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Ubiquity in learning and writing

Whether in sociocultural notions of mediated activity and agency (e.g., Wertsch, 1991; Scollon, 2001), the flat dynamic assemblages of actor-network theory (Latour, 2005), Hutchins’ (1995) notion of functional systems, or Lave and Wenger’s (1991) account of situated learning, recent theory and research have foregrounded the ubiquitous character of social practice, that is, the ways situated activity inevitably spreads out across time and space. Independently and with colleagues, we have been involved in studying what Prior (1998) termed "literate activity," that is, activity "not located in acts of reading and writing, but as cultural forms of life saturated with textuality" (p. 138). Examining this ubiquitous character of literate activity in the writing processes of undergraduates, graduate students, and professors (in part through asking them to draw visual representations of their processes), Prior and Shipka (2003) described the intricate ways writers’ work is distributed across diverse contexts as well as how writers select and structure contexts (people, places, and tools) to support their thinking, textual production, and affective-motivational engagement. Selfe and Hawisher (2004) and Hawisher and Selfe (2006) have explored how people forge literate lives in this digital, information age and live their days in a variety of technological and cultural settings.

From our perspective, the ubiquity of literate activity is not new. Digital and new media technologies have not created ubiquity, just as they have not created multimodality. Multimodality and ubiquity have always been there: what is remarkable is how ideological framings and practices of selective attention have allowed them to be so widely ignored and denied. That said, digital media have altered—and continue to alter—the practices and potentials of ubiquitous writing and learning much as they have contributed to notions of multimodality. Spheres of life that were once thought to be distinct are reimagined as digital media pervade our everyday lives. Academic disciplines increasingly use digital technologies and writing in ways that reconstruct disciplinary spaces and artifacts, while also softening and shifting perceived borders between the disciplinary and the everyday. 

In this chapter, we take up this notion of ubiquity and consider how video, sound, still and moving images might inform our understandings of literate activity when these tools are put in the hands of writers themselves. Specifically, we focus on video clips that academic writers have created of their own writing processes—videos that include such everyday objects as alarm clocks, coffee makers, city lights, subways, cornfields, and even an iguana named Caliban. We show how digital media can offer new images of the dispersed character of writing and learning, not as punctual events but as emergent flows. Overall the chapter argues for the use of video and other digital media as tools for reflection, research, and representation of ubiquitous writing and learning in this early 21st century.
For the past 12 years, in graduate seminars and writing across the curriculum workshops, Gail Hawisher and Paul Prior have been asking academic writers to draw images of their writing processes, drawings where writers feature texts, writing tools, clocks, food, people, pets, and various concrete scenes, activities, and tropes. 
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Two years ago, in connection with the Writing with Video initiative on campus (see Lovett and Squier’s chapter), Gail began asking students in her seminar to produce digital videos that would represent their writing. The assignment read: You should attempt to capture a representation of your writing processes on camera. You do not have to video yourself, but you do need to try to represent some of the thinking and processes you experience as you approach and carry out a writing task. What follows are five first-person accounts that suggest some of the ways this task was taken up and understood. 

Private Space and Public Performance (Amber Buck)

Asked to represent my writing process through video, I first interpreted this idea literally. I thought about filming my typical paper-writing activities, sitting in front of the computer for hours. I grappled for weeks about the meaning of that self-representation. Should I show myself as I actually look when I write a paper? (My vanity told me that no, I probably shouldn’t.) What meaning would my audience get out of this experience? How would I appear as a writer if I showed myself in front of the computer? I do a lot of research; how could I show that process in a way that looks authentic? 

I was preoccupied with thoughts of who was going to watch my video. I always write alone, and the idea of having an audience that I would allow into my private space was unnerving. It was like inviting the entire class over to watch me write. There are elements of this process, like messy hair and pajamas on Saturday afternoons, that are best left unrecorded. 

I decided in the end that it would be best to use a metaphor as a way of talking about my writing process. Instead of focusing on myself in the video, I decided to film my iguana. The more I tried to use Caliban’s wanderings around the house in my video, the more it seemed like the perfect choice. Showing Caliban deciding whether or not to jump off the bed, for example, became a perfect representation of the way I often put off my first plunge into the text. Filming Caliban was my way of not showing my writing.
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Looking back on the film later, though, I realized that I still portrayed my process pretty directly. As I write, everything within the space of my home becomes wrapped up in my acts of writing and thinking through the connections I need to make in a text. Not only do I sit in front of the computer to work, but in watching Caliban explore the corners and dark spaces of my house, I am working through my ideas as well. Since this video was made, Caliban has taken to sitting in my bookshelf as I write, which completes the circle of my writing process. She leads me from these other activities to record my wandering thoughts into text.
Amber’s vignette and the four that follow include still images from the videos. The stills miss much of what the videos convey. Some videos have voiceover narratives whereas others use animated on-screen text. All use music, sound effects, and particular pacing to convey affect, atmosphere, and modes of engagement. All highlight how writing with digital media blurs the boundaries that separate personal, public, and disciplinary spaces.

Like an Inconsistent Heartbeat (Christa Olson)

I can’t remember if a tripping heartbeat was part of my initial plan for my writing process video or if I added it after the fact, but when I think of that video now it’s the stumbling pulse of the soundtrack that I think of first. That ubiquitous, yet inconsistent pulsing increasingly seems an appropriate accompaniment to the fits and starts of my writing process: a constant heartbeat that refuses to keep its meter. In my video’s alternation of image and black screen, writing and recreating, I tried to foreground the recursive, everyday nature of my writing process – happening in concentric circles of years, semesters, days. That rhythm of key-click, time-pass, heartbeat, and swallow all led, not surprisingly, to a soundtrack based on the idiosyncratic pulse of writing. As the process stumbles toward its peak, the heartbeat takes over and becomes steadier, propelling me forward with the tripping click of keys and the sharpness of disciplined breath, yet there is no conclusion. There is no final thud that ends the process. There is only the gradual fading out of the pulse with the clear implication of its continuation.

Because it is organized around contrapuntal rhythms of working and wandering, my video emphasizes the ways my writing expands beyond the actual action of putting down words. I do my best thinking, my best writing, when my hands are occupied with something other than the incessant rhythm of typing and my eyes focus on something other than a pulsing cursor. Walking, cooking, staring into the distance: these are the activities that reveal connections, spark synthesis, and send me rushing back to typing. In the video, whenever the camera faces my computer, the running narrative trails away from the task at hand as my attention invariably slides to other things. When the camera and I wander away from the keyboard, the narrative turns to topic exploration and theoretical connection. I had never really realized the extent of that contradictory, yet generative rhythm until I saw it played out scene after scene in my video.

Composing my video made me generally more aware of my writing as integrated into the rhythms of days. That awareness has, in turn, improved my ability to accommodate and alter the rhythms of writing. Mapping my writing process through video hasn’t revolutionized my activity; it has, however, helped me see my writing as an everyday, ubiquitous practice.
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The processes of inquiry, learning, and writing in each of the five vignettes are seen as ubiquitous, as spread through life, not contained in acts of inscription alone. The videos convey this ubiquity through concrete representations of acts of writing, but especially through film tropes (e.g., of journeys, of cooking, of ups and downs). They challenge, as Kalantzis and Cope remind us in their introduction, apparently “unshakable spatial, institutional and life boundaries.” 

Anatomy of a Writing Process (Video): Writing as Meditation (Steven Gump)

When challenged to portray a complex, creative, multilayered, multidimensional activity (writing) through an equally complex, creative, multilayered, multidimensional technology (video), I was initially caught up in a complicated, recursive web of meaning: How could I distill (simplify), translate (represent), and create (implement) a video of my writing process? Did I even have a writing process, in the singular? Ultimately, I embraced the ideas of inspiration and imagination. These two related engines of creativity would, I hoped, enable me to capture the essence of at least one particular writing event. The challenge was especially large for me, though, since I was new to both the technology (never before having held a digital video camera) and the software (never before having edited video).

I crafted my video around the inherent complexities of mediated translation. Using unfamiliar technologies, I had to translate my idea of writing to (my idea of) video. Uncharted territory this was! In a deliberate attempt to place my classmates on unfamiliar terrain, I introduced a Japanese motif symbolic (in the West) of mystery and imagination. A three-minute segment of shakuhachi (a type of bamboo flute) music, performed by my Japanese flatmate, provided the soundtrack and thus set the mood; Morizou, a mascot of the 2005 World Expo in Aichi, Japan, was my co-star in the writing process. Yes, I am guilty of self-orientalizing—of “othering” myself as different and, on a certain level, enigmatic. But are not all writing processes, beyond the shared technicalities of the writing act, to some extent unique and context dependent? As a tool for Zen meditation, the shakuhachi effectively emphasized the way I frequently write: alone but for the presence of my writing tools, my material accomplices in the writing act. To me, then, the idea of writing as meditation was not too far off the mark. Morizou became my muse as I attempted to mystify the idea of inspiration, a concept that is rarely straightforward (or, if straightforward, rarely believable) in narrative descriptions of the writing process. The result may have duplicitously suggested that I write with ease or confidence or an absence of stress—the ideal rather than the ordeal of writing. But so much of life in this age of ubiquitous learning is already frenetic, unfocused, overloaded, and fast paced: I felt I could undermine those tendencies, even if momentarily, by portraying one writing process through a relaxing, meditative video.
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Themes link these videos. Steve features Morizou, a stuffed being, represented as his muse. Amber uses Caliban, her iguana, as a stand-in for herself, but also as a living being who is somehow integral to the process. Christa’s dog, Ceisaf, makes several appearances, taking walks that become part of the shifting rhythms of her work. In the vignettes that follow, Hannah and Cory independently focus on night travels in cars and public transport through rainy city streets.





A Writer’s Journey: Reflections (Hannah Lee)

The first thing that came to mind when I was assigned the writing process video was an image of Charlie Chaplin from Modern Times, as he gets caught in the cogs of a giant machine—a metaphor for the beginning of my writing process. As I held this image in my mind, other metaphors came into view: wheels turning, representing my mind at work; close-ups of eyes, representing the various sources that I turn to before writing; public transportation, representing the writer’s journey. Images that are ever present in my daily life: images that, when placed together, take on a deeper meaning.
My video camera went with me wherever I went—the bus, the airport, my apartment, my mother’s house. I knew that I wanted to collect a montage of my daily activities, to translate these images, sounds, and words into something that would portray the mundane, yet mind-wrenching activity that is my writing process. 
Notions of stretched and retracted time were invoked. Time seemed to pass by without my noticing as I worked on the video—which is nothing like the dread and procrastination that usually accompanies my typical writing assignments with their ever-present deadlines looming before me. The hours it took to get the various shots of me typing at my computer amount to a few moments in the video. Yet the repetitive, insistent cuts evoke the feeling of stretched time. Quickly paced cuts of the activities that I engage in while not writing—checking my email, going for a walk, getting a drink of water—push their way into my writing process and keep me from it, all the while engaging with it, briskly furthering the process along.
As I look back at the final video, the metaphors that I began with begin to resurface. That first image that I had of Charlie Chaplin has translated itself into out-of-focus city lights—both emblematic of the beginning of my writing process, in which things seem stalled and unclear. The initial image of turning wheels and public transportation has found its way in a more palpable form, through my (and ultimately the viewer’s) point of view in a moving car and bus. The metaphor of eyes signifies the various perspectives and ideas that I’ve gleaned. And the metaphor of the writer’s journey has weaved its way throughout—in a recursive loop that begins with uncertainty, and ends in a moment of breakthrough.
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Writing as a journey is a familiar metaphor. However, writing as a car ride through a rainy night, in a U.S. urban setting, with sad meditative music from the film American Beauty in the background, is not just an abstract journey. It is a specific trip through a landscape and with a particular texture of rhythms—rain on the windows, wipers screeching, the beat of the music. Digital video representation easily foregrounds what print seems to easily elide, that writing is embodied-activity-in-the-world, that it is consciousness in action, that it is saturated with affect and identity, that it is social as writers interact with others (people, sometimes animals, and even things).


Writing for the Eye (Cory Holding)

Video moves metaphor fast as you can blink: two men descend to the subway. This night is New York. A spring breeze comes. But if you listen, I am talking about coffee. You (the viewer) are asked to attend with me this siren song of procrastination: “For those handful of seconds when you’re in line, and then the sort of microseconds when you’re sipping, you have a mini-distraction. You’re not thinking in that half a second that you even can be typing.” Follow the gentlemen around the corner and cut to black.

Sluggish to start, the train blurs to a steady clip, windows revealing in staccato motion the stare and gesture of people you will not see again. But this, with the gnashing hum of acceleration is meant to suggest the subterranean feel of thinking—the fleetingness and precipitation of ideas you must catch to pen. The train shoves into the tunnel. It quiets into voiceover: “Your heart beats a certain way. Sometimes you have an endorphin rush. But I think writing isn’t fun. Um, which is why I’m so massively in need of distraction.”

City lights from a car window fade from focus to dull edged coins of orange, blue, white, and flicker with every quick passing obstruction: “You just want time to kind of yawn. Between sit-downs to write, you just want time to stop. This translates to a certain amount of dread. And the funny thing is, the more you allow those interims between writing episodes to open up, the worse you feel.” Here the city lights taper into long even lines of suspension cables. I am asking you please to come across the bridge.

Finally, certain exasperation behind us, the mad dash comes. And here you have me running down the street a pace nothing short of hell-bent. My form is not pretty, but does in the heaviest handed way what I ask of it: “Finishing makes me happy. It’s like going through a full bottle of shampoo. You get to the end, and you may think ‘wow, I lived through another whole bottle of shampoo.’ You’re going through life. It’s a wonder. So you finish a paper, and you may think ‘well, that’s another sign of me on this earth!’”
It is asking a lot, this revelation, I know. But thank you for making the journey.
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Toward an agenda for ubiquitous literate activity in a digital age

Whether aimed at narrative accounts or metaphoric representations, these digital video versions of literate tales feel intensely personal and yet are indexically anchored in the social and material ecologies of the day. They also produce recurring patterns and commonalities across vignettes—perhaps the product of common socialization and schooling, shared landscapes of representational conventions, the given tasks and available technologies, all further revealing the interconnecting web of ubiquitous literacies. Digital technologies afford new means of capturing the dispersed threads of literate activity that ultimately get woven together to form a particular text, event, object, or person. They open up a new opportunity space for learning, for reflecting upon and trying to communicate such dispersed and situated literate activity and what it means to our lives and social relations. Working to represent (in words, images, and sound) our processes of inquiry and writing can reshape the way we experience and situate literate activity in our lives.. When compared to drawings (see Prior & Shipka, 2003), the videos offer different representations of the textures of place and practice. They tend to provide a much sharper feel of affect, mood and rhythm. They are visually denser than the drawn pictures, though we hasten to note that the drawings were usually mediated by talk and gesture as writers explained their visual representations whereas the videos are composed to be stand-alone “performances.” Taken together, these reflective, representational practices (penned drawings, situated talk and gesture, video) all work in particular ways to underscore the necessity for new learning paradigms that highlight the dispersed times and places in which knowledge is constructed. Ubiquitous computing has re-mediated and amplified these possibilities of ubiquitous learning, but there is no guarantee that old models of learning will not persist unless we vigilantly attend to the complexity of the literate encounters and ideologies that shape our disciplines and our lives. 

These reflections on the ubiquity of writing and learning also begin to suggest how digital media tools can extend research into literate practices. Yet, when confined to print, they fall short of communicating the richness of these representations of writers’ lived worlds. Although we have illustrated the reflections with still images culled from the videos, this print presentation suffers without a digital format. Until we have publishing venues that regularly feature digital texts alongside their print counterparts, researchers will have difficulty doing justice to the new meanings and identities that people continually assemble and re-assemble though language, literate exchange, digital media, and the “things” of everyday living.


Readings and References

The texts we cited in the opening paragraph of this chapter all highlight key dimensions of the ubiquitous nature of literate activity and literate lives. We would also note similar perspectives in rhetoric (e.g., Nystrand & Duffy, 2003), in Deweyan pragmatics (e.g., Bruce, in press), and in Bazerman’s (2007) expansive introduction to the field of Writing Studies. As in the work of the New London group, we find especially valuable those who recognize the importance of connecting literate activity with an “active, willed human process” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000, p. 203). Other research intended to expand this line of thinking includes “Re-situating and re-mediating the canons: A cultural-historical remapping of rhetorical activity” (Prior, et al., in press), “Re-Designing Digital Literacies in the 21st Century” (Hawisher, et al., 2007), as well as recent work in the journal Computers and Composition. 
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