chart” into Google, and the first likely looking search
result is at www.bids.tswg.gov/Content/QuadCharts.htm. This turns
out to be one of those sites that has unannounced audio, and I'm so
surprised I almost drop my doughnut onto my keyboard. Despite the
surprise, the site is pretty helpful and so are a couple other sites I find.
It turns out that a quad chart is a one-page document—usually used to
introduce a new product or offer a solution to a problem—that is di-
vided into four sections (thus the guad). Lots of times it’s the front page
or summary of a lengthy proposal, or it’s the document that gets you
permission to submit a lengthy proposal. My dad is a civil engineer who
often competes in bidding processes—that is, he submits proposals for
bridge projects trying to convince companies that they should hire him
to actually build the bridges. I wonder if Dad uses quad charts.

I glance at the clock and see I've still got more than an hour of “rec time”
to blow, so I decide to create a quad chart cheat sheet to help me figure
out how these things work. Maybe I can help Dad do one sometime and
generate a little freelance work.
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So here’s my cheat sheet:

Quad Chart Cheat Sheet

This section should contain some sort
of image of the proposed concept.
Maybe in engineer-world, it’s the token
“pretty” section.

This is the marketing part. It details
the capabilities of the proposal. What’s
new and better about it?

I call this the “technology quadrant.”
It should include the technical aspects
of the project, divided into logical
phases.

| think of this as the “hard facts”
section. It contains the project cost,
schedule, deliverables, and contact
information for the developer.

Okay, I think. This isn’t so hard. What else does Google have to offer? I
stumble across a database of quad chart samples at www.eng.umd.edu/
nsf and am about to get sucked into perusing them when I start hearing
my past English teachers’ voices in my head. Even though I'm getting
lots of good information from Google, maybe I ought to be looking for
some sort of scholarly article that I could cite if I ever use this in actual
work for school.

Google is all well and good for finding examples and simple explanations
of what a quad chart is, but if 'm going to use this for real, I should be
learning about the quad chart as a genre. If this information is ever go-
ing to be something I can talk about and not sound like an idiot, I need
to know more than rules and conventions. I need to know what scholars
are saying about quad charts and how people think the genre is use-
ful. It would be really embarrassing to start talking about quad charts
in front of someone important and have them respond with something
like, “Well, that article in the latest issue of Technical Communication
Quarterly said that quad charts are so 2005”

I'm too full of doughnut for a long walk, so I decide to see what’s avail-
able through the library’s online databases. That search turns up an
article called “Quad charts in software project management” by John
Stamey and Thomas Honeycutt. It’s only six pages, but it offers at least
three variations on the definitions I've put in the quadrants on my prac-
tice chart. As I read, I realize that quad charts can be used in a bunch of
different ways, and my goal for the chart will be the driving factor in how
I decide which variation to use.

For example, Stamey and Honeycutt are writing about software engi-
neers. One of the charts they offer is as simple as the one shown on the
following page. Because we're talking about software here, a graphic isn’t
required. So, they use the top-left quadrant for DOing: testing the idea
on a small scale. Instead of marketing—because this chart is used early
in development rather than as a formal proposal—they PLAN how to
improve operations. And the other two quadrants are basically the same
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as what I've already learned, although these people are definitely adjust-
ing based on context.

DO PLAN

CHECK ACT

All right, so I know there are a lot of different ways quad charts can
be used, and the content of the quadrants will change along with those
uses. But are there any main uses that I should know? How will I ever
figure that out? I give up for a while and check Facebook. Then my email.
And, lo and behold, there are a whole bunch of responses to Northcut’s
original question.

The first response that catches my eye is from Associate Professor Kath-
erine Wikoft, who suggests that Northcut was actually looking for an A3
report. Wikoff says the A3 report is famously used by Toyota.

So I follow the thread of emails and do a little more searching, this time
on A3 reports. I discover that “A3” refers to the size of paper used, which
is 11 X 17. So maybe it’s like a quad chart on steroids.

It turns out that quad charts and A3 reports are two distinct genres. For
one thing, quad charts do not have to be done on 11 X 17 paper, and A3
reports are limited to that format. A3 reports always offer a solution to
a problem while quad charts can do other things. But Wikoff said in her
email that A3 reports are used often in engineering because of their vi-
sual orientation and ability to capture information for brief reports, and
those concepts also apply to quad charts.

So, back to Google. I find that while A3 reports and quad charts can be
rhetorically similar, they’re different in terms of formatting and delivery.
Which means it’s just as likely that my Dad would use an A3 report in
civil engineering rather than a quad chart, right? Now I've got to figure
this out.

Before long, I discover a clever site that explains A3 reports and gives
samples at www.coe.montana.edu/IE/faculty/sobek/A3/. This site says
there are six parts to the A3 report. The first part details research on the
situation, and the second part is a cause analysis. The third part offers
solutions to the cause, and the fourth part describes an ideal solution.
Finally, in part five, the author writes out the plan. And the last part of-
fers predictions and any follow-up procedures.
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Easy enough.
Except it’s not.

I let my inner nerd out and attempt to make both a quad chart and an
A3 report for fun. It takes forever. I just keep coming back and trying
to cram in more information, but one page—even an A3-sized page—
just isn’t enough room to summarize a decently detailed proposal. I was
playing with adding more parking on campus as a topic, but there simply
isn’t enough room to cover everything I want to cover in terms of pros
and cons, new parking areas, and monetary changes. I realize, belatedly,
that this would be even more frustrating if I had already written a report
and now the contents of that report wouldn’t fit in my summary docu-
ment.

Then—after the fact—I read Professor Michael Albers’ response to
Northcut’s email: “I encountered quad charts this summer while work-
ing in a Navy research lab. The person creating it was complaining how
hard they are to create. He could produce a 6 slide PowerPoint with the
same information in 30 minutes, but spent [a] couple of days tweaking
the quad chart to get everything it had to contain [. . .] in readable form”
Albers also says the same person liked quad charts . . . when he was the
one receiving them instead of creating them.

It turns out that quad charts and A3 reports are just like everything else
in technical communication, or in composition in general. The focus is
on the user—as it should be.

Wow, I think. How much time could this save people who have to read
tons of stuff for their jobs? If the people who wanted something from
them had to do the work to summarize and make one of these charts,
it might really streamline things. Not only would there be less work for
the people getting the reports, but the people submitting them would
get faster responses. If I teach my technical writing students about these
two genres, I might be really giving them a step up in the workplace. I'm
feeling less and less guilty about not going to the rec today, and then
I read more of the replies to Northcut’s email and discover that quad
charts and A3 reports are often used in organizational administration,
vehicle design, and when applying for government grants.

That seals the deal. This really was time well spent learning two new
genres.

To share my new understanding of quad charts and A3 reports, I ask my
technical writing class in Spring 2010 to examine the genres and pro-
duce one or the other on a topic of their choice.
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The following is one of the excellent quad charts produced in that class.

I guess it serves me right.

Get Fit: A Plan For Weight Loss and Fitness

by Katic Fagan

Technology

Pedometers messure footsteps. A person should walk 10,000 steps in a day to
burn calories

Heart rate monitors show heart rates, which, shauld be between 70-80
bests/minate when resting

Weight Watchers sliding scales show people how many “points” they've esten
in a day. Less points = better|

BMI Scale messures body mass index, which shows how much {31 8 person
has, which should be under 24.9.

So What?
The more 3 person weighs, the higher risk they have for developing

inesses fisesses
Using tools like pedometers, heart rate monitors, and eating tooks will help

Keep your eyes on the prize! monitor fitness
Weight loss s publicized by TV shows, such a5 “The Biggest Loser”
Participants Lunding

ANYONE can lose weight if they put their mind to it and have goals for each week
such & losing 1 pound & esting hesithier foods

Schedule

Exercise in the moring

Stretch arms, legs, back, etc before doing any cardio activity

Do a form of cardio (walking at fast pace, jogging. running jump rope, elliptical]
for 30 minutes 3 times 3 week. If more weight is wanted 1o be lost, increase the
length and intensity of exercise.

Est breskfast with protein

Membership at LA Fitness {monthly, after sign up fees): 534
Costof average treadmill: $1,000

Exercise balls: $20

Exercise Floor Mat: $40

Exercise Videos: around $20

Benefity

It is obvious that being healthy and fit comes at a financial cost, butit s less

expensive 1o prevent excess weight and hesith problems than to have to fix

the problems through prescription medicines and doctor visits
Many fit people feel that they have 3 better quality of ife, because that they
can participate in more physical sctivities and they look and feel better
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Making Pictures Talk: The Journey
of Learning a New Genre

By Sarah M. Lushia

(( udio descriptions? Is that really its own genre?” I still re-
Jnember thinking this as Kathleen Lonbom, a librarian at
Illinois State University’s Milner library, told me excitedly
about new grant-funded project she’d begun working on to digitalize
the massive International Collection of Child Art (ICCA), which is
housed and cared for by Milner. I had heard her talk about her in-
volvement with this collection and her desire to digitalize it several
times, yet I had little idea what she meant by the “audio descriptions”
she kept referring to. I felt like I imagine many writers feel when they
are first introduced to a new genre—I had no idea what Kathleen was
talking about, and initially, I felt too embarrassed to ask her. Eventu-
ally, though, I did inquire about how audio descriptions worked and
what writing in the genre entailed.

Through conversations with Kathleen, I began to learn about this
genre. I discovered that audio descriptions were concise descriptions
of visual images, which were created to enable those with vision im-
pairment to have access to visuals such as those in the ICCA. I was
fascinated. It made complete sense that describing visuals to those

Sarah Lughia grew up in upstate New York and
lived in southern California before moving to
Bloomington, IL., for graduate school. Sarah
loves to read, camp, g0 on hikes, spend time
with her three wonderful kitties, and ride
carougels. She also loves to teach. Sarah will
hold a post-doctoral teaching fellowship at
llinois State University in the 2010-2011 academic year; following
a long journey to completing her PhD.

Copyright © 2010 by Sarah Lushia
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with vision impairment was an important thing to do. As a visual learner
I fully understand how vital visuals are to learning, understanding, and
retaining information. If visually impaired persons did not have ways
through which to access the visuals, they would lose access to a whole
mode of communication. Yet it had never occurred to me that a unique
genre that had been created to do just this. As someone who has always
advocated for the use of visuals and images in all levels of education, I
began to get really excited at the prospect of learning more about writ-
ing in this genre.

Kathleen had learned about audio descriptions due to a new require-
ment that government-funded digitalization projects must be made ac-
cessible to those with vision impairment. This meant that collections
like the ICCA, which contains thousand of images, would likely no lon-
ger be eligible for these government-funded grants since it would be
near to impossible for the small groups of people who generally work
on such projects to create audio descriptions for pieces this numerous.
While Kathleen’s project had, luckily, already been grandfathered in,
this had not stopped her from thinking about the possibility of how this
new requirement would impact future grant projects. She had already
started to think through some options, one of which was the possibility
of tapping into the undergraduate student body to help create audio de-
scriptions. This gave me further motivation to learn how to write in this
genre because immediately I envisioned collaborating with Kathleen in
my English 101 classes to teach this genre to my students, and poten-
tially engage them in helping to create audio descriptions that Kathleen
could use in the ICCA. Kathleen and I had worked together for many
years, and a collaborative project in English 101 seemed a natural out-
come of our previous work together. I suggested to Kathleen that I create
a pilot project for my classes for the Fall 2009 semester to attempt to
teach the audio description genre, and if that went well, we could teach it
again in the Spring 2010, focusing more closely on the ICCA, and offer-
ing students the opportunity to publish their audio descriptions on the
Milner website. Kathleen agreed to work with me and my students, and
my journey to learning this new genre began.

My first task in this journey was to figure out for myself how to write an
audio description. Kathleen suggested I explore the following websites
to learn more about audio descriptions: Online Accessibility Training
from Art Education for the Blind, http://www.artbeyondsight.org/hand-
book/acs-verbalsamples.shtml and Audio Description Illinois, http://
www.alsaudioillinois.net/. These websites offer guidelines for the genre
as well as plenty of samples and examples. After exploring these sites, I
made a list of genre expectations for audio descriptions. These expecta-
tions were:

10



Lushia / Making Pictures Talk

1. Use standard Times New Roman font.

2. The body of the description should focus exclusively on what you
see when looking at the image.

3. The description should be short (average of about 2 minutes when
read aloud).

4. A thumbnail of the image should appear above the written text.

5. The first sentence of the description follows a standardized format,
containing the title of the piece, the artist, the medium, dimensions,
and the date and location of creation.

6. Cohesion, organization, and readability are vital to successfully
write in this genre.

7. Attention to detail, especially colors, placement, and size are nec-
essary to give the reader/listener the ability to make sense of the
description.

8. Additional information about the artist or the event being portrayed
is sometimes given at the end of the audio description.

9. 'The description includes both general statements about what can be
seen in the image as well as specific details.

Based on this initial understanding, I began to explore writing in this
genre. Unlike any other genre I'd ever learned, my primary purpose for
learning about audio descriptions was to teach my students about the
genre. This changed both how I learned about the genre and what I fo-
cused on as I gained knowledge. It forced me to think beyond my own
personal writing process and struggles to how these same struggles might
affect other writers as they too learned this genre. For example, as I tried
writing audio descriptions myself, one of the first things I noticed about
writing them was that not having background information about or fa-
miliarity with the image I was trying to describe made the act of describ-
ing the image much more difficult. I quickly learned that for each image
there was some aspect of the image for which I needed more information
to feel as though I had authority as a writer. For instance, when I tried
to describe an advertisement for skateboards I had a lot of difficulty be-
cause I was unfamiliar with skateboard terminology. After visiting several
skateboarding websites I picked up some terminology such as “treks” and
“grind” which allowed me to more accurately describe the skateboard ad-
vertisement. Not only did this teach me a step that would be necessary
in my own process of writing audio descriptions since I was learning this
genre both as a writer and a future teacher of the genre, it also made me
aware that other writers, such as my students, would also likely need to
engage in this type of background, authority-building research as part of
their own process when writing audio descriptions.

1
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While I felt like I had learned a great deal about audio descriptions prior
to attempting to teach the genre to other writers, teaching this project
for the first time taught me so much more. Throughout this process, my
students and I learned together. In the spirit of true collaboration and
due to my own writerly insecurities that I perhaps still did not under-
stand this genre well enough to teach it, I scheduled my classes to meet
at Milner for the first class period of this project and asked Kathleen to
co-teach the introduction to the genre. As Kathleen and I described the
project and the expectations of the genre, the air was tinged with a mix-
ture of excitement, anxiety, and fear of the unknown. Not a single student
in the class had heard of this genre before. I had learned some about the
genre but was still very much a novice. And while Kathleen had the most
experience as a writer in this genre, this was her first attempt to guide a
class of English 101 students and their instructor through the process of
writing audio descriptions. Every person in the room had some reason
to feel at least a twinge of anxiety or fear. What pleasantly surprised me
was that everyone also seemed to have some degree of excitement about
this project and the challenge of writing an audio description. When
students began to ask questions about the genre, almost immediately I
realized how much I still needed to learn about this genre both as a writ-
er and as a teacher. Many of the questions that my students were raising
as they considered this genre as writers were focused on aspects of the
genre that I had yet to learn or even consider. Thankfully, Kathleen an-
swered their questions, and simultaneously taught all of us more about
this genre and lent us insight into how we could become better writers
within the genre. Some of the questions students asked that I hadn’t yet
considered included “How do you describe color to a blind person who
has never seen color?” and “How do you describe action?” Kathleen ex-
plained in response to the first question that many of the people who
use audio descriptions do or have had some degree of vision, and so they
had experience seeing colors for themselves. And I suggested that those
members of the audience who were born blind have figured out ways of
knowing color through their other senses. In terms of describing action,
Kathleen shared with us that by explaining the position of people and
objects—such as “the man’s feet are up off the floor and holds a basket-
ball above his head”—you can give the audience access to this action and
the narrative that goes with it.

Leaving the library that day, I was confident that all the writers in the
class, including me, had a much stronger grasp of the audio description
genre than we'd had prior to talking with Kathleen. While this was true,
some questions still arose in the classroom as my students and I worked
on writing audio descriptions that caught me off guard as both a teacher
and a writer. For instance, a student who was doing an audio description
of a sculpture that was in a permanent outdoor installation in New York
City asked me if she should focus just on the sculpture or on the entire
image—which included skyscrapers, cabs, cars, a subway entrance and
numerous people. Since I was not sure of the answer, we thought about
this together for a while and listened to a few more audio descriptions
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from the websites that Kathleen had provided us. What both of us no-
ticed was that while each audio description tended to focus on specific
parts of an image in detail, all of them included at least brief mention
of the entire contents of the image. So together we learned that yes, she
should be describing the whole image, including what surrounded the
sculpture. This decision ended up strengthening her description, as she
was able to use some of the surrounding details to help her describe
the sculpture, such as when she described the height of the sculpture
in relation to the height of the people standing near it. It also taught me
yet another important idea about both writing audio descriptions and
teaching the genre to others.

As we navigated this genre together, my students and I co-created
knowledge about this genre and what writing within this genre entails.
Since everyone, including me, was a relative novice in this genre, the
boundaries between “teacher” and “student” were more often chal-
lenged and authority more easily shared within this project. We were all
writers being faced with the daunting challenge of learning to write in
a new way. I was not the experienced writer passing along what I knew
to others. I was instead another person in this learning community who
was struggling with and often frustrated by elements of this genre such
as its short length and rather rigid structure. I learned as much about
this genre during the course of this project as any other writer in the
class. This taught me a lesson about the importance of coming to my
writing classes as a writer who also happens to be a teacher rather than
as an instructor of writing.

By the time I taught audio descriptions again to the students in my
Spring English 101 courses, I felt as though I had gained a much deeper
grasp of this genre through my own journey attempting to write within
it and through having read and responded to many other audio descrip-
tions that were created in the fall. Also, by the spring, Kathleen was able
to give me a detailed set of instructions for how to compose an audio
description, complete with examples. These directions helped clarify
this genre for me and gave me a sort of template that I could offer my
students as a starting point as they became writers in this genre. With
this template in hand, I wrote a new set of expectations for writing in
the audio description genre. This set of expectations was much more
detailed than my first attempt had been and reflected my growth as a
writer learning/understanding a new genre. This set of forum expecta-
tions for audio descriptions included the following:

1. The description has four parts: introduction, overview, details, and
publication note.

2. The introduction is short, usually a single sentence and includes the

title of the image, artist, location/date of creation, and dimensions
of the piece.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

The overview consists of 2—3 sentences which give a general de-
scription of the overall image. These sentences are intended to help
orient the listener.

The details section is the longest part of the piece. It includes sen-
tences which give specific details about objects within the image
such as color, location, and motion.

The publication note is a single, standard sentence which includes
the publisher/holder of the image and the current location of the
image.

Transitioning between the introduction, overview, details, and pub-
lication note was essential to creating overall unity and cohesion in
the description.

Scripts for the description should use 14 pt Times New Roman font.

Scripts should be double spaced (to allow for last minute changes in
the recording booth).

The title of image is italicized.

Any artist comments that are included in the description should be
in quotes.

Description scripts are generally not longer than two pages in
length, and take an average of 2 minutes to read aloud.

Description scripts must include a thumbnail of the image, cen-
tered, above the text.

If the image has in identifier number (as ICCA images do) it should
appear in bold, left justified font prior to the thumbnail of the image.

Effective sentence-level transitions and easily readable word combi-
nations and phrases are vital to overall “readability” and success in
this genre.

Not everything needs to be described in detail.

Your description should be organized in a logical order, following
some pattern within the image.

You should use clear and concise language so it can be easily under-
stood by a listener.
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18. You must choose whether you are describing the image from the
point of view of the viewer or from the point of view of a person
within the image. Once you make this choice be consistent—es-
pecially with things like to the left/right so the listener can follow
where specific details are within the larger image.

19. Audio descriptions are ultimately an oral genre. Be sure to read
drafts aloud and have them read to you. Change words/phrases that
are hard to read/hear or difficult to follow when hearing the piece
read aloud.

As my own knowledge about and understanding of this genre grew, I
knew that teaching it to students would be less stressful than it had been
when I initially was learning the genre in the fall. During the Spring se-
mester, I began the project by sharing the instructions and examples
Kathleen had given me with my students. The combination of having
a concrete set of basic instructions along with my heightened ability to
answer questions with confidence gave the project a solid start. Students
seemed excited to learn a new genre and to my delight, many of them
chose to work with pieces from the ICCA collection. Since my own un-
derstanding of how to write in the genre had grown immensely since
the first time I'd taught this genre, I was also able to provide stronger
feedback to writers. Instead of general feedback as I had given in the fall
such as “You need to find a way to organize your sentences so the ideas
in the sentences make logical sense when someone hears them read
aloud,” I was able to be more specific by saying instead, “Since there are
a lot of objects in the image, if you tell the reader that you are beginning
in the bottom left hand corner and working clockwise around the im-
age (which is the way the eye tends to move in images in the West), you
can lead your audience through the many objects without overwhelming
them or confusing them since there will be a logical order”

Teaching a new genre to other writes while learning to write in it myself
caused me to be more conscious and aware of the details/expectations of
this genre than I normally am when learning to write in a new genre. It
also allowed me to add students’ questions to my own inquiries, expedit-
ing the rate at which I understood this genre. Additionally, my students,
drafts and attempts to write in this genre also gave me a massive pool of
samples at all levels of development, skill, and quality through which to
view this genre that have not been available to me when I have learned
other genres in different situations. As a result, for me, this method of
learning to write in a new genre has been the most effective, fascinating,
and enjoyable method.

15



Narratives About Genre

16



. ‘ ‘ Section One:
Narratives about Genre

Describing Torches Along Our Beach at Night:
What | Learned about Writing
Audio Descriptions

By Patrick Donlan

Editor’s Note: While Sarah Lushia’s article “Making Pictures Talk: The
Journey of Learning a New Genre” narrates genre research from the
perspective of someone teaching the genre of audio descriptions to oth-
ers, Patrick Donlan’s article is a narrative of how he learned about the
genre and was able to publish his work.

s a student in English 101, the first-year writing class at
Alinois State University, I had an instructor who was adamant
about assigning projects that allowed us, as students to be in-
dependent and to make creative choices. Throughout the course of
the semester, we were assigned four different projects, plus portfolio
revisions that were used to help us craft our writing to its most su-
perior. Project topics and rhetorical situations allowed us to broaden
our writing’s horizon and put our words into forums that challenged
our intellect and creativity. However, it was in project three that I was
introduced to a completely new type of writing style: an audio descrip-
tion. An audio description is exactly what it sounds like, a description
of an image.

Patrick Donlan is a 19-year-old sophomore at

| linois State University. He is currently a
business administration major and is from
Elmwood Park, lllinois. At ISU, he is a member
of Alpha Lambda Delta, National Society for
Collegiate Scholars, Circle K, Buginess
Administration Club, and is the treasurer for the
Society for Human Resource Management.

Copyright © 2010 by Patrick Donlan
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The assignment was to choose an image from a number of photograph
search engines such as Flickr, Yahoo! images, etc. and then describe it. If
we desired to get published, we could choose to describe an image from
Illinois State’s International Collection of Child Art (ICCA). If we wrote
about an image from the ICCA, there was the possibility that we could
record the audio description and have it put on Illinois State’s ICCA
website for the visually impaired. The program is offered so that the vi-
sually impaired could have the option to appreciate and visualize the art.
Since ICCA has very few recordings to go with its many collections of
child art, the possibilities for an audio description to be recorded was
likely. The library would ultimately decide if an audio description could
be recorded.

Since this type of writing was new, probably to every student, the learn-
ing process had to be clear and detailed so that we could do our best
writing for the project. My instructor told us from the beginning that
writing this project would require creativity, clarity, and descriptiveness;
we should be able to visualize the image in our heads just by reading the
description. We were told that not every part of the image needed to be
described, but that awkward sentence structures and choppy sentences
should be avoided so that the descriptions would flow well. For the first
draft, the first thing I had to do was to choose an image that caught my
eye and that I would like to describe. The second part was to write the
description. The rough draft of the project was written in four sections:
introduction, overview, details, and publication notes.

My first draft was turned in to the instructor so that I, as well as the rest
of the class, could get a clear idea of what I needed to do to fix my project
and all remaining drafts. In my first draft, my opening paragraph, which
was used to introduce the picture’s artist, lacked conciseness. Here is an
example of one my early drafts.
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I was able to make my next drafts more concise by researching the state
where my artist was from in order to get a better understanding of why
my artist decided to paint what he did. In my case, I had to research
Hawaiian art. I discovered that it was a custom for art from the state of
Hawaii to encompass an aspect of oceanic and shoreline influence. The
rest of my first draft was loaded with organizational issues and poor sen-
tence structure. I had attempted to pay extra attention to detail, but that
extra effort took away from my ability to construct a coherent sentence.
I also let my habit of creative writing take over in this project. One thing
my instructor did not want us to do was to draw a conclusion or sum up
the image at the end. It was not my job to create a story to go along with
the image, just simply describe the details of the art that was present in
the picture. Revisions for the second draft involved polishing the piece
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to make it sound professional and clear, and to make it descriptive and
easy to read.

Peer response for the article was imperative because extra eyes were
needed to point out flaws. The first round of peer response was tradi-
tional Q & A. For Q & A peer response, I had to generate questions
about my draft that I found needed attention. Members of my peer re-
sponse group read my draft, and then answered my questions to help
me improve. For the second round of peer response, I needed to read
the image aloud to my partner, and then they would insert comments
into my word document. This peer response was extremely beneficial for
improving my overall final project and made revisions easy.

Since I had described an image from the ICCA, I could get published.
I recorded my image at the Milner Library in the sound booths on the
sixth floor. At first, I thought it would be no big challenge; however, I
learned that there is a certain way to read the words, punch certain syl-
lables, and make my volume loud enough to be heard. It took about two
practices and four recordings before I was able to record the audio de-
scription perfectly. I learned that it helped to make hand movements as I
spoke to get the words out. Recording the description was probably one
of the coolest things I have done for school so far. Here is the final ver-
sion of my audio description, but you can view the image and hear my
description by going to the International Collection of Child Art web-
site (http://tempest.lib.ilstu.edu/index_icca.php) and searching for the
painting entitled Torches Along Our Beach at Night.

This artwork titled Torches Along Our Beach at Night was painted by
an eleven year old boy from Honolulu, Hawaii. The painting depicts a
nighttime beach scene with torches along a moonlit shore. The dark
blue ocean fills most of the center and bottom right side of the image.
Just off shore, the reflection of the full yellow moon shimmers on the
surface of the ocean. Small huts line the curving shoreline and almost
blend in with the sand. Scattered between them are green palm trees.
Pairs of flaming black torches stand sentry next to each hut. Arching
along the curve of the golden shore, their red and orange flames are re-
flected in the water. The huts and torches diminish in size as the shore-
line meets the horizon. In the lower left foreground, two figures pre-
pare to take a trip on the water in a small boat. The figures are simply
painted in bright blue with small faces and red hats. In the background,
a large brown mountain towers over the beach. Above the mountain is
a black sky that is light with bright stars and a yellow moon that illumi-
nates the entire scene. This image is published by Milner Library at Illi-
nois State University as part of the International Collection of Child Art.
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Getting Personal
M. Irene Taylor

few years ago I was introduced to an art form known as the
4ersonal essay. I call it an art form because the genre can elicit
emotions and bring about an awareness as real and as moving
as any play, painting, or musical composition. Its purpose is an ex-
ploration of self written by and for the author, and when done well,
engages readers by including them in the journey. Readers identify
with the pain or the joy of the piece, and while the author may not find
an answer to the question posed, we all find enlightenment from the
effort. That to me is art.

My purpose here is not to offer instruction on how to write the per-
sonal essay, but instead to examine what the personal essay has taught
me about writing. The uniqueness of this genre is that it allows one to
explore one’s own strengths and foibles, as well as those of society. It
requires the author to implicate herself as well as the reader. That is to
say, the personal essayist examines how she is responsible for her own
dilemma and also what role society plays in shaping that dilemma. As
a result, she must be able to walk the fine line between self-pity and
the recognition of forces outside one’s control.

I find the examination of self and society, regardless of topic, requires
a willingness to be honest with myself as well as the audience who

[rene Taylor is currently developing a series of
personal essays info a ohe-woman play,
Reflections on the Semi-interesting L ofa
Middle Aged Woman and would get much
more work done if hot for her dog and two catg
holding her hostage each evening with their
incessant shuggling and purring.

Copyright © 2010 by Irene Taylor
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reads my work. Unless that honesty makes both the reader and myself
uncomfortable with its implication of the role we play in our own fate,
then I haven't yet met the criteria of the personal essay. That is the real
challenge of this genre—a willingness to explore what we’d rather leave
alone and to expose readers to what they may not want to see in them-
selves but find they are ready to consider when it is presented in a fine
work of art, the personal essay.

Of Scott Russell Sander’s personal essay, “Under the Influence,” Phillip
Lopate writes:

His quiet Midwestern modesty and sense of privacy, seemingly at odds
with an autobiographical genre that normally attracts flamboyant,
self-dramatizing egotists, accounts for some of the essay’s tension—as
though he would rather not write about himself, but the form demands
it. The reflective personal essayist is obliged to dig deep into his psyche
and reveal the results, and Sanders shows he is equal to the challenge.
(732).

He would rather not write about himself, but the form demands it. This
goes to the very essence of the essay. It is a genre that demands writers
be willing to write about themselves in a direct, exposed forum, without
the cover of the fictional characters and situations one finds in novels
or plays.

If I want to discuss what the personal essay has taught me about writing,
my inclination is to choose my best work as an example. But it was my
essay, “Denial,” that opened my eyes to the responsibility that comes with
writing. When the personal essayists experience discomfort at starting
a piece, they can be well assured they are on the right track. But once
you choose a topic, you must be willing to commit yourself completely.
If not, your paper becomes a narrative, a recounting of events, and no
matter how riveting, it is not a personal essay if you are unwilling, or un-
able, to explore it in depth.

| finally let go of the job | had struggled so long to keep. There’s some-
thing about being a member of the working class and finding yourself
among the working poor that puts your life in perspective. You have
little time to recognize or even cope with the loss of a job. Your first
priority is to meet your financial responsibilities in any manner avail-
able to you. When | left my job | had no options for work save the world
of temp services—minimum wage, no benefits, and no long-term
security.

The recounting of my experience as a victim (yes, VICTIM) of sexual

harassment in the work place was little more than a narrative of events.
As much as [ tried to implicate myself, as much as I wanted to hold
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accountable the societal norms that allowed harassment to continue,
I could not go beneath the surface. Twenty-five years later the wound
was too raw to expose, and I failed at meeting the criteria of the genre.
Writing is about commitment to your purpose. It’s about meeting the
expectations of your readers, making them feel it was worth the effort
to spend their time with you. There are many avenues I could have used
to recall that time in my life, but the personal essay was not the genre I
should have chosen because I wasn't willing to dig deep enough into the
experience. The time of the reader was ill spent, and the end result was
to ask, “Why did I read this?” I know this to be true because I'm the one
asking the question three years later.

As a genre of composition, the personal essay is a means by which writ-
ers may grow by building trust in themselves. The most polished com-
position skills will mean little to writers who do not believe that their
own views and value system are worthy of expression. I know for me the
result of studying this particular genre was a new found trust in my abil-
ity to express myself in a clear and coherent manner.

The Personal Essay and Me

I've used the personal essay as a means of exploring my own issues from
the loss of a parent, to struggles with self image, and stagnation in the
workplace. But the essay goes beyond what one would find in one’s per-
sonal journal or even in a narrative recalling a particular event. The per-
sonal essay considers how issues relate to the reader. It looks at where
to take responsibility for our actions as well as looking at how forces
outside our control impact the decision-making process. My essay, “Last
Week,” was more than a recounting of events that took place during the
last week of my mother’s life. It was an exploration of the guilt I felt for
not grieving more, for not being devastated by the loss.

| learned early that death is inevitable, and as a consequence, the
thought of my mother’s death was with me throughout my life. | be-
lieved my life would crumble without her in this world. | imagined the
circumstances of our final days and hours together. | would be at her
side, holding her hand as she quietly drifted away. | would have “mon-
strous bruises on my knees from falling on them after | walked into
[her] room and first saw her dead” (Strayed 291). The very core of my
being would be irrevocably damaged. | would feel this constant physi-
cal ache. That’s how | expected it to be, how | knew it should be for
someone who lost the love of her life. But instead, | was asleep next to
my lover, already starting my new life without her.

I wanted to understand my reaction to her death, but I also needed to
look at the people around me, what I expected of them, when they met
my needs, and when they failed me. This was not a piece about blame;
it was about coming to an understanding of the healing process, what
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it means to grieve, why it is acceptable to expect what you may never
receive because society and family, may not, cannot always be there for
you.

I called my brother from work. | could hear my mother moaning in the
background. | laughed, not a nervous laugh, certainly not a ‘that’s so
funny’ laugh, but a ‘now you know’ laugh. You're with her now, doing
the right thing—filling the role I've filled for the last 15 years. Giving me
relief from the responsibility of caring for her, but it’s too late. There’s
a part of me that doesn’t want you there. You should have been there
before, when she would have known it was you, when she would have
known that even if | wasn’t with her, someone else who loved her was.
And now it’s too late for both of us, and so I laugh.

This essay worked because I committed to the piece. I wrote, not just
for me, but for the reader as well. I gave readers a reason to spend their
time with me.

Drafts and Revisions

Titles are important to me. I find my best work always has come from
the title. I should rename this piece “Second Draft”

After reading my first draft, I was given one revision, “Rewrite this.
You argue that the personal essay has taught you to trust yourself and
then proceed to spend over half of your paper quoting other authors”
Although I argued that writing is about more than stringing together
quotes and conclusions from published works, the piece ended up being
what I thought others would want to read rather than what I wanted to
say. Following is an excerpt from my first draft where I expound on the
work of Scott Russell Saunders’ essay, “Under the Influence”

Sanders writes, “I do not wish to compete for a trophy in suffering. |
am only trying to understand the corrosive mixture of helplessness,
responsibility, and shame that | learned to feel as the son of an alco-
holic” (734). He doesn’t stop with an exploration of his own issues. He
implicates the reader as he recalls society’s moral condemnations of
the evils of drinking as well as its abandonment of alcoholism’s victims.

Woe to those who are heroes at drinking wine, and valiant men in
mixing strong drink, wrote Isaiah (737).

We saw the bruised children of these fathers clump onto our school
bus, we saw the abandoned children huddle in the pews at church,
we saw the stunned and battered mothers begging for help at our
doors (739).
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Sanders implicates himself when he acknowledges that recognizing his
flaws has not meant that he could repair them. He sees his son taking
on the same burden and adapting the same behaviors he did at that
age in response to his father’s addiction. “I write, therefore, to drag into
the light what eats at me—the fear, the guilt, the shame—so that my
own children may be spared” (744).

While I learned early on the skills I need to write correctly—grammar,
punctuation, referencing, I never learned to trust myself as a writer un-
til I was exposed to the personal essay. For all this genre has to offer
the reader, its absolute requisite that we trust ourselves as writers is its
most valuable contribution to the field of composition. Ironically, I still
believed the only way to show the value of the personal essay was to
look at an author who had already proven himself. I didn’t trust my own
skill to make the argument that we as writers must trust ourselves. That
changed with this revision. I went back and pulled those quotes from
writers such as Pickering and Sanders and replaced them with my own
work. (And if you think that was easy, you are over-estimating the size
of this person’s ego.)

Writing is about risk. It’s about trust. It’s about our willingness to put
our thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions out there for the world to see. The
personal essay is a genre that expects, even demands, nothing less than
our full and personal commitment to the process.

When I was an acting student, I confessed to my instructor that I had
based my performance on the work of the actress who played the role
on stage. He commended me saying, “a good actor is one who is willing
to take and learn from the great actors” In that vein, here are the works
of some of the essayists who had the most profound impact on me as a
writer. They include Jo Ann Beard’s The Boys of My Youth, Lucy Grealy’s
“Mirrorings: A gaze upon my reconstructed face,” Ann Patchett’s “Love
Sustained,” Adam Gopnik’s “Bumping Into Mr. Ravioli,” and David Se-
daris’ Me Talk Pretty One Day. 1 encourage you find these authors and
revel in their words. From that 