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Abstract 

 
This study investigates the processes and products of multimodal and multi-

authored digital media composition. Using ethnographic case study and Mediated 

Discourse Analysis (Norris & Jones, 2005), this study focuses specifically on the digital 

media composition of radio and film documentaries, examining struggle among students, 

media, and technology as vehicles for knowledge construction and social position.  

(Erstad & Silseth, 2008; Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte, & Cain, 1998). Drawing on the 

work of Bakhtin (1981, 1986) and Nelson and Hull (2008), struggle is theorized as a 

diverse “heteroglossia” or “many-voiced-ness,” inherent in all acts of communication, in 

particular digital media texts.  

 Conducted in an diverse, urban high school, data was collected from a variety of 

sources including field notes, class work, final media projects, and several hours of audio 

and video footage of students’ collaborative process. Findings reveal intense engagement 

in the digital media composition process, often fueled by struggle surrounding media 

selections. Analysis of both the collaborative production process and final media products 

reveals a series of multimodal struggles in which students appropriate certain modes of 

communication within the documentary (e.g. sound, video, interviews, or voice over) in 

order to express nuanced views on the issue that may or may not be shared by the whole 

group. In gaining a deeper understanding of the struggles involved in the process of 

collaborative digital media composition, it becomes clear that literacy practices involve a 

continual negotiation among the various people, technology, and media involved.  Such 

nuanced depictions of literacy provide theoretical infrastructure and frameworks both for 
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researchers, who seek to impact policy related to literacy instruction, and teachers who 

continually guide students in their search and appropriation of a media voice. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Digital Media Composition as space of self-authoring 

 

  Every morning I watch Aaron1, a high school junior, as he walks into class, sits at 

his desk and starts up his laptop.  He uses his laptop, an older model without Internet 

capabilities, to take notes and write papers. The ritual of bringing his laptop to class is 

tremendously important to him. It communicates to his classmates, who tinker with their 

smart phones and iPads, that he too is tech savvy. Yet, upon talking with Aaron for just a 

few minutes about his laptop, it becomes clear that his skills with the laptop do not go 

beyond word-processing, thus leaving him behind more affluent and tech-savvy students 

in his classroom and across the nation  

  Unfortunately the situation described above is not uncommon. Such inequalities 

persist in access to technology, thus limiting opportunities for low-income youth like 

Aaron to learn the digital literacy skills required for school success. While efforts to 

confront this “digital divide” have increased access to hardware and Internet availability, 

these changes address only part of the issue.  A vast disparity continues in opportunities 

for students to meaningfully engage with digital media, a problem some are calling the 

“participation gap” (Jenkins et al., 2006). While more affluent media users often create 

media in a variety of online spaces, low-income youth have fewer opportunities to 

participate and compose across media, leading to a gap in learning key digital literacy 

practices that enhance communication, creativity, and critical thinking, the hallmarks of 

                                                
1 All names used are pseudonyms. 
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academic and civic involvement. Hence, conversations of technological equity must shift 

away from a sole focus on access to hardware to an emphasis on opportunities to engage 

and participate with digital media.   

  To address this participation gap, K-college schools have been called upon to 

provide meaningful opportunities to engage with technology and compose using digital 

media. One must ask, therefore, what constitutes meaningful participation, what 

influences students’ decisions to participate, and how does that participation impact 

students’ abilities to learn literacy practices that promote academic achievement? One 

approach to increasing opportunities for meaningful engagement with technology has 

been through incorporating digital media production into core academic courses, such as 

language arts, social studies, science, and mathematics. Although digital media 

production, referred to in this work as Digital Media Composition (hereafter DMC), is a 

popular mode of composition among youth individually, it often occurs in schools as a 

collaborative process that comes with unique conflicts and tensions.  This dissertation 

study examines how these collaborative partnerships with people, technology, and media 

serve to motivate, complicate, and at times hinder engagement in learning with 

technology. 

As we shall see in the chapters to follow, when creating opportunities for students 

to compose digital media texts, it is essential to consider the impact of audience on the 

process and product. If granted access to media of their choice and audiences beyond that 

of the teacher, students will struggle in their pursuit to make a piece of media that fits 

their personal needs, the needs of their peers as well as those of the teacher and other 
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audiences. Enhancing the productive struggle of the process is that students must 

consider the media content they plan to use, often from popular culture, and ask 

themselves how different audiences may interpret the content differently. Layered atop 

this is the ongoing struggle of the various visions at work in each of the other group 

members’ heads. Considered collectively, the messiness and struggle amid these various 

media collaborations open important realms of learning that converge academic, personal 

and civic goals, a reality that some argue demands new models for understanding 

composition, its learning process and instruction (Yancey, 2008).  

If so, we must ask if print-based writing concepts such as invention, drafting, style 

and voice are still relevant for purposes of description and instruction. Also we need to 

understand the ways in which bringing together multiple modes of expression such as 

image, sound, song, and video allow for new forms of conflict and struggle.  What are the 

potentials and pitfalls of these new forms of struggle? How might closer readings and 

viewings or heightened experiences with media, including popular culture texts, help 

teachers better understand the social positions of students while also promoting their 

continued engagement in academic learning? In order to understand the messy 

entanglements of this media composition process, we must first explore what is meant by 

struggle, multimodality, and identity. 

 

Defining Struggle 

Helpful in unpacking the multiple levels of struggle in media production, has been 

the work of Russian literary theorist, Mikhail Bakhtin (1981, 1986), whose notion of 
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“heteroglossia” or “many-voiced-ness” of language helps to illustrate the continuous 

struggle at work in any attempt to utter meaning. According to Bakhtin, the production of 

speech is never static and absolute in its meaning. Rather every utterance is spoken into a 

social context, that animates multiple languages, voices, and/or flavors of meaning.  As 

Bakhtin describes, 

Our speech, that is, all our utterances (including our creative works), is filled with 

others' words, varying degrees of otherness or varying degrees of "our-own-ness," 

varying degrees of awareness and detachment. These words of others carry with 

them their own expression, their own evaluative tone, which we assimilate, 

rework, and re-accentuate. (1986, p. 89) 

These differing degrees of otherness and are pulled in different, often opposite directions.  

Bakhtin categorized the various forces pulling the voices to be either “centripetal,” 

enforcing an adherence to convention and dominant narratives, or “centrifugal,” 

promoting a tendency to invent new forms of expression.   

A crucial element impacting the pull and torque of these forces is the 

“addressivity” of the utterance, in other words, the extent to which the utterance is geared 

toward a specific audience.  The desired impact on an assumed audience will heavily 

influence the style or “our-own-ness” of the utterance’s delivery, as Bakhtin explains, 

Both the composition and the style of the utterance depend on those to whom this 

utterance is addressed, how the writer senses and imagines his addressees, and the 

force of their effect on the utterance. (1986, p. 95) 
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In this sense, attention to audience becomes yet another source of struggle contributing to 

the dynamic push, pull, and torque of voices.  

Such forces of addressivity are crucial to understanding the impact of audience in 

composition of digital media texts. Nelson and Hull (2008) extend Bakhtin’s notion of 

addressivity to a media context, describing new media authorship as “double-articulated 

composition” (p. 124).  Not to be confused with Bakhtin’s notion of “double voicing,” 

double articulation involves multiple tensions in tension with each other. In other words 

double articulation represents not only a presence of inconsistent voices but an 

intersection of voices, which compete for prominence. Nelson and Hull argue that the 

strain of such interferences become centripetal forces encouraging expression in 

conventional ways rather than forging original genres of expression. 

Whether the struggle occurs via double-voicing, double-articulation or both, it is 

clear that DMC documentary involves struggle on multiple levels: 1) that of the 

interviewees’ heteroglossia, 2) the voices already embedded within the sound and visual 

media layered alongside the interview excerpts, and 3) the various voices evoked by the 

content creator in editing or “packaging” the interview excerpts, music, and images for a 

given audience, or addressivity.  For example, as chapter 5 will further illustrate, a 

student, or content creator wants to use an excerpt from an interview subject that in itself 

contains a double-voicing that suggests racist or discriminatory perspectives (level 1 

struggle). To avoid audience rejection of the media piece as a whole, the content creator 

layers the interview excerpt with music that he feels will dilute the interview content, 

hoping to render it less offensive to the viewers (level 3 struggle). Yet embedded within 
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the chosen music is another set of struggles unknown to the student that may or may not 

impact audience engagement (level 2 struggle). Such struggles are complex and often 

unruly, contributing to a simultaneous interweaving and unraveling of expression within 

multiple contexts and across diverse modes.  The ongoing push and pull of struggle 

catalyzes learning and production of new, and at times emancipatory, knowledges, a 

process Erstad and Silseth (2008, p. 219) call “epistemic agency.” These numerous 

voices and knowledges then converge into a single, albeit multi-voiced, media text. These 

potentials for knowledge and agency are of particular interest when looking at the 

collaborative composition of documentary media texts among adolescents in school 

contexts.  More specifically, how might composition using various modes of expression 

beyond print and within a media-rich context, allow for a dialogic interplay of ideas and 

understanding related to social contexts and stance? 

 

Defining Multimodality 

 As Nelson and Hull (2008) suggest in their discussion of “double articulation,” the 

struggle of voices and expression looks different when the texts are multimodal or the 

text is mediated across multiple actions and contexts.  When considering voice in new 

media contexts we must attend to the multimodal and cinematic elements of expression, 

which often decenter print to emphasize sound, image and movement as mediational 

means. 

 Multimodal Expression. Kress and Van Leeuwen (2001) define multimodality as 

“the use of several semiotic modes in the design of a semiotic product or event, together 
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with the particular way in which these modes are combined” and that those combinations 

can be complimentary or hierarchical (p. 20). These multimodal combinations provide for 

new forms of meaning. When considering struggle and conflict, however, it is important 

to examine how these modes are combined. Kress and Mitchell in particular describe this 

combining as an “orchestration” or “braiding” of modes (qtd. in Hull & Nelson, 2005, p. 

238).  

 When considering how multiple modes interact within a nonlinear, recursive 

process, some scholars have found that certain modes, such as the visual, take precedence 

as organizing forces within the narrative (Ranker, 2007; Hull & Nelson, 2005). In other 

words, the visual modes of meaning interact within certain patterns, forming a visual 

grammar that not only impacts meaning for the media viewer but also influences the 

meaning making processes involved when media users create content.  

Illustrating the precedence of certain modes, Nelson, Hull & Roche-Smith (2008) 

forward the notions of “fixity” and “fluidity” to describe forces at work when combining 

modes.   For Nelson et al. “fixity” describes the multimodal cohesion of linguistic 

narratives with visual texts that occurs in DMC.  For Nelson et al. (2008), images and 

language each exercise their own spatial and temporal organizations, or “semiotic 

logics,” that can “mutually contextualize one another, thereby constituting chronotopes, 

but of a multimodal kind” (p. 420).  In other words, the combining of visual and narrative 

modes gives birth to “multimodal chronotopes,” or time-space continua within the text, 

that are solidified through the merging of the two modes.  Yet in creating these new time-

space continua, Nelson et al. argue, that new, irreducible forms of representing meaning 
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and “truth,” emerge. These new forms of truth are not without conflict.  In fact it is the 

“fluidity” of these modal combinations as they travel across time and contexts that make 

them resistant to fixed meanings, which can ultimately conflict with author intention.   

Nelson et al. (2008) illustrate such multimodal conflict across time in their 

example of a content creator who composed a media piece as a young adult that 

experienced high visibility and circulation via online social networks. Yet as the content 

creator grew older and changed his views on issues, he experienced resistance to 

audience members perceiving him as a person different from the person presented in the 

media piece.  In other words, the modes of linguistic and visual expression in the media 

piece accomplished such fixity of meaning and fluidity of circulation, that years later its 

representation of truth has greater power (among some audiences) than representations 

presented by the content creator in the flesh. 

Gibbons (2010) further examines the spatio-temporal conflicts of multimodality 

that can occur. In her discussion of youth media as “moving artifacts” that travel across 

time and space, Gibbons argues that the significance of modal choices shifts as the 

composers revise and distribute their media.  This focus on the movement and circulation 

of texts highlights the need to consider the paths of distribution and the imagined 

audiences along those paths. Although this recursive interaction of multiple modes, texts, 

and contexts also occurs in print-based literacy practices, the process and its intricacies 

are further intensified within digital media composition, wherein combining of visual 

modes and distribution of media beyond the context of creation are often a given. In this 
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sense, media users must negotiate ever-shifting hierarchies of modalities across different 

composing contexts. 

 

 

Cinematic Expression. In addition to scholars focusing specifically on 

multimodality, there are other scholars approaching issues of multimodal expression, 

instead through discourses of film studies. To begin, Halverson (2010) draws on both 

multimodal analysis (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001) and film concepts such as mise-en-

scene and cinematography to define “phases” and “transitions” as core analytic units for 

studying identity construction in the process of media production. In using mise-en-

scene, Halverson is able to identify ways in which the director or composer frames an 

image to create different settings, a stylistic practice that in the example provided, 

emphasizes the theme of conflicting worldviews. Piazza (2010) also uses mise-en-scene 

to identify “vectors,” or visual patterns among characters and objects in the screen.  

Piazza analyzes how these vectors coincide or conflict with a movie’s dialogue in their 

co-construction of character identities and self-narratives.  

Drawing on the film theory of Vivian Sobchack (2004), who argues for an 

embodied understanding of film consumption, Weaver & Britt (2008) emphasize the 

concept of “montage” to describe the ways in which directors attempt to communicate 

with their audiences.  Weaver and Britt define montage as the “governing organization of 

the film,” or “layout of shots in selective conjunction with one another” (p. 29–30).  For 

purposes of their argument, Weaver and Britt focus specifically on “productive 
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montage,” which they describe as “layout with a motive” (p. 30).  It is through productive 

montage, that Weaver and Britt explain how directors create illusions of reality in ways 

that shape how spectators position themselves within the films they watch.  As Weaver 

and Britt describe, 

“Productive montage” is a conduit for meaning-making. Opening up opportunities  

for the filmmaker to communicate with the audience and for the audience to 

respond, it is the portal through which the spectator is able to observe, experience, 

and absorb film as a representation of reality (p. 30-31). 

In reading Weaver and Britt’s description of “productive montage” as multimodal vehicle 

to interact with audiences, I can’t help but think of the creative agents or student 

producers involved in this event.  While it is easy to become distracted by all of the 

technology and thus overlook the bodies involved in DMC, Weaver and Britt herald the 

need to consider the media creator as a spectator as well.  Positioning student media 

makers as both content creators and spectators requires that we consider the identity work 

enacted during the process of DMC.  

 

Defining Identity as Social Position 

An interest in identities and how their reception and construction impact literacy 

learning is not a new line of inquiry. Influenced by the frameworks of anthropology, 

cultural studies and post-structural theory, many researchers, beginning in the 1970’s, 

came to view identity as an important lens to analyze literacy, learning, schools and 

society (Gee, 1999). An often-cited review of research on identity and literacy organizes 
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the history of research into three waves of influence (Lewis & del Valle, 2009). The first 

wave presents identity as fixed and often leading to cultural conflict, the second wave 

focusing on identities as shifting, performative and continually negotiated, and the third 

wave viewing identity as improvisational and metadiscursive, a hybrid composition of 

interactions across global and local contexts. The second and third waves embrace 

identity as social and deeply intertwined with literacy.  While identity proves to be a 

versatile construct to understand the socially situated aspects of language, power, and 

ultimately literacy, Moje and Luke (2009) urge researchers to consider carefully their 

uses of the construct, arguing that the different theories of identity have “widely different 

implications” for how we perceive of literacy.  

Viewing the research on identity and literacy as informed by different 

epistemological assumptions, we are able to note how the social practices related to 

identity and its formation change as communication technologies open up new spaces and 

ways to participate with peers. Not only are media users able to communicate with others 

across the globe via various routes: peer-to-peer,  peer-to-many, asynchronous, or 

synchronous, but they are also able to create and publish content using multiple modes of 

expression: linguistic, audio, graphic, etc. This consumption and production of 

multimodal content is often motivated by social relations forged and maintained by 

sharing content in specific new media spaces. It is for this reason that I represent 

identities as a constant social positioning, or positionality, rather than as a defined self or 

narrative. In other words, identities are things/activities/practices we do, not products we 

produce. 
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Looking at identity as positionality attends to the various spaces of interaction and 

communication while also noting the movement in and across these spaces.  Originally 

coined by sociologist Anthony Giddens (1979), “positionality” states that every idea, 

action, or decision locates itself somewhere within the social fabric of meaning.  Nothing 

is neutral, rather, these positions are tagged with various markers such as gender, race, 

class, etc., each with their own ideological implications. Embedded within the metaphor 

of space, positionality allows for understanding identity as a collection of practies or 

movements that claim stances, and align with or distance themselves from others. 

Loosened from overpowering constructs of linearity and discourse, positionality permits 

an embodied understanding of identity. As we shall see in the DMC processes analyzed 

in the chapters to come, meaning making and its corresponding identity work occur 

across contexts. Whether it happens on-site while gathering video footage, or steeped in 

the multimedia richness of sound editing, the highly mediated actions of media 

composition forge new spaces for considering how to interact and communicate with 

others. 

 Helping to deepen my understanding of identity as social positioning is the work 

of Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte, & Cain (1998), who present the notion of “figured 

worlds” to explain the ways in which humans are able to create imaginary worlds, built 

on collections of “as if” conditions.  These collectively figured worlds inspire new 

actions and habits of interaction with others. Building on Bakhtin, Holland et al. describe 

identity and agency as an ongoing process of self-authoring. Holland et al. name this 

ongoing process as “the space of authoring,” where persons take up various mediational 
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resources to make sense of their surroundings and articulate various understandings of 

themselves or identities. Pairing this constructive space with Vygotsky’s notion of zone 

of proximal development, they describe this space as a “broad venue, where social 

languages meet generically and accentually, semantically and indexically, freighted with 

the valences of power, position and privilege” (p. 191, 1998). In other words, there is a 

co-presence of voices, yet not all voices hold the same authority, making for a continuous 

tug of war among a multitude of stances.  I am drawn to Soep’s (2006) representation of 

this strained multi-voicedness as “crowded talk,” which emphasizes both the plurality of 

voices and unequal distribution of space and volume in the context.  In this sense, some 

voices are muted while others claim positions that allow for greater circulation.  

Just as the space of authoring is broad and unequally distributed, so too are the 

articulations of identity or position. For some, the self-authoring represents various forms 

of resistance against authoritative voices, as where for others, more experienced with the 

interplay of discourses, such self-authoring affords opportunities to claim an “authorial 

stance” (p.183), or social position.  Whether resisting or claiming a stance, Holland et al., 

like Bakhtin, highlight the importance of struggle to disrupt habituated stances in order to 

bring about shifts or changes in positionality. 

With the idea of struggle among ideas, people, and modes of expression as a 

catalyst for learning, I would like to look at the process of digital media composition as a 

socially steeped and multimodaly rich “space of authoring” for students. Documentary 

DMC in particular offers a fruitful space of authoring to observe the enactments and 

positioning of various social stances. 
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Digital Media Composition and Identity 

Several scholars and community activists have examined the use of various forms 

of digital media composition (DMC) to engage youth in academic, cultural, and civic 

activities (cf. Goodman, 2003; Lambert, 2008; Hill & Vasudevan, 2008). Research on the 

use of DMC in school contexts has focused primarily on the composing process of media 

production, revealing various modes and routes of composing meaning (cf. Bruce, 2009; 

Gilje, 2010; Ranker, 2008). Perhaps most promising are the many studies that focus on 

the potential of DMC to engage youth in identity exploration (cf. Halverson, 2010; Hull 

& Nelson, 2005; Nelson & Hull, 2008).  

While all of the focus on DMC’s potential for literacy learning and competency 

development is encouraging, attending to just the literacy skills alone fails to consider the 

social dynamics of the DMC process. From the viewpoint of the media user, the 

attainment of key literacy practices, both traditional and new, may not be seen as 

“empowered participation.”  Rather, the media users may view the literacy practices as 

vehicles to performing social identities for diverse audiences. In other words, creating 

remix videos for peers may be less about deliberate remixing and disrupting of dominant 

narratives and more for purposes of performing identities of political or technological 

savvy.  To address the interplay of identity and literacy, we must consider the 

possibilities for engagement that DMC offers. How does DMC invite active exploration 

of identity, construction of community narratives, and political engagement?  And, how 

can these various spaces for cultural participation and self-authoring be empowering in 
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ways that promote equity? In other words, how can attention to social positioning in 

school-sanctioned curriculum garner continued engagement in academic learning? 

 

Geographies for Self-Authoring and Social Positioning. 

Writing, in its print-base form, has long been praised as a medium for personal 

exploration and expression, an identity practice that Deborah Brandt (2001) calls “self-

sponsored writing.” The multimodality and interactive features of new media allow for 

performances and publication of the self that take on heightened diversification and 

visibility.  Lewis & del Valle (2007) link the increased availability of multimodal features 

among digital technologies to an increased potential for shifting identity positions. In 

other words, the digital technologies of DMC allow media users more options for 

interpretation and representation of themselves 

DMC, including its various forms (e.g. digital storytelling, documentary 

filmmaking, media remix, etc.) is often presented as providing a generative space and 

process for creative exploration, formulation, and revision of individual identities (cf. 

Erstad, Gilje, Sefton-Green, & Vasbo, 2009; Ranker, 2008a). In many cases, these 

processes are forwarded as empowering or “agentive” for media users (cf. Hill & 

Vasudevan, 2008; Hull & Katz, 2006; Lam, 2006; Vasudevan, Schultz & Bateman, 

2010).  For some scholars it is the multimodal nature of DMC that allows for a continual 

negotiation of identity.  As Ranker (2007) and Nelson et al. (2008) describe above, it is 

through a process of negotiation across modes, media and “semiotic logics” that 

individuals are able to rewrite and re-represent themselves in empowered ways (Hull & 
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Katz, 2006; Hull & Nelson, 2005; Lambert, 2006; Pleasants, 2008; Vasudevan, 2006a; 

2006b).  

In some cases the multimodal exploration allows for a revision of academic 

identities. Some scholars argue that it is through the increased modes and opportunities to 

participate that some students are motivated to engage in school-sanctioned activities in 

ways that promote their literacy learning and revision of identities (Vasudevan, Schultz & 

Bateman, 2010). Lam (2000, 2006) and Black (2005, 2006), in particular, have studied 

how English Language Learners (ELLs) use online resources to design and build 

identities of empowered literacy online, which contradict labels of language deficient 

ascribed to them by educational institutions. Vasudevan (2006a) experienced similar 

identity negotiations when working with urban youth who used digital storytelling to 

revise school-based identities of “low-literacy” or “at risk” to identities of literate 

competency. 

For others, the multimodal complexity allows for a revision of social and/or 

cultural identities. These practices of identity revision have also been said to be 

transformative and empowering (Lambert, 2006; Vasudevan 2006b). Video maker and 

public health consultant Amy Hill in particular has tapped into the creative potentials of 

digital storytelling in her work with victims of domestic abuse (Lambert, 2006). Hill 

views digital storytelling as a medium for healing, where victims take control of 

situations through multimodal retellings that recast themselves as empowered survivors 

rather than passive victims.  In other words, through the process of DMC, wherein users 

appropriate images, ideas, and music, storytellers are able to reposition themselves within 
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different identity discourses, discourses that allow one to continue participation within 

new media spaces in ways that not only promote literacy learning but also produce an 

alternative mix of identities and realities. 

For others the identity revision is more explicit in its representation of alternative 

identities. In their description of “multimodal counternarratives,” Curwood and Gibbons 

(2010) describe the DMC process of one youth, Tommy, who identifies as Asian and gay.  

Through DMC, Tommy is able to remix the poetry of Whitman and Hughes along with 

sound and visuals to assert his identity as a “viable American,” in ways that challenge 

notions of masculinity and nationalism. In other words, it is through a creative 

juxtaposition of modes and media, or media remix, that Tommy is able to redefine what it 

means, “to be and sing America.”  

In both cases, whether revision of academic or social identities, it is through 

DMC, with its creative layering of multiple modes, that media users are able to intermix 

and disrupt identity discourses. Through a creative intermixing of identity discourses, 

media users are able to author themselves rather than accept the sometimes-limiting 

identities projected onto them by institutions. 

 

Geographies for Collective Community Narration 

In addition to the benefits DMC offers individuals in terms of literacy learning and 

identity revision, the medium forges spaces for exploration and construction of 

community narratives. As with any composition, a collective narrative is often shaped by 
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the context, either current events that have mobilized communities to define themselves 

or the shared goals of the specific DMC program.  

In some cases the presentation of community narratives via DMC are explicit in 

their presentation of alternative discourse and content (Hill & Vasudevan, 2008; Lambert, 

2006; Riecken et al., 2006). Filmmaker and media activist Thenmozhi Soundararajan 

argues that those misrepresented by mainstream media must use the new forms of digital 

media, such as digital storytelling, to advance initiatives for equality.  As she describes 

her media work in India, 

For us to take our struggle to the next level we need to produce our own media, 

we need to be the ones that define what our own images are like, because all 

throughout our history, other people were defining who we were.  We were given 

the name, Untouchables, by the Hindus, and given the name “Scheduled Castes” 

by the British (qtd. in Lambert, 2006, p. 126).   

In this case, DMC is presented as a vehicle for revising cultural narratives through a 

strategic blending of personal experience with unofficial and official discourses.  Such 

media has the potential to galvanize grassroots political organizing and even bring about 

radical social change. 

Similar in purpose to activist filmmaker Thenmozhi, Riecken et al. (2006) 

describe the work of adolescent Aboriginal filmmakers who use the visual medium of 

DMC to represent their cultures and selves in ways that free them from the "cognitive 

imperialism" (p. 282) of print-based forms of communication. Through production of a 

series of public service announcement videos on health and hygiene, the adolescent 
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media makers are able to create media and represent themselves in ways that actively 

resist identities of cultural and intellectual deficiency ascribed to them by European 

educational systems.  

In other cases, the geographies for community narration take root in DMC 

programs that make explicit their purposes of supporting community agendas. In their 

comparative case study of two youth media programs, Halverson, Lowenhaupt, Gibbons, 

and Bass (2009) focus specifically on how the identity and stated missions of a youth 

media program can impact the DMC process.  In the case of In Progress, a youth media 

program in St. Paul, MN, that focuses on empowerment via community building, 

Halverson et al. note that both the DMC process and final products reflect a community-

based identity.  To illustrate this community identity, Halverson et al. describe how one 

digital video, Life on the Reservation, clearly asserts a collective identity through 

repeated use of the pronouns “we” and “us” in the voice over. Moreover, the video 

features visuals that feature multiple people as defining, all of which focus audiences on 

the narration of a community experience rather than an individual story.  In this sense, the 

media makers are able to collectively redefine and re-represent their indigenous 

community as bound and “of one Nation” in sharp contrast to dominant narratives that 

present their communities as fragmented and/or “lost.” 

 Halverson et al. (2009) claim that this focus on community identities serves to de-

center the common emphasis on individual expression within DMC. To further explore 

the notion of community identities, they posit the notion of “viable community identities” 

as a way to examine how media users must work to compose identities that are both 
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“viable” and “community” oriented.  They must be viable in that they claim legitimacy 

amid dominant narratives that tightly police boundaries of normal and “community-

based” in that they are able to contribute to a “larger sense of self.”  As we shall see in 

the chapters to come, this struggle for a viable community identity is often observed in 

the DMC process.  Composing in groups of three, group members must identify a 

common ground and worthwhile topic for their work together, a process that inspires 

much collective social positioning throughout the entire DMC process. 

 
 
Geographies of Political Engagement 

In looking at the potential of DMC to heighten contribution to the “larger selves” 

mentioned above, there appear a growing number of studies that focus specifically on the 

potentials of DMC to forge spaces for civic engagement and political participation. 

One form of DMC that has shown potential for political engagement has been that 

of political remix (cf. Dietel-McLaughlin, 2009; Dubisar and Palmeri, 2010; Ridolfo & 

DeVoss, 2009).  Dubisar and Palmeri (2010) in particular, present three case studies of 

students, who used DMC for purposes of political remix in their college writing courses.  

The students were asked to do a “Rhetorical remix assignment,” in which they created a 

remix of a political speech or other videos using political discourse. Through cutting and 

juxtaposing elements of audio and video media, the students created original texts that 

dealt with current political rhetoric. In addition to helping students develop key rhetorical 

skills, Dubisar and Palmeri (2010) claim that DMC provides a vehicle to heightened 
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political voice and civic participation in ways that make possible a “digital activist 

rhetoric” (p. 88).  

A similar form of civic participation has been noted in China, where a handful of 

media theorists have begun to explore the appropriation-based form of DMC in China, 

known as “Egao” (Esarey & Qiang, 2008; Gong & Yang, 2010; Zhang, 2010). Egao, an 

emerging genre of online parody especially popular among Chinese youth, is made via a 

remixing of popular and political media content through use of new digital technologies 

that make access and revision of cultural texts easy to accomplish (e.g. iMovie and 

Photoshop). Zhang (2010) in particular, analyzes the recent surge in popularity of Egao. 

While not as politically charged as the “culture jamming” of Adbusters, etc., Egao is said 

to be done “just for fun” or as an “outlet to political resentment, dissatisfaction, or 

boredom” (p. 16).  While Egao may be presented as mere fun, it has been described as a 

media practice based in appropriation that has in turn “created a unique identity for Egao 

practitioners and fans” (p. 13).  In this sense, while the DMC practice of Egao is not 

positioned as deliberately trying to challenge and revise dominant cultural narratives, it 

does allow for construction of agentive identities, in the form of the Egao community 

members. Through use of DMC, Egao members are able to collectively express 

“resentment, dissatisfaction and boredom” with the current political situation.   

Described by others as “strategic re-appropriation” (Ridolfo & DeVoss, 2009) or 

“irreverent composition” (Dietel-McLaughlin, 2009) these forms of political remix are 

often seen as a form of resistance to current political climates, and/or initiatives. While 

these practices may not effect direct political change on a national level, they can be seen 



   22 

 

as empowering on micro levels of individual identity work, and on global levels of 

raising international awareness. In this sense, political remix can become spaces, albeit 

seemingly playful, for cultural and political resistance. 

 For some DMC organizations, civic participation and/or political resistance are 

not positioned as playful practices but rather central agendas for DMC. As the media 

programs described by Kotilainen and Rantala (2009) assert, the development of 

geographies for political engagement is key to the completion of youth civic projects and 

hence civic cultures.  In particular, they consider “media culture as an action space for 

young citizens, in which it is possible to develop new practices and civic identities” (p. 

662). While some might label certain youth as “disengaged” when it comes to media 

participation related to politics (cf. Livingston et al. 2004), Kotilainen and Rantala have 

identified four types of civic participation, which they title, “Types of Civic Identities in 

Relation to Media.”  They categorize these DMC positions as “Seekers, Communalists, 

Communicators, Activists” (p. 671), which they feel more adequately describe youth 

media participation, including those who may appear to be disengaged but are perhaps 

participating in other more local/traditional forms of media, that have less visibility. 

 In either case be it playful political exploration as in the case of Chinese Egao, or 

the more deliberate political media content described by Kotilainen and Rantala (2009), 

DMC makes possible new routes to engage with political discourse in ways that heighten 

awareness and promote continued participation in political conversations. 

 

DMC Critique as Emancipatory Participation 
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While popular conceptions of DMC may view such engagement as a playful 

mimicking  of the “leisure practices” observed in the work of other media users (Drotner, 

2008b), or limited in its capacity to directly change economic structures (cf. Van Dijck, 

2009), this mimicking of the leisure can become the groundwork for empowered cultural 

participation when used to deliberately present identities that challenge dominant 

narratives. In the examples of individual identity revision, collective community 

narration, and political engagement described above it is clear that DMC provides a 

productive struggle for self-authorship. In all of these cases media users were able to 

exploit the DMC process for purposes of cultural participation and redesign. 

Curwood and Gibbons (2010) describe this empowered participation as 

“multimodal counternarrative,” wherein media users access multiple modes and media to 

forward identities that “resist master narratives and restrictive cultural ideologies” (p. 60). 

In addition to reconsidering these leisure practices as deliberate counternarratives, they 

must also be seen as more than casual explorations but actual practices of knowledge 

production (Drotner, 2008b). Such knowledge production can be an empowering route to 

cultural participation and creative problem solving, a practice that Erstad and Silseth 

(2008) call “epistemic agency.” 

Building on Bakhtin’s notion of multivoicedness and Scardamalia’s (2002) focus 

on conflict and knowledge advancement, media scholars Erstad and Silseth (2008) 

describe epistemic agency as “the ability to create new knowledge and craft an identity 

by drawing on different voices” (p. 219).  Furthermore they present DMC as promoting 

the dialogic exploration of ideas and concepts necessary for students to claim epistemic 
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agency and thus active and authoritative roles within school contexts. Such agentive 

stances promote the development of critical stances as noted by McKenzie (2006). 

McKenzie (2006), in her review of several youth media projects, identified youth 

media as mode of resistance to dominant narratives and representation of gender, class, 

and race. She identified six modes of resistance that she saw in the youth media work. 

These stances of resistance include: 1) Exploring awareness; 2) inactive caring; 3) 

thinking differently; 4) lifestyle activism; 5) impacting the world; and 6) contingent 

agency. McKenzie explains that these modes of resistance differ depending on the 

context, but in all cases help students to develop activist identities through creating 

alternative media. 

With more people participating in the production of cultural content and sharing 

this content with peers via interactive web 2.0 technologies, media content becomes more 

heterogeneous, and multivocal, in other words more representative of a community’s 

values and desires (Burgess, 2006; Couldry, 2008; Lambert, 2006; Riecken et al., 2006). 

In many cases, this everyday media content is composed of personal stories, 

presented using unofficial discourses and content for the purpose of disrupting 

communicative norms (Burgess, 2006; Lambert, 2006). This more diverse representation 

of voices and perspectives allows for changes in social imaginaries of self, community, 

nation, and society.   

Burgess (2006) in particular, discusses digital storytelling’s potential for what she 

calls “vernacular creativity,” a process of cultural production wherein media users 

actively/creatively participate in the production and revision of culture using unofficial 
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discourses/modes/media. Of interest is Burgess’ focus on the “ordinary voices” of digital 

storytelling, and how these voices, while perhaps laden with common narrative genres 

that some may describe as cliché, represent the blending of formal and informal 

communication practices into a shared language that builds peer-to-peer relations and 

social connectivity (p. 211). In other words, DMC along with its related sites of 

distribution provide a surge in vernacular media content, which challenges mainstream 

media representations of reality, while also connecting those with similar interests, be 

they social, political, commercial, or a combination of all three. 

Couldry (2008a; 2008b; 2010), in particular, compares the democratizing 

potentials of digital storytelling to that of the book when it first emerged as a medium of 

content distribution.  Focusing specifically on how the book changed social practices and 

the uses of institutional spaces, Couldry (2008a) argues that digital storytelling forms of 

DMC exhibit the same potentials in that they offer personal stories as viable media 

content and that these narratives travel outside dominant infrastructures of media 

production, creating decentralized spaces for social interaction and cultural production.  

These DMC opportunities for agentive knowledge production, critical stance 

formation, and cultural redesign through “vernacular media” converge and establish over 

time invitations and repositories for what Luke (2004) calls “redressive texts.” Much like 

the counternarratives described above, redressive texts are creative texts that challenge 

structural notions of normal.  Luke argues that such redressive texts are the first steps in 

cultural and societal change and that to translate such resistance into change, researchers 

must seriously examine these texts.  As Luke asserts, 
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Critical discourse studies must turn towards a reconstructive agenda, one designed 

towards redress, reconciliation and there building of social structure, institutional 

lives and identities. We need more research and scholarship that documents and 

analytically explicates affirmative, emancipating and redressive texts and 

discourse practices (p. 151) 

In other words, it is the task of literacy researchers, especially those engaged in critical 

discourse studies, to transform the critique so frequently observed in digital media texts 

into material change.  To accomplish this translation of critique to change, Luke urges 

that as literacy researchers, we must continually work to identify and name these newly-

authored discourses. 

 

Materializing Emancipatory Participation 

This dissertation study sets out to examine, name and materialize these instances 

of emancipatory participation as they occur in school-based uses of DMC. My inquiry 

asks specifically how the intricacies of DMC allow multiple avenues for academic 

engagement and critique. To fully understand the complex roles of media users and “user 

agency” a more comprehensive understanding of DMC must consider how new forms of 

knowledge are created across networks of people, media, modes, and technology, and 

how these networked relations are replete with struggle that both inspires and hinders 

knowledge production.  All of these unexplored conflicts suggest the need to 

reconceptualize voice and agency within the DMC process in order to account for the 

collaborative problem solving that occurs during the composition process and the 
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“multimodal double-articulation” (Nelson & Hull, 2008) of conflict in the final DMC 

products.  

It is at this space of unanswered questions that my study, which focuses on the 

productive struggle of DMC, enters the conversation. My study focuses specifically on 

the roles of struggle and collaboration among tools, people, and media, and how they 

impact the decision-making and problem-solving processes of multimodal composition.  

Struggle will be examined across the contexts of composition, publication, and 

distribution, which make the spatial constructs of “geographies” fitting for this research. 

In chapters to follow, I offer inroads to the unanswered questions mentioned 

above. Through close analyses of different spaces of self-authoring via documentary 

DMC, I hope to show how identities and social stances are mediated via the various 

modes of collaboration, technology and media. Chapter Two: “Operationalizing Struggle 

and Position” describes in more detail the concept of struggle as it has been used as a unit 

of study in research. Using Mediated Discourse Analysis (MDA), struggle is examined as 

an impetus and residue present in nearly all DMC decisions. Chapter Three: 

“Documentary as Embodied Inquiry” delves into the day-to-day struggle of the DMC 

process, noting specifically how the nonfiction genre of documentary requires students to 

step out of their habitual school-based identities and claim a stance on social issues. This 

multi-vocal space of authoring can be so agitated that no clear form of documentary 

expression is understood. That said, significant forms of embodied transformation are 

observed.  Such formulations of position, reveal that while the DMC process involves 
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production of a media text, the articulation of a stance often occurs throughout the entire 

process, often extending beyond the submission of the final product.  

The second half of the book shifts in focus from that of the DMC process to the 

DMC product, examining how struggles of the process leave their imprints in the 

product.  More specifically, Chapter Five: “Demanding and Managing Attention Through 

Multimodal Ensembles” addresses how in some cases the struggle occurs when trying to 

determine how to harness the attention of perceived or imagined audiences, in order to 

resist dominant representations, or authoritative identities.  While Chapter Six: 

“Multimodal Microagressions: Vocal Appropriations Through Sound” addresses the 

struggle of social content and racial representation as it is played out on the modal levels 

of sound. Chapter Seven concludes this examination of DMC as emancipatory 

participation, asking specifically what this form of composition offers English Language 

Arts as a discipline, and what it offers literacy learning overall.  Only through looking 

closely at the production process of specific documentary texts are we able to see the 

micro positionalities of students, participation and engagement in order to make struggle 

productive on a larger scale. 
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Chapter 2 

Operationalizing Struggle and Position in Digital Media Composition 

 

 The only thing we did together was film that moment in the car, to be honest, and  

take some pictures, and we talked about it, we connected. The single things  

were me talking, Mary talking, and then Rowan doing the project, because you 

see his face in all of it … One thing I did is to ask if there was anything I can do 

to help … I asked in the beginning. I kept asking but nobody heard my voice.  

     - Aaron, Post-Production Interview 

 

As Aaron describes his group’s collaborative process above, the practice of self-

authorship or claiming ownership within a group digital media composition (DMC) 

experience is not a given. Not only must group members identify a common interest, 

delegate tasks, and follow-through on labor, they must also decide how to weave together 

multiple modes of expression into a single media text with the hope of a common vision 

materializing on the screen. This process involves a complex set of problem solving skills 

as well as social skills to advocate one’s content views and production concerns. In many 

cases such struggle provides “multi-vocal conflict” that promotes cultural growth (Lewis, 

1997) and contributes to an ongoing process of “project of becoming” (Lensmire, 2000). 

For Aaron, however, the struggle in this process was not productive, rather it limited his 

engagement to the point of diminished participation and disconnection from the final 
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project, an experience he describes as “no one hearing his voice.” It is amid these multi-

vocal spaces of struggle both productive and inhibiting that I focus my study. 

My larger research questions looks at engagement, asking how it is that students 

collaboratively engage with the digital media composing process? How do they make 

decisions on which topic to pursue, which media to use, and the distribution of labor to 

complete the project? Nested underneath these larger questions are more specific 

approaches to the idea of engagement. 

1. How and when do the group members experience conflict? In what ways do they 

utilize dialogue, voice, and/or media remix to negotiate such conflicts? 

2. How do the students perceive of their process, products and audiences? In what 

ways do they see their DMC process as both collaborative and conflicted? 

3. How do race, ethnicity, and participation gaps shape the nature of conflict and 

collaboration? 

This original focus on conflict has shifted more toward an emphasis on struggle with 

personal assumptions and multimodal expression, an experience that all DMC groups 

experienced. These struggles have proven both generative and hindering in forming new 

knowledges about context. To pursue a deeper understanding of media composition and 

what it means to be make meaning amid these various social stirrings, this study employs 

a qualitative approach, drawing on ethnographic and multimodal methods of data 

collection and analysis to explore the use of digital media composition in the secondary 

English Language Arts classroom. 
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Framing Struggle 

Attempting to deepen understanding of how struggle occurs among people, media 

and modalities of expression, various scholars have operationalized concepts of voice for 

purposes of making visible ideological struggle. Prominent among these depictions of 

voice, are studies that draw on the work of Mikhail Bakhtin (c.f. 1981; 1984, 1986) to 

delineate the presence of multiple voices during conflict and negotiation. 

 

Double Voicing and Appropriation  

Several studies have used the Bakhtin’s notion of double voicing or 

ventriloquation to describe students’ appropriation of various voices in their own speech 

or writing. Samuelson (2009) draws on the notion of ventriloquation to describe students’ 

appropriation of speech genres in an advanced placement English literary analysis course.  

Through discourse analysis, Samuelson finds that students use ventriloquation in a 

variety of ways throughout the process of appropriating the generic conventions of essay 

writing for the class.  These practices include using ventriloquation as pointing technique 

to highlight certain aspects of the text, ventriloquation to distance themselves from 

authority, and ventriloquation to explore new ways of writing and talking.  

Perhaps most helpful among the Bakhtin-inspired studies have been those done by 

George Kamberelis (1992; 2001). Kamberelis and Scott (1992), in particular have 

contributed much to delineating the plurality and intersection of voices. Drawing on 

Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia to establish that all words are borrowed, they describe 

voice as an “intermingling and interanimation of discourses” which impacts how ideas 
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“intersect, transverse, perturb, and partially define each other” (p. 367).  In other words, 

the meaning, delivery, and reception of ideas are influenced not only by the co-presence 

of multiple discourses, but also by how they interact and in what conditions.   

 

Collaborative Struggle  

A handful of studies draw on Bakhtin’s (1986) notion of the polyphonic text, or 

multi-voiced text, to describe collaboratively composed texts. Ede and Lundsford in their 

work Singular Texts/Plural Authors: Perspectives On Collaborative Writing (1990) draw 

on Bakhtin’s notion of the polyphonic novel to describe the struggle of voices that 

occurs when multiple authors attempt to compose a single text.  In this case, Ede and 

Lundsford attempt to decenter the authority of single author in ways that highlight the 

learning potentials of collaboration. 

Trausan-Matu (2007) also draws on the concept of polyphony from music and 

based in Bakhtin to analyze the collaborative learning that occurs in K12 chat discussions 

of mathematical problem solving. Through analyzing various chat transcripts for patterns 

of interaction, Trausan-Matu notes three patterns of inter-animation (unity patterns, 

difference patterns, and polyphonic multi-threaded patterns) to describe the ways that the 

voices of others were woven into solution of the math problem.  Of particular interest are 

the patterns that were identified within the unity category. Trausan-Matu describes this 

group of patterns as pointing toward continuity and coherence in the chat. These patterns 

include: “adjacency pairs,” “repetition,” “cumulative talk,” and “collaborative utterance” 

(p. 66-67).  
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While not as clearly delineated as the patterns in Trausan-Matu’s work, Soep 

(2006) also draws on the work of Bakhtin’s to better understand collaborative struggle. 

Of interest in this study is how Soep uses the notion of “reported speech” to describe how 

youth media artists “speak in the name of ‘we’ not ‘I” (p. 204). Soep identifies three 

types of reported speech: implied attribution, joint articulation, and parody that the 

students used to reposition themselves and advocate for their work with different 

audiences.  Soep further draws on Bakhtin to re-theorize the notion of youth voice in 

ways that explicitly acknowledge the presence of many parties and interests involved, a 

notion she calls “crowded talk.”   

The above descriptions of multimodal struggle help to unpack the tensions 

embedded within text on various levels.  That said, struggle does not begin in the text, 

rather it rears its head throughout and across several events in the composing process.  To 

open understandings of struggle across process and product, and through contexts of 

invention, composition, and dissemination, I turn to action-oriented methodology of 

Mediated Discourse Analysis. 

 

Mediated Discourse Analysis (MDA) 

Given the interpersonal, technological and multimodal complexity of the 

documentary composing process, my research approach must attend to the density and 

interaction of the modes, objects and people.  To attend to these aspects, I have devised a 

hybrid framework that draws on the analysis of activity afforded by both Mediated 

Discourse Analysis (MDA) (c.f. Norris & Jones, 2005; Scollon, 2001; Wohlwend, 2009) 
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while also addressing the complexity of multimodal expression allowed by multimodal 

analysis (Halverson, 2010; Hull et al., 2008; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001).  

When looking at mediated practices, a growing number of scholars have drawn on 

Mediated Discourse Analysis, to account for the process and activity involved in making 

meaning (c.f. Norris & Jones, 2005; Wohlwend, 2009). According to Wohlwend (2009) 

Mediated Discourse Analysis (MDA) draws on both activity theory and sociological 

practice theories of habitus (e.g. Bourdieu) to analyze how meanings and identities are 

mediated by objects or attached to the ways we use things. In other words, MDA focuses 

on how objects and actions together become transformed into cultural artifacts that 

perform identities that mark differing levels of status within a given community (p. 68).  

Building on the work on Scollon (2001), Wohlwend identifies five key filters for 

examining how social practices converge in ways that accomplish important identity 

work. These filters include 1) Locating Participants and Mediational Means, 2) 

Observing Scenes and Practice, 3) Locating Nexus of Practice, and 4) Locating 

Transformative Events, and 5) Microanalysis of Mediated Actions (Wohlwend, 2009, p. 

70).  

 In addition to providing a staged approach to observing and analyzing mediation 

of meaning, MDA offers key constructs to approach analysis of the composing process. 

In particular, I am drawn to the idea of modal density (Norris, 2004; Norris & Jones, 

2005), which pushes our understanding of multimodal expression beyond the idea of 

modal plurality to a forging of new space-time dimensions as described by some as sites 

of engagement or sites of attention (Jones, 2005, p. 143-147; in Norris & Jones, 2005).  
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Sites of Engagement. One aspect of MDA focuses specifically on sites and 

spaces of engagement. Some MDA scholars look specifically at the spaces where agents 

and objects come together through activity. Norris and Jones (2005) define site of 

engagement as “The orientation toward time and space, distributed in built environments, 

social practices, and the habitus of individuals, that people bring to situations” (emphasis 

in original, p. 139).  

Such collective spaces of engagement are never neutral, rather play host to an 

ongoing struggle of habitus. Jones (2004) further describes sites of engagement as sites of 

political struggle in which differing discourses produce differing attention structures that 

“value, promote, and reproduce” differing ideologies.  As Jones describes, 

“Sites of engagement, therefore, are convergences not just of social practices, but 

of individuals and their histories, of schemes, scripts and plans, of social 

identities, of architectural or software designs, and of the various Discourses we 

participate in with their patterns of fixing social relationships of power and of 

marginalizing certain kinds of social identities and practices.” (p. 11) 

In this sense, understanding ideological struggle requires attending to the differing 

“patterns of fixing,” that produce sites of engagement across contexts of composition and 

distribution. 

Among those using the concept of “site of engagement,” I am drawn most to de 

Saint-Georges’ (2005) use of a trajectory approach to describe how sites of engagement 

are threaded together through use of anticipatory discourses.  She then uses these 

trajectories to map the paths of struggle, or what she calls “outcomes of struggle, 
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something which has to be achieved against resistance” (de Saint-Georges, p.160).  

Through using a trajectory approach, we can trace the paths of engagement that media 

makers forge as they encounter various people, technology, and existing media 

throughout their composing process.  In terms of tracking students’ engagement in digital 

media composition, trajectories become the paths of understanding that students 

experience, both in terms of content and personally.  For example, as students research 

their documentary topics, they gather together around specific pieces of media, people to 

interview and/or sites to observe.  These various sites become shared spaces of 

engagement which shape the overall meaning of the documentary and their individual 

social positions.  That said these sites do not occur independent of each other, rather they 

impact each other based on the order and sequence in which they occur, thus creating 

specific paths or trajectories of engagement.   

 

Attention Structures. When thinking of the social impact of said “patterns of 

fixing,” another construct that shows much potential for analyzing multimodal struggle in 

digital media texts is the notion of attention structures. Jones (2005) presents attention 

structures as a particular set of mediated actions that construct “sites of engagement” 

through focusing attention on specific spaces relevant to the participants. Jones identifies 

five types of space to which users orient their attention (physical, virtual, relational, 

screen, and third spaces).  In his studies of chat room dialogue, Jones has found that 

participants construct and regulate attention with multiple audiences. Similar in scope to 

Lewis and Fabos’ (2005) discussion of surveillance, this management of attention has 
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significant ramifications when considering relationship building and identity 

construction. 

Of particular interest is how Jones (2005) builds on Lanham’s (1993) notion of 

“attention economies,” further describing attention structures as the cultural tools that 

people use to process the “rich signal” of new media texts. Jones (2004) argues that  

in an age of information overload, what gives value to information is the amount 

of attention it can attract. The real currency of the information age is not 

information, but attention. … All interpersonal communication is based on 

attention: getting attention and ‘paying attention’. Not only is attention organized 

around behavior, but behavior is organized around attention (p. 10). 

In this sense the ways in which we combine modes and media matter.  Practices of 

identity construction or social positioning become more than explorations of multimodal 

possibility but also involve attention to audience, asking “Who is listening?” and “How 

am I keeping them engaged in my message?” According to Jones (2004) this engagement 

requires maintenance, in the form of attention structures. These mediational structures are 

especially important when emphasizing importance in texts.  As Jones (2004) explains 

But all signals, no matter how rich, require some kind of attention structure to 

make sense of them, some way of knowing what to attend to and what not to 

attend to (p. 10).  

In this sense, attention structures focus our awareness on key aspects of a message, a part 

of the message that may convey specific affiliations and/or enroll audience members into 

certain positions.  



   38 

 

It is through close analysis of attention structures that we can reconsider struggle 

for voice across process and product. If we consider the process of media composition as 

a series of events or “sites of engagement,” we can see how these moments of interaction 

become stitched together through anticipated discourse into trajectories of engagement.  

These trajectories then provide for conceptualization of imagined audiences, which 

bridge the process into the “final” publication and distribution of media products. In other 

words, in analyzing the construction of various attention structures (occurring among 

people, media and modes) that composers use to forge connections with anticipated 

audiences, we are able to consider how the struggle of voice in digital media composition 

occurs across spaces of process and product. 

 

Microanalysis of Mediated Actions: Multimodal Analysis 

 There are various constructs that allow analysis of how various media and modes 

of expression are woven together to create sites of engagement and attention structures.  

For purposes of this study I will limit my analysis to the following. 

 Semiotic Patterns. To address the meaning making and identity building 

occurring via multimodal routes of communication, I draw on Hull & Nelson’s (2005) 

construct of  “semiotic patterns.” Hull & Nelson use this construct to delineate the 

relationships between modes, based on structure and purpose. According to Hull & 

Nelson, these relationships between modes can be both local (e.g. icon, index, and 

symbol) and global (e.g. orientation, abstract, coda). In other words, the layering of 

sound, image and text, can impact meaning both at the local level of the word and the 
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global level of the visual text’s overall organization.  Whether the multimodal impacts are 

local, global, or both, Hull and Nelson (2005) argue that these semiotic patterns lead to a 

“transformation and transduction of meaning” that is not possible in solely print-based 

texts alone (p. 230). It is here that I also draw on Kress & VanLeeuwen’s (2001) notion 

of “multimodal ensemble” to examine how these various semiotic patterns are gathered 

together to achieve larger goals of design and distribution. 

Modal Ensembles. In addition to scholars focusing specifically on the layering of 

modes, there are those that focus on the chunking of modal ensembles into key moments 

in a composition. To begin, Halverson (2010) draws on both multimodal analysis (Kress 

& Van Leeuwen, 2001) and film concepts such as mise-en-scene and cinematography to 

define “phases” and “transitions” as core analytic units for identity construction in the 

process of media production.  

 

Research Context 

This study of struggle within digital media composition was conducted in an 

ethnically diverse urban high school, situated in a large Midwestern city. The school 

serves around 2200 students, drawing from households across the city.  Respected for its 

International Bachleaureate program, the school prides itself in providing academic 

excellence to a student body that speaks over forty languages, as is evident in its motto: 

“Many Traditions: One School.”  While the school is viewed as one of the best public 

schools in the city, it is also known for being a highly tracked school.  As one student 
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described his school, the experience I have in a day at Crosstown2 is very different from 

what some other students may experience.”  In this comment, a student was describing 

her experience moving from one honors class to another, which she believed was very 

different from the experience of students not in honors classes, including teachers’ 

expectations of them and how administrators treat them.3 The topic of segregration in 

schools, was an issue of great importance to the students, and is raised in the students’ 

media texts they create and in their personal explanations for some of their media 

decisions, a point to be addressed in more detail in the chapters to follow. 

The primary participants for this study include 30 students enrolled in one section 

of the English Language Arts elective “Analyzing Nonfiction Through Radio and Film 

Documentary.” Secondary participants include the teacher of the course. From the 30 

participants involved, nine focal participants were selected based on their styles of 

engagement and/or conflict with the media composing process.  

The course studied, “Analyzing Nonfiction Through Radio and Film 

Documentary” (hereafter ANRD) focuses specifically on the roles of radio and film 

documentaries as nonfiction texts that use media, primary sources, and narrative to 

produce informational content.  The course is offered as an Honors English Language 

Arts elective that fulfills necessary requirements for graduation.  While the class is 

                                                
2 School name is a pseudonym.  
3 Such segregation of school experiences is also evident in the school’s test scores. On math and reading 
assessments, Crosstown as a whole performs significantly higher than other schools in its district and just 
above the state average (US News and Reports). Looking at the data sliced by demographics reveals that 
While the achievement gap for the state is high, averaging around 30 point difference between white 
students and students of color, this achievement gap is even more sever at Crosstown High.  For example 
on 2012 Reading MCA scores, Crosstown has a significant disparity in achievement among different ethnic 
groups: 34 point gap between White and Asian students, 33 point gap between White and Hispanic 
students, and 42 point gap between White and African American students (MN DOE Data Reports). 
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considered an “Honors” course, it attracts a wide range of students, with varying 

academic skill levels, who do not normally enroll in Honors classes. This atypical honors 

class makes for a more diverse sampling of students in terms of their histories of 

participation in school. For example some of the students in the class were planning to 

attend elite liberal arts colleges and universities after graduation, while others in the same 

class would complete the class but not graduate. 

The class section of focus for this study had 40 students, 30% White American, 

30% African American, 30% Asian American, and 10%  2nd generation African 

Immigrants.  While the school as a whole also had a substantial Hispanic population 

(5%), it was not represented in this particular class. 

 My participation in the class was that of a participant observer. I had expected to 

attend class two times a week on average and then three times a week during production 

times. I found, however, that I felt most in tune with the students, teacher, and rhythm of 

the school if I attended three times a week and four times during heavy production times. 

In some cases I assisted the instructors with the daily responsibilities of planning and 

teaching with technology. I frequently contributed to class discussions and at times was 

asked to lead a lesson or discussion.  In particular, I taught a lesson on organizing a 

compare and contrast essay, and also prepared a demonstration lecture on camera 

movements and editing techniques, a lesson that led to directing a small group of students 

to make a short video illustrating point-of-view editing. Overall, my role was primarily 

that of an additional adult in the room who could field questions about academic 

expectations in colleges and at times media.   
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One way that I tried to make my presence relevant was through design and 

development of a course website to showcase the students’ media projects.  While the 

teacher shared this website with the students, describing it as a platform for a larger 

“more authentic” audience, the website itself was not integrated into the course 

curriculum as a means for student feedback and response to each other’s work.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Multimodal Data 

 Data collection began in September 2010 and continued through June 2011.  

Of the many ethnographic and multimodal methods of data collection, this case study 

project focuses mainly on descriptive and multimodal data gathered via a variety of 

different media: Participant observation fieldnotes, Interviews, Think-Aloud protocols, 

and Artifact/Literacy Object Collection (See Table I). To gather this information, I 

worked closely with six documentary production groups (18 students total), following 

them through the DMC process of the radio documentary and then again through the film 

documentary production process. In the case of the radio documentaries, special attention 

was paid to how students decided on their topics, the roles each student played and how 

these impacted selection and editing of sound tracks for their final radio documentary 

projects. 
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Table I:  
Data Collected 

 
Data Type:  Examples:  
 
Print  Curriculum: syllabus, handouts, worksheets, readings  
  Student essays, project reflections 
  Miscellaneous artifacts: hallway posters, school newspaper 
  Fieldnotes 
 
Audio Digital recordings of class sessions 
 Digital recordings of small group production discussions 
 Digital recordings of process & post-production interviews 
 Media projects: radio diaries, radio documentaries 
    
Video  Digital video recordings of select class sessions 
  Digital video recordings of group production sessions 
  Digital video recordings of select on-site filming 
  Media projects: video bridge, film documentaries 
 
Photos  Photos of full class events 
  Photos of group work sessions 
  Photos of students conducting on-site research 
  Photos of class projects 
 
Online  Screen captures of video media projects 
  Screen captures of software interfaces: Garage Band, iMovie 
  URLs of media work used in class as models 
  URLs of media projects posted to YouTube Facebook, etc. 
  Online news content: video, print, photos about school events 
 
 
 

Participant Observation Fieldnotes. Attending the class three times a week,  I took field 

notes that focused on: classroom lessons, activities, and discussions; students’ responses 

to classroom activities; selected school events; and selected school-related work (e.g., 

students’ essays, documentary planning).  I also audio-recorded classroom discussions 

and video recorded select class discussions and student planning sessions. My fieldnotes 

were meant to capture on paper my experience of the class interactions: between 
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students; between students and the various tools of technology; between students and 

model texts presented in class; between students and specific modes and/or media of 

expression; and between students and adult facilitators including the teachers and myself.  

Of special interest in taking fieldnotes was how students negotiated these various 

interactions, which often involved the performance of differing social identities and 

stances.  

 As a researcher, I often struggled myself with competing social identities.  While  

the teachers saw me as a graduate student “researcher” from the university, the students 

saw me more as another teacher or adult in the classroom, often asking me for help with 

their writing and media projects. While the students saw me as an adult figure, my 

authority was from out of the school setting. In this sense they would often share things 

with me that they might not have shared with their teachers, such as frustrations with 

production deadlines, school policies, and in some cases issues not related to school.   

 Although I developed a close rapport with some of the students, I sensed an unsaid 

understanding that I was an older white woman, or “outsider” to the school of sorts. 

Many students were initially very reserved at first, perhaps seeing me as an example of 

the “nice white lady” troupe so eloquently represented in the SNL 2007 skit, “Nice White 

Lady,” which pokes fun at the stereotype of white teachers going into racial diverse, 

urban settings to “save” students. That said, the more I worked with students one-to-one 

and in small group settings, the more students came to realize that I did not see them as 

victims in need of saving but instead that I was just really enthusiastic about media and 

technology.  As one initially reserved student would often say to me, “It is funny how 
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you get so excited about media.” Eventually, many students became quite comfortable 

around me and even opened up related to what they wanted to do with their 

documentaries, how they saw themselves in their media, and how they positioned media 

as a whole.  

  

Audio, Photo, and Video Recordings. To get a sense of the spatial organization of the 

classroom during different activities of the classroom (lecture, documentary viewing,  

large group discussion, group work, and documentary production), I took several photos 

and video recordings.  These images help to convey how students engage in activity 

differently according to the distinct class activities. I also collected audio recordings of 

full-class discussion and small group work sessions when students were planning, editing 

and discussing their documentary projects. 

Interviews. Up until November of the school year, I worked with everyone in the class. 

Once they started work on the media projects, I began to focus on only three to four 

groups in each class, so that I could follow them more closely with process interview 

questions and process checks. From work with these groups, my focal participants 

emerged (See Table II).  Focal participants were asked to participate in a series of four 

semi-structured interviews about their experiences in the digital media composing 

process.  The first two interviews occurred in the winter during the radio documentary 

project. The first was conducted in process. Known as “protocol interviews,” these 

interviews asked students to describe what they were doing and deciding “in the 

moment” and were meant to explore an understanding of the DMC process in action 
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rather than solely through post-production reflection. These in process interviews also 

became a time to do over-the-shoulder video recordings of students editing their 

documentaries.  The second interviews occurred post-production.  These interviews were 

conducted either in small groups of three students, focusing on the collaborative process 

of composition, or were conducted with the individual participants, in which case 

questions focused on personal roles and decisions (See Appendix A: Research 

Questions). The third and fourth interviews occurred during the film documentary project 

in the spring. 

Table II:  
Research Participants 

 
Name: Race:   Year: Point of Engagement with DMC Process: 
 
Aaron* AA**     Junior Performing for an Audience 

   When you are talking in a documentary [during a voice over] you don’t  
 really look at a piece a paper, you are really thinking in your mind about  
 what you are going to say so you are thinking more about your voice than  
 the paper. There are just feelings that are coming out of your mind and  
 finally you just release those feelings out of your mouth. 

 
Chandra EA    Senior Storytelling 
     I think I could be a screenwriter.  I love writing.  After doing this I think I  
     could really be involved in film.  Because everyone else does this I just  
     thought that I couldn’t … my sister was the reader not me … but I don’t  
     have to be the best at everything…with filmmaking I want to involved in it. 
 
Clarissa EA        Senior  Interviewing 
     Where I see myself in the documentary is probably in the interviews more  

    than in the technical editing stuff… I really like hearing people’s stories  
    and what they have to say. … I never would have realized it had I not  
    taken this class and had to do it and realize that this is something I can do  
    and I don’t need to be afraid of talking to adults. 

 
Erin AA Junior Making People Think 
    If we made them think I have succeeded in my documentary… I’m  
    thinking about the people who make themselves blind to the issue. …  
    it [the documentary] will be the thing that will want to make kids take  
    action by seeing how the stigma [of race] has affected people positively  
    and negatively. 
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Felicia AA    Senior Speaking Through Media 
    I am infatuated with Tupac. I know he’s dead and everything. If you watch  
    him on TV and the things he says they make so much sense. Like dude you  
    are speaking the truth. It just makes so much sense. He be saying things  
    that I am thinking but could never in a million years say, or it would be ok,  
    or it would sound right. So I was like let’s just go ahead and put him in  
    there. He’s cool. On Google he is the #1 searched person still today. 
 
Heba A       Senior Learning Through Others’ Experiences    
    I think that what he said is really, really important, cause when I was  
    doing the transcript, I was like, “Oh my god!” I don’t know if anybody  
    heard what he actually said … about how when you have to take care of  
    everybody else then there is no one to take care of you. I felt bad … I kind  
    of got the feeling that the audience should have got because I have both  
    my parents so it made me understand more. 
 
Mamud A       Junior Another Way to Do Well in School 
   Some kids let the pressure of friends and society get to them.  She doesn’t  
   know the benefits that the IB classes can give you.  They can help you  
   with college … most of the people who influence me have been through  
   this tell me not to pay attention to the pressures.  They tell me that I am  
   here just to get an education and then get out of here. 
 
Miriam AA    Senior Claiming Technology Competency 
   I was pretty much like the one who put it together. Everyone just gave me  
   ideas and I put it together. I hadn’t even ever done a power point… yeah it  
   was fun, I was doing it for the first time and I was doing it right. I felt like  
   a pro. It was fun.  I knew I had to get my good grade. 
 
Rowan EA Senior Crafting Notable Media Products 
    With ProTools you make this gorgeous track and you put it out there. That  
    is you in digital form … you take all this time to collect data, to collect  
    video, to get the raw of what is around you, … and then like a diamond  
    cutter you sit there and you chip away at it until it is in a shape that  
    everyone can see it and everyone can understand its beauty, its grace, its  
    elegance. It will catch the light and sparkle. They will love it. (Process  
    Protocol Interview, 5.12.12) 
 
* All names are pseudonyms 
** KEY: AA = African American, A = African Immigrant, EA = European American 
 

Phases of Engagement 

Based on Wohlwend’s (2009) five filter approach: 1) Locating Participants and 

Mediational Means; 2) Observing Scenes and Practice; 3) Locating Nexus of Practice; 4) 

Locating Transformative Events; and 5) Microanalysis of Mediated Actions, my 
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engagement with the data involved four similar phases (See Table III). The first two 

phases consisted primarily of transcribing and coding the collaborative work sessions and 

process protocol and post-production interviews. During this phase all work sessions and 

interviews for focal groups were transcribed. These transcriptions were then coded for 

common themes (See Appendix B: Preliminary Codes). The third and fourth phases 

involved mainly close analysis of the media texts, identifying the sites of engagement and 

attention structures.  

These four phases helped me to focus more specifically on the meditational means 

and the mediated actions. A focus on mediation pushed my thinking beyond the already 

well-used production phases: pre-production, production, and post-production (Goodman, 

2003), and the also helpful but potentially limiting writing process framework: 

prewriting, writing, revising, publication (Graves, 1994).  These frameworks do present 

the process of composition as recursive but do not help to explain the negotiation and 

transformation of social interaction and position, in other words identity work, happening 

throughout the entire process.   

Table III:  
Phases of Data Analysis 

 
Phase:   Engagements with the Data:  
 
1.  Locating the Mediational Means:  Transcribing collaborative work sessions  
 (participants, scenes, & practices)  Coding Transcripts 
       Reviewing fieldnotes 
       Reviewing media products 
 
2.  Locating Key Mediational Events:  Transcribing interviews  
       Reviewing work session transcripts 
       Reviewing fieldnotes & media products 
 
3.  Locating Transformative Sites:  Reviewing interview & work transcripts  
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       Reviewing fieldnotes & media products   
       Identifying sites of engagement 
       Identifying attention structures 
 
4.  Close Analysis of Attention Structures  Charting thematic shifts in media  
       Track analysis of attention structures   
       Filter analysis of social positioning 
       Reviewing transcripts, fieldnotes & media  
 
 

Phase 1: “Locating the Mediational Means,” revealed a common production 

experience for many of the groups.  Although not all groups experienced all of the 

composition events in the same order or at the same time, the groups did share similar 

sets of events (See Figure 1).  The similarity in events was influenced by the 

requirements of the assignment, the time constraints, and the technology restraints.   

Figure 1: 
Documentary Composition Timeline 
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As Figure 1 above illustrates, all groups experienced a period of time in which the 

focus of their documentary was not clear, yet they proceeded nonetheless with 

conducting interviews as a way to figure out their focus. In terms of time and technology 

constraints, only a very few groups composed an original score of music or sound for 

their video documentary due to the fact that groups had access to only one computer, 

making the editing of both sound and video to be too much to do for some groups. Other 

groups who had access to multiple computers due to owning personal computers and 

cameras, were able to divide the editing labor among group members who could be 

working simultaneously either at school or at home.  

Phase 2: “Locating Key Mediational Events” revealed various levels of 

engagement at different stages of the composing process.  In other words, for some 

students the most meaningful experience was conducting the interviews or writing and 

recording the voice over narration, while for others the most meaningful experience was 

selecting music for the sound track, or doing the final editing. These differing levels of 

engagement at different moments became actions of mediation in themselves, a process 

that is discussed in more detail in Chapter Three.   

Phase 3: “Locating Transformative Sites” revealed the presence of key pieces of 

media and the construction of sophisticated multimodal ensembles that were used often 

intentionally to manage audience attention, build ethos, and appropriate meaning.  The 

impacts of these media texts and attention structures are described in more detail in 

Chapters Four, Five, and Six.   
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Phase 4: “Close Analysis of Attention Structures” involved a charting of key 

transitions and scenes in process and product that were identified as sites of engagement 

and attention structures.  Modeled after the track analysis charts of Hull and Nelson 

(2005), this charting provided the microanalysis necessary to single out specific modes of 

expression, and crafting of ensembles that mediated affiliation and position.  

 

Illustrative Example & Discussion 

Table IV below serves to illustrate how the four-phase process described above 

encompasses not only Wohlwend’s five filters but also promotes an understanding of 

how the smallest of modal choices, such as a sound effect or volume level can renegotiate 

social relations, transform meaning, personal position, and levels of engagement in 

school work. Further description of this specific example is available in Chapter 6. 

Table IV: 
Filter Analysis of Key Transition in Racial Discrepancies 

 
FILTER UNIT OF 

ANALYSIS 
LOOKING FOR MEDIATION OF 

AFFILIATION & POSITION 
1 
 
Locating 
Participants 
and 
Meditational 
Means 

Location: 
 
English Course: 
Analyzing 
Nonfiction 
through Radio 
and Film 
Documentary 

Participants, Issues, Mediational 
Means: 
 
Students enroll in Honors English 
elective, which focuses on culture 
and identity through analysis of 
nonfiction texts such as radio and 
film documentaries 

Initial Positions: 
 
Seniors wanting to take an easy 
yet interesting class. 
 
Juniors interested in the topic 
and/or wanting to try out an 
Honors class  

2 
 
 
Observing 
Scenes and 
Practices 

Scene:  
 
 
Composition of 
Radio 
Documentaries 

Patterns of Valued Practice with 
Mediational Means: 
 
Three students of various socio- 
economic backgrounds use media 
to grapple with social issues 
related to race, class, and 
education 

Initial Engagement: 
 
Rowan: Media savvy senior 
interested in social issues 
 
Erin: IB junior interested in 
exploring the achievement gap 
 
Mamud: junior interested in 
being an Honors student 
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3 
 
Locating 
Nexus of 
Practice 
 

Linked Social 
Practices: 
 
Interactions of 
music and 
sound with 
interview clips 

Nexus (Links that Mutually 
Strengthen & Intensify Practices): 
 
Music and sound effects are used 
to along side interview clips to 
enhance mood and ambiance of 
school setting in documentary  

Conflicted Engagement: 
 
 
Students struggle with how to 
edit, sequence and frame various 
interview clips of peers, 
teachers, and elders. 

4 
 
 
 
Locating 
Transformative 
Events 

Collective 
Event: 
 
 
Key transition 
#1 

Transformation (e.g. of authority 
through Cultural Capital): 
 
Transition of one interview clip 
with peer to another interview clip 
with elder is layered with different 
types of music, sound effects, and 
volume levels to downplay one 
clip and bolster another. 

Appropriation & Negotiation: 
 
Rowan: Wants to “protect the 
work” 
 
Erin: wants to “protect her peer” 
 
Mahmud: Wants to add sounds 
of the school 

5 
 
 
Microanalysis 
of Mediated 
Actions 
 

Mediated 
Actions: 
 
Adding jazz 
music 
 
Adding door 
sound effect 
 
Increasing 
volume 

Construction of Situated 
Meanings, Identities, and Social 
Spaces: 
 
Rowan adds jazz music to de-
intensify peer’s comment. 
 
Rowan adds door sound effect to 
bolster of elder’s comment that 
race does not matter 
 
Erin increases volume to diminish 
impact of peer’s remark 

Micro-Engagements: 
 
Semiotic regulation of who is 
and who is not a “bigot” 
 
Rowan:  Is not a racist 
 
Erin: Is a student who take IB 
because it is at her level 
 
Mahmud: Is a student who goes 
to school to learn not have fun. 

 

Through use of the filter analysis shown above, I was able to hone in on the smallest of 

modal and media choices, asking what affiliations and social positioning they mediated.  

As we see in the transformative event charted above, I started with the first filter, which 

identifies “Location” as the unit of analysis.  With this unit isolated, I was able to identify 

the participants and meditational means as juniors and seniors in “Analyzing Nonfiction 

through Radio and Film Documentary,” and English course in which they use the 

nonfiction genre of documentary to access and express knowledge.  

 Filter 2 then asks me to further delineate my focus to be to a key scene or pattern of 

valued practice.  In this case, I identified the DMC process of radio documentary, more 
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specifically that of the single group who chose to investigate the impacts of race on 

course selection.  

 Filter three required that we sift through the data even more to identify the key 

social practices within the valued patterns of social interaction, the “Nexus of Practice” in 

which patterns of action interact in ways that enhance or complicate meaning.  For this 

case, I identified the combining or braiding of tracks such as music, sound effects with 

interview clips into ensembles of sound.  In reviewing the transcripts of the collaborative 

work sessions and process protocol interviews, I noticed that students devoted much time 

to discussing these sound choices, revealing that they were of significant concern to the 

students.  

 The fourth filter then narrows the unit of focus further to a collective event or 

practice in which common authorities and/or cultural capital are challenged or 

transformed.  It was within this filter of analysis that I was able to identify transitions in 

the documentaries—moving from one scene to the next, or one interview clip to 

another—where students were most able to rhetorically position themselves and their 

message. Through use of the MDA constructs “sites of engagement” and “attention 

structures,” I was able to articulate how these multimodal ensembles were attempting to 

reconfigure power.  When considering such decisions in an audience-centered media 

mindset, the intentional sound choices occurring in these transitions were social acts of 

transformation through management of audience engagement and attention. 

 Filter five simply zooms in on the transformative events identified in filter four.  

Through a uses of various charts, and track analysis I was able to delineate as much as 
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possible the different sounds converging into the attention structure. In case above, I was 

able to juxtapose track analysis of the transition with my fieldnotes and transcripts of 

work sessions and interviews to deduce that Rowan’s choice to add the door sound effect 

and jazz music were mediated actions to devalue one interview clip and bolster another.  

These practices were also an attempt to mediate his enrollment among socially sensitive 

and aware White students.  Such cycling back and forth between the work session 

transcripts and track analyses allowed for a broader understanding of how the attention 

structures served both as negotiations of power in presenting the content in their 

interview clips as well as personal appropriations of the media for exploration of social 

position. 

Through application of the MDA filters discussed above it becomes possible to 

make struggle visible, even when it occurs on levels of sound.  In viewing struggle 

through the construct of attention structures, struggle is represented as infinite and 

ongoing construction and reconstruction of relations with our peers, our audiences and 

ourselves.   

As Lensmire (2000) suggests in his model of voice as project, the connective and 

relocation practices involved in this existential work are never done; rather, our processes 

of becoming and managing the attention and positions of audiences are ongoing. Yet, this 

social struggle also involves pleasure as we make sense of ourselves connecting ideas to 

images, sound and the thoughts of others.  Thus, in making steps toward new 

conceptualizations of voice that re-engage audience and foreground ongoing struggle, we 

must of course focus on composition and the composer. However, we must also heed the 
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ongoing practices of appropriation, which regulate the process and reveal the continuous 

management of struggle amid audiences and multimodality. For some, like Rowan, the 

practices of appropriation come easy. For others, like Aaron who was not able to 

manipulate meaning using the computer, transformation was not accomplished, not even 

heard.  
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Chapter 3 
Documentary as embodied inquiry 

 
 

I think taking this class is the best choice I’ve made this year because of the way 

that we look at what is going on around us, the way we look at all of the 

experiences that are happening to us is so reflective and so philosophical. It helps 

us to get to know each other and get to know ourselves, especially the identity 

paper and these projects. It has really helped with my college application process. 

… I think that it is really important to understand what you have going on 

yourself, before you can contribute to the rest of the world 

      - Chandra, Post-production interview 

 

As Chandra describes above, a class devoted to the production of radio and film 

documentaries opens up learning not typical in her other advanced-level classes.  

Through investigation and analyzing the world around her she is forced to experience and 

thus consider her place in the world, asking how she can “contribute to the rest of the 

world,” a practice she believes has been most helpful in preparing her for college.  

Chandra and her group members began the investigative process of documentary 

filmmaking wanting to explore the public bus system in the city where they live. The 

group’s initial goal was to create a piece that argued for the importance of the city bus 

system, in light of impending budget cuts.  In the process of making the documentary 

Chandra and her group members rode the city bus multiple times to conduct field 

observations and interviewed several people who ride and work within the city bus 
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system, as well as many “outsiders” who do not ride the bus. Their field observations 

involved riding the bus without their parents for the first time, wherein each group 

member experienced the bus in a new way. While all three originally viewed the bus as 

less than pleasant and somewhat dangerous, through the process of researching 

(conducting field observations and interviews) and selecting and editing their 

documentary each group member developed an empathy or embodied understanding of 

what it is like to ride the bus. 

Experiences of deepened empathy and even personal transformation were evident 

in other groups as well, revealing that engagement levels in the process of documentary 

digital media composition (DMC) delve deeper than increased motivation and novelty.  

Instead, engagement demands a fully embodied participation in the process of 

exploration, analysis, discovery, and critique, a state of learning some scholars are calling 

“critical engagement” (c.f. Lewis & Dockter, 2008; Wholwend & Lewis, in press). Such 

a fully-involved state of engagement allows for an interactive understanding of one’s 

social positioning. As Wholwend and Lewis describe,  

“Critical engagement is active engagement, embedded in physicality, emotion and 

sensation, that reads bodies as sociopolitical texts and writes with bodies to 

produce identity texts” (in press). 

In this case the documentary, both the composition process and its products become 

identity texts for the students involved, helping them to sort through the richness of life 

that surrounds them and their questions. 
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Documentary DMC as Embodied Learning 

When making a documentary, the processes of investigating a topic, gathering 

media footage, and editing the layers of media together are not linear and parallel. Instead 

the processes represent a constant interweaving and recursive looping backward and 

forward, a multifaceted set of processes I will refer to as “composition.”  Steeped in a 

rich history of music theory, “composition” is an apt description for the artful weaving 

together of media and thinking processes involved in making documentaries.  Each mode 

of expression, like each instrument in a symphony, works within its own melodic 

interval.  Yet these intervals do not present as solos rather they are always considered in 

terms of how they deepen harmony or discord with the other instrumental pieces. Just as 

music envelopes the body into a multi-sensorial experience, so too does the documentary 

composition process.  

That documentary DMC would be such a fully embodied experience of learning is 

not surprising considering that documentary research, production, and editing tasks are 

highly mobile and involve the organization of various semiotic resources.  The “doing” of 

documentary requires students to use their bodies in ways not typical to the school 

routine.  Students must step up and out of their desks, moving their bodies in and out of 

the classroom, and often out of school spaces to gather research and interview people 

from diverse settings, often people they otherwise would not have met. Furthermore, the 

editing process, involving partnerships with various software, hardware, and media, 

draws on a rich array of semiotic resources.  These resources are often rich in the 

diversity, ranging from various colors, light, movement and speed, and font of text on the 
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screen, to excerpts of a sound, song or television show, and finally to the endless editing 

techniques that emphasize pacing, mood, and focus on one aspect over another. Such 

complexity of expression requires a constant reconciliation or reformulation of one’s 

position in relation to the topic of the documentary or the process itself. Given that 

documentaries are not “made in a day,” these repeated and ongoing tasks of semiotic 

reconciliation provide for a deep, transformational learning experience, one that has the 

capacity to shift perspectives on issues and habits of interaction. 

The emergence and animation of new habits of interaction and being are exactly 

what happened with many of the students as they researched and composed their 

documentaries. Their views on issues didn’t just “change;” they emerged in ways that 

made possible stronger convictions and deeper compassion about issues in their 

documentaries.  For some students, they formed new embodied dispositions altogether. 

For example many students described the documentary filmmaking research and 

composition processes as forcing them to talk with people they otherwise would have 

never met, changing the way they view issues, and in some cases changing the way they 

view themselves.  In other words, through the process of documentary filmmaking, the 

students’ learning surpassed a mere accumulation of knowledge or increased intellectual 

awareness of a topic; it became a fully lived experience that provided critical engagement 

with people, issues, and institutions. 

For purposes of this chapter I will focus on the investigative process and 

collaboration of one group, showing how their processes of embodied investigation led to 

a shifting or emergence of perspectives for all group members involved in the process. In 
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this group, each of the three young women changed in their dispositions toward the city 

bus in ways they had not expected.  These new dispositions allowed the emergence of 

new relationships with the content of their documentary. In this case, an investigation of 

the city bus system shifted from being what students may perceive as a typical school 

project, academic and distal, to a fully-lived learning experience, personal and embodied.  

Such embodied experiences in which the whole body engages with its 

surroundings, have long been considered to be consciousness-raising and flesh building 

learning experiences.  The work of educational philosopher John Dewey, argues for a full 

consideration of student bodies in the process of learning and education. In Art and 

Experience Dewey also examines sensate experiences as they relate to expression and 

other habits of interaction.  For Dewey, the act of creation or expression, the doing or 

making of meaning is always a fully embodied endeavor, involving the full range of 

senses (Dewey, p. 49).  As he states, “Without external embodiment, an experience 

remains incomplete … a passing dream” (p. 53).  In other words, it is through sensation 

with one’s environs that one experiences. These sensations attain significance when they 

involve “purposive doing” or “artistic creation.”  

While purposive doing may provide significance to sensation, Dewey argues that 

it is only through an engaged attention to how the creation may be consumed that one 

achieves an aesthetic experience. This attention to aesthetics implies a certain sense of 

audience in the expression, whether the implied audience is the creator him or herself or 

someone else. Dewey describes expression as aesthetic when it is “framed for enjoyed 

receptive perception” (p. 49).  Similar to how Wohlwend and Lewis (in press) describe 



   61 

 

critical engagement, this act of receptive perception is not passive rather is a process of 

“responsive acts” in which the “The artist embodies in himself the attitude of the 

perceiver while he works.” (Dewey, p. 50). In other words, while the creator is fully 

immersed in the process of creation, he or she is simultaneously considering the texts 

reception by a specific audience or multiple audiences. 

Dewey goes on to describe this embodiment of the perceiver as an act of  

“surrender.”  Such acts of surrender often involve a reconciliation of tension or 

contradiction.  As Dewey describes, 

that which distinguishes an experience as aesthetic is conversion of resistance and 

tensions, of excitations that in themselves are temptations to diversion, into a 

movement toward an inclusive and fulfilling close. (p. 58). 

In this sense, through reformulating meaning with and through resistance one is able to 

create new perceptions for themselves and others, making possible new experiences 

through acts of recreation.  

Such is the case with aesthetic expression of documentaries as well.  One not only 

researches a topic in a fully engaged and highly mobile way, but also imagines, creates 

and embodies an audience while looking through the eye of a camera lens to frame a 

shot, while positioning a microphone for an interview, or while selecting a transition 

speed when editing a scene. In other words, the hardware and software tools and habits of 

use provide for a degree of abstraction in the process of documentary composition, one 

that permits both a full immersion in an experience and a critical stance toward the issue. 
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The work of educational philosopher Marjorie O’Loughlin, further extends the 

embodied learning work of Dewey.  O’Loughlin (2006) presents the notion of creatural 

existence to explain the role of collaborative activity and sensation in the building of 

networked bodies. O’Loughlin, like many other cultural theorists and cognitive scientists 

(c.f. Hayles, 2006, Clark, 1997), disputes many of the Cartesian representations of the 

mind/body split, especially as they are used to describe students’ learning and interaction 

with their educational spaces. O’Loughlin prefers instead to present the body as 

networked and distributed across intelligent objects, people and spaces.  Emphasizing the 

sensuous experience of living and learning, O’Loughlin, like Dewey, posits that our body 

is a complex ecology, inseparable from its surroundings. As O’Loughlin describes, 

So the sensitive body, deeply in communion with its environment, is not a body 

over which mind has control.  In other words, it is not that body which 

educational theorizing has assumed -- a separate entity in a world of material 

objects--but rather is of the very same stuff of its environs, living and non-living 

bodies.  As such it is never fixed but rather emerges again and again out of a 

constantly changing web of relations to an environment of things, people, 

projects, and demands (p. 75) 

This ecological model of subjectivity presents the body as a clustering of entities,  

forming a multisensorial network, that collaborates with the various objects and texts of 

its surroundings. In this sense, we are able to see how simultaneous immersion and 

critique occur across a multi-sensorial network of human-to-human and human-to-object 

or expressive tool collaborations. These systemic collaborations between bodies (e.g. 
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when working with peers and interviewing subjects), technologies (e.g. when using 

cameras, microphones, and laptops), and texts (e.g. when editing existing media content 

into new contexts) happen continuously throughout the process of documentary DMC, 

and thus expand the body’s capacity for sensation and knowing beyond that of the 

traditional senses of vision, aural, touch, taste, etc. (p. 66-67). As O'Loughlin further 

describes, 

It is the body (not simply a guiding consciousness) that understands its world, and 

it is the body which holds within it those intentional threads that run outward to 

the world: the body's grasping of the world is like a set of invisible but intelligent 

threads streaming out between body and the specific world with which each body 

is familiar. (p. 81) 

In other words, it is the body’s multisensorial network, composed of the various 

“intelligent threads” or collaborations with technology tools and texts that understands 

the world, not the consciousness. Through the process of documentary DMC, the body is 

thus able to spin its intelligent threads, while interacting with various people and settings, 

ultimately weaving the body into the experience and creating sensate learning. 

Building on O’Laughlin’s networked understanding of creatural existence and 

Dewey’s embodied perception of expression, Ellsworth (2005) describes learning as a 

fully embodied process of sensation.  For Ellsworth however, the connections between 

the embodied experience and identity construction are more explicit, in that identity texts 

or other forms of knowledge come into being through the process of the embodied 

learning.  As Ellsworth explains,  
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What has already happened was once [the experience] is very much alive: the 

thinking-feeling, the embodied sensation of making sense, the lived experience of 

our learning selves that make the thing we call knowledge.  Thinking and feeling 

our selves as they make sense is more than merely the sensation of knowledge in 

the making. It is a sensing of our selves in the making, and is that not the root of 

what we call learning? (Ellsworth, 2005, p.1, emphasis in original) 

Drawing on the work of Winnicott (1989) and Massumi (2002), Ellsworth describes this 

place of learning as a “transitional space,” or “field of emergence.”  The transitional 

space serves to frame the process that moves “inner realities into special relation with 

outer realities” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 60).  In these transitional spaces or fields of 

emergence new ways of being and social positions are able to emerge. These new 

positions take shape when our minds/bodies pass through time, space, and events (p. 33).  

Focusing on a space of learning rather than a linear path allows learning to be indirect, 

circuitous, and meandering, an indirectness that opens up the potential for exploration 

and experimentation beyond patterned interaction with ideas and people.  

What Dewey, O’Laughlin, and Ellsworth help to illustrate is that yes, learning is a 

fully embodied process, yet it cannot be contained within a final product of knowledge to 

be evaluated and distributed.  The knowledge “gained” from the experience is a mere by-

product or run-off of the learning that is sensed and made via the embodied action and 

participation of lived experience. As will become clear in the analysis to follow, it is 

through these lived experiences that we are able to formulate our positions with others 

and ultimately self-author ourselves. 
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Of particular interest when looking at the learning of documentary DMC is how 

the collaborative process provides close encounters with a plurality of perspectives, 

creating a field of emergence around and in relation to the topic or argument.  

Furthermore, the extended period of time granted to research, review, and re-represent 

information allows understanding to develop across the performance of various 

collaborative interactions and semiotic resources.  

When looking at the embodied inquiry involved in documentary DMC, I am 

interested in the group members’ emerging relations to the topic, or argument of the 

documentary, noting how their perceptions shift and change across the whole process. 

This process is composed of various events, made up of diverse collaborative 

interactions. Furthermore, the knowledge building is influenced by the explicit presence 

of already existing media content such as YouTube videos and music that are interwoven 

or directly appropriated. Through close observation of a single group’s shifting 

documentary focus, it becomes possible to understand how these collaborative 

interactions link and intersect to form a field of emergence across process and product.  

To illustrate this process I will layout and discuss a series of collaborative 

moments from one small group, noting the introduction, establishment, and further 

development and/or shifting of topics during the documentary composing process. 

Looking at embodied learning in this way, as a series of collaborative events of diverse 

interactive arrangements, makes visible the various actions of creation and how each is a 

reconciliation of multiple themes that diverge, converge, and diverge again, throughout 
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the entire composing process. Ultimately these tiny formulations converge to form an 

overall disposition or set of social positions toward an issue, topic or institution. 

The practice of embodied learning facilitated via collaboration is most explicit in 

the composition of the group I will call “Group CityBus.” In this group the lived 

experience of the documentary emerges across the process and beyond the final product, 

as each member continually emerges in their relation to the documentary topic. 

Encountering the City Bus: Researching the Context  

The group of focus was composed of three females: Erin, an African American in 

her Junior year of high school and two seniors: Clarissa, a White American, and Chandra, 

of White American and East Indian decent. The documentary group quickly arrived at 

consensus as to the general focus of their documentary: public transportation in their city, 

specifically the city bus system.  While they all agreed that the city bus would be a 

worthwhile topic to pursue, the specifics of their argument were still undecided.  As a 

group, they discussed the possibility of having their documentary explore and reveal the 

impacts of impending budget cuts that would limit the number and frequency of bus 

routes.  This focus on budget cuts helped the group to get started with the process of 

researching the topic through gathering, selecting, and handling related media.   

The selecting of a topic was the threshold for the field of emergence, taking the 

first steps into a continual process of negotiation and reconciliation of knowing.  While 

this first step or phase of emergence only lasted a few days with Group CityBus, this 

initial step often lasted much longer, sometimes even weeks in other groups because of 

difficulty agreeing on a common topic to research.  
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As the group began their research, however, their focus shifted away from budget 

cuts toward exploring the stereotypes of people who ride the bus.  Then, as the group 

began interviewing people, and then rode the bus themselves to complete necessary “field 

observations,” a third focus emerged, that of the bus as a positive enriching experience. 

As the group members move through the composing process, there is an oscillation of 

topic focus back and forth between three themes 1) presenting and challenging the 

stereotypes of people who ride the bus, 2) the bus as an important city service, and 3) 

exploring the bus as an enriching experience. This uncertainty of focus and intent is 

highly evident in the final media product, which will be discussed in more detail later in 

this chapter.  For now, however, the focus will remain on the students’ interactions 

during the documentary composing process, since it is via these interactions that a field 

of emergence was initiated.  

To illustrate the topic-based interactions across time and process, Table V offers a 

summary of the fifteen key collaborative events as the group developed a focus for their 

documentary, City Pulse. These events were identified during the first phases of my data 

analysis when transcripts from the group’s collaborative work sessions were coded for 

thematic shifts and patterns of interaction. They were further refined in stages three and 

four through close analysis of interview transcripts and track analysis of media (see Table 

III, Chapter 2 for description of data analysis phases). The analysis to follow selects 

certain key events to illustrate moments of significant emergence in the process of 

investigation and composition, moments that shape both their individual ideas and 

perspectives on the bus and their group focus for the documentary project. As will 
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become evident, the group members may have agreed in general on what they initially 

wanted the documentary to address (the city bus), but differ significantly in their overall 

experience making the documentary: what they want to say about the bus, how they want 

to convey their message, and their assessment of the final product.  That said, as the 

documentary composing experience and post-production reflections come to a close, all 

three group members experience significant changes in how they personally position 

themselves in relation to the city bus. 

Table V: 
Collaborative Events in Developing a Focus for City Pulse 

 
Pre-production Events:        

Event #1  – Group decides to focus on the impact of budget cuts to public transportation 
Event #2  – Erin forwards a shift in focus to “bus as enrichment”    
Event #3  – Erin & Chandra perform mock interview with a “racist”    

Production Events: 
Event #4  – Group acknowledges that focus is changing    
Event #5  – Group views interviews & discusses connection to new focus    
Event #6  – Group discusses whether “Angry Black Man” clip fits focus  
Event #7  – Group discusses how to frame “Angry Black Man” clip    
Event #8  – Completing Field Observations and filling out Field Notes Worksheets 
Event #9  – Chandra describes focus of doc as “a mystery”    
Event #10 – Group discusses how to organize clips in the doc    
Event #11 – Chandra shares structure for doc without “Angry Black Man”  
Event #12 – Group discusses how to organize clips (parallel editing)   
Event #13 – Chandra & Clarissa co-write voice-over while Erin downloads files  
Event #14 – Erin completes “raw editing;” Chandra completes “polishing” 

Post-production Events:  
Event #15 – Group shares City Pulse with classmates for final screening 
Event #16 – Individuals write production reflection essays  
Event #17 – Individuals participate in post-production interview   

 



   69 

 

Of the key events listed above, I will now focus on seven of the events, emphasizing how 

these moments, while collaborative, reveal students’ struggle and emergence in forging a 

disposition toward the topic (city bus system) and the product (their documentary City 

Pulse). Each member has in mind a different focus and trajectory for the documentary 

based on their own experiences with the bus. These shifting visions are seen throughout 

the entire process and even in the final product. Production remains collaborative with all 

contributing; however this discord of views creates a field of emergence or transitional 

space that forces the group members to examine and, at times, reformulate their positions 

toward the issue. 

 In the event excerpted below (Event #2 from Table V), the group is in its second 

week of production. They have decided on their initial doc focus (budget cuts to public 

transit) and have already gathered a handful of interviews. Upon completing their first 

few interviews they have encountered some difficulties. The group had intended to 

interview riders while on the bus but were told from transit officials that they were not 

allowed to film on the bus. This ban on filming stifled some of the group’s original 

enthusiasm.  At this point the group de-emphasized a focus on public transit budget cuts 

to include a focus on stereotypes on the bus.  

The transcript below begins with Chandra listing possible interviews and 

YouTube videos the group could use to open the documentary with a focus on 

stereotypes. It is evident in Erin’s demeanor and energy level, that she is not personally 

convinced that the documentary should focus on stereotypes. In the excerpt below, note 

the collective knowledge building related to focus that emerges.  
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Chandra: We could put this at the beginning, like as ‘this is what people think of it 
(riding the bus),’ like “Angry Black Man on a Bus” was one of the titles 
and then I know my sister has some stories of crazy dudes on buses that 
we could use. 

 
Erin: (Quiet, unenthused) Ok 
 
 (Silence) 
 
Erin: So I think we can, I mean, I think our focus is going to eventually change 

a little bit from like … 
 
Chandra: (interrupting) like what we think it … 
 
Erin: (interrupting) I don’t know. I guess you could go with kind of like the 

uniqueness of it (the bus), because based on our interview with Ms. D 
yesterday, we got a lot of stuff about like how you can build relationships 
on the bus and stuff, and we could get some stories about that. 

 
Chandra: (unenthused) Yeah. 
 

In this excerpt we see Chandra moving forward with a focus on stereotypes by listing 

aloud stereotype-specific content that could be used to open the documentary.  She 

mentions in particular using a viral video she found on YouTube called “Angry Black 

Man on the Bus” (hereafter “ABM”). In this six-minute video, originally uploaded to 

YouTube in early 2010, an African American Male in his thirties speaks aloud to a bus 

full of passengers.  A self-proclaimed “Hood Nigga,” he tells the passengers how happy 

he is that the USA now has a black president.  He claims that it is a now “a black world” 

and that soon everyone will be eating catfish and fried chicken.  Sprinkled in his speech 

are several curse words, mentions of sex, drugs and racism.  In one instance he even says 

that “when people hear the word black man, they think evil.”  The video ends with the 
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man getting off the bus and the young Asian American man who caught the video 

laughing and vowing to his friends never to ride the bus again.   

While Chandra is excited about using this video clip, believing it will increase 

interest in the group’s documentary through creating “drama,” Erin, who sees the video 

as excessively negative and stereotypical, is less enthused and suggests an alternative 

focus for the documentary. Erin’s lack of enthusiasm for both the ABM video and the 

focus on stereotypes is evident in other collaborative moments as well, such as when all 

three members view the video when trying to decide whether and how to use it (to be 

discussed in more detail to follow).  

Chandra, on the other hand, is less interested in changing the focus of their 

documentary again and instead continues making a list of video footage to support a 

stereotypes focus.  Erin notes Chandra’s disinterest but is not dismayed and continues to 

argue her stance articulating her position. 

 

Erin: and like we could start out with like people that think the bus is a cool 
place or scary place and talk about the good stuff that happens and the 
interesting experiences you have riding the bus  

 
Chandra: (while typing on the computer) That sounds good  
 
Erin:  (enthused) Like, how public transportation can enrich your life. 
 
Chandra: yeah.  That’s a good idea (Audio transcript, 13-May-2011) 
 

Above Erin continues to forward her wishes to shift the focus to a positive aspect of the 

bus.  She suggests presenting the bus as an “enriching” experience.  Her voice shows 

much enthusiasm when she is able to actually articulate her disposition. It is in this 
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moment of formulation, inspired by the field of emergence of struggle in collaboration 

that Erin finds a place for herself in the composing process. 

Later on during the same class period, I check with the group, asking them how 

things are progressing and if they foresee any challenges going forward.  Chandra quickly 

responds, “YES!” Chandra elaborates on her urgent response saying that she is unsure 

what they are going to focus on right now, that she is concerned how they can proceed 

considering the ban on filming on the bus.  Erin is also unsure how they will incorporate 

some of their interviews, mentioning specifically the interview they did with Ms. D (me), 

which focuses on the unexpected conversations and relationships that can happen on the 

bus. I apologize for my long-winded interview that may have taken them off topic.  But 

Erin quickly interjects saying, “But that was perfect though. That sort of changed our 

focus. With our whole “no filming on the bus” dilemma, that gave us something to do, 

because you focused on how enriching riding the bus can be and that can be a focus of 

the piece.” 

While Erin sounds quite focused and decided about the documentary focus 

shifting away from stereotypes to enrichment, Chandra does not follow-up with any 

agreement.  Instead she shares how she plans to interview a neighbor that she describes as 

“very opinionated” and gets angry when discussing certain “conservative issues.” 

Chandra later shares with me that she wants to “get this interview” so that she can add 

some “drama” and raise interest in their documentary.  

 At this time, there is a co-existence of multiple dispositions toward the bus. The 

first, held by Chandra, advocates for a documentary on stereotypes based on one 
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interviewee’s description of “crazy dudes” and on the ABM video. This positioning is 

based on Chandra’s own experiences or lack of experiences on the bus and is fueled by 

her desire to create drama. The second, envisioned by Erin, seeks to present a positive 

aspect of the bus. Based on an interview with Ms. D., Erin repeatedly forwards her 

observations of a “changing focus” and goes on to suggest that the documentary focus on 

the bus as an “enriching experience,” an approach she feels represents more her father’s 

20+ years of experience driving the bus. In this sense the “Ms. D” interview text mediates 

an alternative focus that Erin wishes to further explore.  

Later that same class period Clarissa leaves class for another commitment. Erin 

and Chandra use the time to draft their interview questions, which reveal a focus on 

budget cuts and stereotypes, yet do not include any questions related to the alternative 

focus on enriching experiences that Erin had mentioned earlier in the class period.  To try 

out the interview questions, Chandra and Erin film a mock interview with Chandra 

playing the role of her conservative and opinionated neighbor “Allison.”  Playing the role 

of “Allison,” Chandra plays up what she believes to be the racist and overly conservative 

views of her neighbor, “Allison” while Erin plays the role of the interviewer. In the 

transcript below (Event #3 from Table V), Erin improvises several follow-up questions 

that are not included in the original list of interview questions. 

 
Chandra: pretend I am Allison and I will answer questions as if I were her. 
 
Erin: Would you ever ride the bus? 
Chandra (in the role of Allison) No, never  
Erin:  why not? 
Allison: because it is filled with filthy people 
Erin:  (breaking role-play frame) would she really answer that way? 
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Chandra: no this is if someone really evil were to answer these questions 
Erin:  (inserting a follow-up question) how would you describe these people? 
Chandra: they are dirty, and old, and homeless, and all on drugs and they don’t  

deserve to use the tax payers money 
Erin:  would you let your kids, use the city buses when they are in middle  

school or high school? 
Chandra: never because they would get sexually transmitted diseases from the seats. 
Erin:  (inserting another follow-up question) Tell me more about these dirty  

people.  How would you describe them?  What age, race, and class are 
these people? 

Chandra: Well, I don’t want to be racist because I’m not, but they are not my people  
let’s just say that.  Who knows what age they are with all those drugs.   
That’s my answer.  That’s my final answer. 

Erin:  So, would you ride the light rail? 
Chandra: The light rail! Well, I have a really nice car so no.  But it is a nice idea, but  

I can see it going right where the busses have gone. 
Erin:  What do you think about the light rail coming into Saint Paul? 
Chandra: I think it is classy, but I don’t think it will make any difference at all with  

the issues we have with drugs and crazy people. 
Erin:  What improvements do you think could be made to public transportation? 
Chandra: I think they should be eliminated entirely because it is a waste of  

taxpayers money? 
Erin:  (inserting follow-up qestion) So what about the people who cannot support  

any other way of transportation? 
Chandra: They should buy cars. 
Erin:  (inserting follow-up) What if that is impossible for them to do? 
Chandra: Then they don’t deserve to be in this country. (Audio transcript, 13-May-
2011) 
 
In line 6 Erin breaks the role-play frame by asking, “would she really say that” as if 

signaling to Chandra that she senses Chandra’s dramatic flare. Realizing that Chandra 

continues to dramatize the character of her neighbor, Erin begins to interject with follow-

up questions that probe deeper into the issue. Upon completion of the mock interview, 

Erin laughs in disbelief and comments to Chandra, “wow that would be quite the 

interview.  Would she really say those things?” Chandra responds saying that, “no she 

wouldn’t say that,” that she’s a nice lady, but that she can get “heated.” 
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This research rehearsal represents a more exploratory, playful form of idea 

sharing. While the two co-construct a text, it is a mock text. At first glance, this role-play 

interview may appear to have little importance to their larger task of completing the 

documentary beyond practice with the video camera and interview questions. Looking 

again, however, the mock interview can be seen as an embodied enactment of how 

Chandra and Erin believe others may view the bus. 

The fictional aspects of these roles allow Chandra and Erin to take public risks 

with their thinking that perhaps are more high stakes when engaging in idea exchange as 

their everyday selves given their social positions of Chandra as “white” senior and Erin 

as “black” junior. The fictional dialogue reveals Chandra’s interest in the stereotype 

focus for the documentary.  It also reveals her own stereotypical view of a white racist 

who sees the poor, and racial others, as “not my people” and as unsafe and undeserving 

of public services. While exaggerated, the role-play conversation also reveals how 

Chandra views the bus.  Not having much experience riding the bus, the only information 

she has to inform her own disposition toward the bus is her perceptions of how others, 

such as her “heated” neighbor views the bus. 

Erin, on the other hand uses her fictional role of the interviewer to interject 

several follow-up questions that probe beyond a superficial portrayal of stereotypes. In 

line 16, Erin attempts to bust open the focus on stereotypes, asking the fictional “Allison” 

to specify what age, race, and class these “dirty people” are, a question to which Chandra 

playing “Allison” avoids answering. Unsatisfied with the post-racial description of 
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people on the bus as “dirty people,” Erin’s unscripted follow-up questions repeatedly 

direct the conversation back to specifics, back to race.  

Distinct from the conflict-averse role Erin has typically assumed while working 

along side her senior group members, as the interviewer in this role-play setting Erin is 

much more assertive and pointed with her questions.  It may be the fictional role-play that 

allows her license to voice her views on an issue that otherwise may be too risky.  In this 

sense the fictional role-play frame becomes a vehicle or field of emergence for 

exploratory thinking, idea testing, and social positioning nested within the larger 

composing process.  The role-play mediates the group members’ thinking on the topic, in 

a safe space, that does not offend or disrupt power positions of the other group members.  

In the next series of events, which occurs two class periods later, all three group  

members are present. The group reviews a variety of interview clips they have collected 

and shares aloud some of their observations and connections. Together they discuss 

editing choices, what clips to include, which to cut and also begin to identify themes 

surfacing in the clips. The three females are seated on the carpeted hallway floor, just 

outside the classroom. They use headphone splitters so that all three can listen 

simultaneously to the footage. (See Figure 6) 
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Figure 2: Reviewing interview footage using headphone splitters 

 

In the transcript below (Event #6 from Table V), the group reviews the “ABM” 

video, deciding how and when to use it in their documentary. While viewing the video, 

there is much snickering from Chandra and Clarissa as they listen to the man’s public 

speech on the bus. Erin is mostly silent during the viewing, speaking only so say, “wow” 

or to ask “Who is he talking to?”  After the video finishes, Chandra and Clarissa discuss 

how to use the video. Erin contributes very little to the conversation. 

 
Chandra: Oh,  that was cute in a really sad way.  
Clarissa: yeah but (sighs) but if we do something on all the different people you 

could imagine on the bus, we could use it. 
Chandra:  I was thinking because of the title (“Angry Black Man on the City Bus) we 

could use it as an example of the stereotype 
Clarissa: Yeah! 
Chandra:    an example of what people see … 
Clarissa: Yeah 
Chandra: … when they think about busses  
Clarissa: Yeah … um as long as we make sure people know we are portraying it as  

the stereotype.   
Chandra: yeah 
Clarissa: … because otherwise we have to be careful about it and be respectful 
Chandra: yeah 

 
Erin: What?  There are some people who just are wrong all the time.  He is. 
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In this event, Clarissa and Chandra discus the potentials and sensitivity of using 

the ABM video.  Chandra thinks it will fit well with the stereotype focus of their 

documentary, yet Clarissa cautions that the video may be taken in the wrong way.  

During this time Erin does not join the conversation except to say that the man in the 

video is “wrong.” While Clarissa and Chandra stake positions on whether to use the 

video Erin asks questions related to the viral video yet avoids voicing a stance on how to 

treat the video in their documentary.  At this point, Clarissa and Chandra have accepted 

the stereotypical representation of the black man and proceed to discuss how to use the 

video.  Erin’s comments, however, reveal her need to further process the video and its 

content.  As African American herself, she sees beyond the caricature depiction of the 

black man and engages more with what the man is saying.  She does not agree with the 

man’s claim that it is a “black world.” In fact, in a post-production interview, she shares 

that she worries that society expects too much of President Barack Obama, that some are 

eager for him to make a mistake.  Unable to articulate her position, she says nothing. 

Unlike the fictional role-play moments when only Erin and Chandra were present, 

it appears that when both of the senior females are present, Erin is more hesitant to 

forward her ideas and instead focuses on completing tasks related to the completing the 

documentary as a school assignment, such as downloading files, editing, etc. Social 

tensions being high in this moment, Erin chooses instead to engage with the school task 

of finishing the project. 
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The next day (May 18th) I visit with the group asking them about the status of the 

ABM video and whether they plan to use it. Chandra states that they have not yet decided 

on whether to use it.  Clarissa says that she thinks it would fit well with their focus on 

stereotypes. Chandra then goes on to describe how she is thinking that it could be 

included in the documentary along side a clip from the children’s cartoon show The 

Magic School Bus, which presents the school bus as a fun and “happy-go-lucky” place.  

She says that placing the two extremes together would help to highlight the stereotypes of 

people on the bus. Clarissa and Chandra go on to talk about the difficulty of framing the 

clip in a way that doesn’t reinforce the stereotype.  As Clarrisa states,  

We can’t use him to break down the stereotype. He is the stereotype.  We’d have  

to use the clip and then use narration and then really cool clips of interaction of 

other people on the bus and use other videos to break it down and be ‘yes this 

exists but so do all these other wonderful things that people talk about’ 

Similar to previous patterns of verbal idea contribution when all three females are 

present, Erin is very quiet on the issue.  When I directly ask her what her view on the 

issue is, she responds,  

like she (Clarissa) was saying, getting different videos of things that do happen on  

the bus, like your kind of stories, like finding videos of things like that. … I think 

that would be a good start to it, if we are going to break down stereotypes, to start 

out with that. 
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Here Erin agrees to the inclusion of ABM her stance, yet she qualifies that by stating that 

it would work only if they are trying to break down stereotypes, a focus she prefers they 

not take for their documentary. 

 As part of the documentary investigation process, the students are also required to 

complete three field observations of the “subculture” their documentary explores.  The 

observations involve filling out “field notes” or worksheets that encourage the students to 

consider various aspects of culture, such as gender roles, conversational styles, use of 

space, etc. For their observations, all three group members ride the bus for two hours, 

observing the activities and people on the bus.  Chandra and Clarissa complete the 

observation together. Erin completes the observation by herself, riding a bus that her 

father drives.  In the transcript below (Event # 8 from Table V), the group members the 

fill out the field notes worksheet together. 

 

     
  
 
Chandra: O.K. last thing. “knowledge of historical context”  What should I put for a  

historical thing? 
 
(no dialogue) 
  
Erin:  Um (pause) I don’t know, like I used to hear a lot when people got on the 

bus, some black people they would tell their kids not to go sit in the back, 
because they don’t have to anymore, but we could use that as, that people 
tend to sit on the bus …  

 
Clarissa: They tell their kids to sit in the back or not to sit in the back? 
Erin:  Well a lot of times, I would hear people say, “don’t go sit in the back” 

because you don’t have to. 
Chandra: Yeah, O.K. so like sometimes people sit in groupings … 
Clarissa: That would definitely be based on history. 
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(No dialogue … Chandra writing) 
  
Clarissa: So Erin said we are going to interview right after school tomorrow, at 

3pm? 
   
Chandra: Yeah 3pm.  (Pause)  So sometimes people sit in places based on race,  

umm if they have the choice, if seats are open.  And then Erin, what was 
the comment you made” That some family members tell their kids not to 
sit in the back of the bus because of racial stigmas? 

  
Erin: yeah. 
 
(no dialogue … Chandra writing) 
 
Chandra: O.K. I’ll turn this in. 
 

In the conversation above, the group engages with a discussion about the bus that reveals 

that each group member has different histories riding the bus.  When Chandra does not 

know what to write, she asks her group members, what should I put for a “historical 

thing.”  There is then a significant pause, nearly 15 seconds and no one answers.  Erin 

then speaks up saying that she has heard a lot of people, specifically black people, telling 

their kids not to sit in the back of the bus because they don’t have to.  The group 

members are intrigued by this response and ask her to clarify. She repeats her response, 

to which Clarissa, responds, stating that that would definitely be based on history.  

Chandra proceeds to write down the group’s response that people sit on the bus based on 

race or what is available and then includes Erin’s response about not having to as “racial 

stigma.”  

Of interest in this exchange is the power reversal among group members. In most 

cases, it has been Chandra and somewhat Clarissa, who have exercised the power in the 
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group.  As seniors, they have voiced most authority in the group related to the topic focus 

and media selections. Erin, a junior, has deferred to the two seniors in most cases. Yet in 

this instance, Erin interjects her historical knowledge on the issue, not only as an African 

American female, but also as a daughter of a man who has driven bus for over 20 years.  

During those 20 years, Erin has ridden the bus several times with her father and has 

observed several people get on and off the bus. Erin’s direct reference to race cannot be 

avoided but rather must be addressed.  Clarissa affirms the racial commentary, yet 

qualifies it stating that it is “definitely a historical thing” Chandra further dilutes the 

comment by summarizing it as “racial stigma” Had the social dynamics of the group been 

less averse to discomfort this conflict might have opened up an authentic albeit messy 

exploration of identity and expectations both of white and black bus passengers, making 

the field note activity a vehicle for discussions.  Instead, the event represents another 

example of race being a topic of discussion avoided in small group work sessions.4  

Two class periods later, I check with the group asking them how the documentary 

is coming.  Chandra responds abruptly that because they cannot film on the bus that the 

bus “is still a mystery.”  This quick response reveals to me that Chandra is frustrated and 

that the group as a whole is still unsure how to precede with their focus, that they are 

unable to reconcile the previous focus on stereotypes and the related ABM video with the 

focus of bus as a enriching experience.  The rest of this class period and the next are 
                                                
4  This avoidance is of concern, considering the frequency at which sensitive topics such as race, gender, 
and religion are raised as topics of discussion during large group discussions.  It seems that when 
discussions were regulated by the teacher students more readily commented about such topics.  Is this 
because the teacher deflects the social tensions in some way?  Do these more regulated occurrences provide 
less opportunity for social relocation?  Perhaps Sheehy’s (2005) concepts of “thick” and “thin” spaces may 
help to explain this ability to move within these discussion spaces.  In future work, I’d like to compare the 
large group class discussions with that of the small group discussions to see how patterns of interaction 
impact social position. 
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clouded by this indecision.  Not knowing how to go forward, in terms of focus, the group 

continues reviewing interview clips, with minimal discussion related to what they want to 

keep and what they do not want to keep in the interview clips.  

After two days of unfocused review of interview footage, Chandra takes it upon 

herself to draft an outline of the documentary’s overall structure. Chandra then shares the 

structure and organization with her group members.  Along with the sequencing of 

footage clips, Chandra has written three of the five voice over segments and has also 

downloaded archival footage of The Magic School Bus, and gathered music for the 

documentary. In the transcript below (Event #11 from Table V), Chandra explains her 

proposed organization to the group and Clarissa readily adds her ideas. Chandra and 

Clarissa are very enthused about the proposed structure.  Erin responds very little to the 

proposed organization and instead proceeds to upload to the group’s laptop the archival 

footage and music that Chandra has gathered, so that it will be ready to edit.  Chandra 

shares the structure with the group and Clarissa adds her ideas. Later in the class period 

the group begins editing side-by-side, deciding together how they will sequence the 

different interview clips.  Chandra suggests parallel editing. 

 
Chandra: Where are we going to put uhh … I think we can put your dad with the  

other positive interviews. 
 
Erin:  what are we doing next? 
 
Erin: do you want to put in this story (of Wanda talking about woman who is 

not on the bus) 
 
Chandra: yeah 
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Chandra: what we can do with Candance is start her story and then interject he story 
with someone else and then finish her story after … say with Aisha who is 
so boring.  

 
Clarissa: yeah I like that 
 
Clarissa: Candance has this really good part where talks about how we bring the 

culture to the bus.   I don’t know where but we should bring that it in 
 
Erin: (Talking about a different video clip) Honestly we don’t need this 

beginning part.  We can just start with “sometimes there are bus drivers 
Chandra  
& Clarissa: yeah … yeah that’s better 
 
Erin:  so are we going to do the baby thing 
Chandra: yes the baby thing. Right there “I have gifts for the baby” 
Clarissa: yeah 
Chandra: I’m so excited now. This is adorable 
Clarissa: Ok, ok let’s watch it!! Let’s watch it! 
 
 [The group watches the edited clip] 
 
Erin: I think we need to change the beginning 
 
Chandra: We are on a rave here.  We are already on list six of our shots here. 
 
Chandra: (TO Erin) – Are you excited? 
Erin: (singing) – I’m so excited (feels a bit forced)  
 
Clarissa and Chandra laugh 
 
Chandra: I’m just so excited that we have The Magic School Bus and that we have 

Ms. Candance saying “I have gifts for the baby” (Audio transcript, 25-
May-2011) 

 

Erin’s language in this transcript depicts a distancing or detachment from the  

documentary as identity text.  Instead her positioning of the documentary shifts to that of  

academic task to be completed.  Her focus on getting the project done is evident in this  

event as well as others wherein she interjects the collaborative knowledge building of  
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Chandra and Clarissa with questions about pragmatics for completion. Although Erin  

forgoes engaging with the final project as an identity text, she does continue to form a  

disposition towards the topic of the bus. All members are still wading in the field of  

emergence. In this event there is much exchange of ideas; however, the sharing relies less  

on language and instead relies heavily on the shared knowledge of the interview texts.  

The shared site of engagement is focused heavily on the computer screen, which is in  

Erin’s lap, and the iMovie interface which organizes video clips into rows.  In this  

situation, meaning is mediated by multiple objects and actions: 1) the interview texts, 2)  

the single laptop, and 3) the iMovie interface (See Figure 3).  At this point there is little  

dialogue among the group members. Instead all of the hardware objects and media texts  

are threaded together through repeated finger point gestures, communicating each other’s  

wishes.  

 

 

Figure 3: iMovie Interface as Site of Engagement 

 

This plurality and diversity of meditational means allows for a distancing from the  

sensitivity of the topic to a focus on task completion.  Of interest in the excerpt above is  
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how much Erin participates verbally.  Similar to other moments where she has 

participated verbally, the conversation is heavily mediated by other texts, she interjects 

frequently that she thinks they should change the beginning. Also unique to this situation, 

is that she has the laptop in her lap. In essence she is driving the editing process and has 

much control, in this moment, over the documentary.  In a post-production interview, 

Erin commented that she did most of the “raw” editing in this media project and that she 

enjoyed learning more about the iMovie software.  This suggests that for Erin there was a 

closing of one field of emergence for learning and the opening of another. While Erin 

was not satisfied with the direction of the documentary content, she did enjoy learning 

the tools of video expression that being in an editor role allowed. In many ways this shift 

reveals an identity negotiation for Erin.  Rather than experiencing the documentary as a 

vehicle to explore her identity as an African American female, it becomes a tool to 

further her “good student” identity. This is not the first time Erin has chosen the path of 

the “good student” position rather than a “pushing the issue” position. While working on 

her radio documentary, she also felt that her radio documentary earlier in the school year, 

she also felt that the ideas presented were not very developed and offered only easy 

answers, an issue that will be discussed further in Chapter 6.  

In the final two days of production there is much editing.  The editing is done in 

two phases that the group has described as “raw editing” and “polishing” These events 

are completed by individuals but in purpose for the whole. Erin completed what she 

called the “raw editing” by herself using Chandra’s list. When talk with her in-process, 

Erin explains to me that she has been doing most of the work on the computer with this 



   87 

 

group.  She goes on to describe that, while Chandra created the shot list, she is really 

excited about how she has edited and merged some of the clips together.  She shares an 

example of where one interview clips leads smoothly into another clip with a different 

person. The next day I touch base with Chandra who is completing what she describes on 

the “final polishing editing.”  Chandra describes this work as a “one-set-of-hands” task. 

Taken together these two editing tasks are a collaboration effort to accomplish a single 

task yet for different outcomes: for Chandra the documentary has become an identity text, 

an embodied learning experience that Ellsworth would describe as “sensing our lives in 

the making” (2005, p. 1). 

After finishing the documentary, which they have titled City Pulse, the group 

shares it with the entire class.  Their teacher asks them to explain to the class why they 

chose the sub culture of the city bus. At first no one steps forward to speak, but then 

Chandra replies, “We choose it because we all have some sort of connection to the city 

bus, but we don’t really understand it. And not knowing and understanding what it is 

about was part of our journey.” (Fieldnotes, 25 May 2011). The mention of their 

documentary focus being that of an “exploratory journey” was first mentioned here in 

this moment. That said, the exploratory, oscillation of focus is evident in the final 

documentary as well.  Table VI summaries the thematic focus of the documentary from 

beginning to end, noting its shifts and turns.  
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Table VI: 
Thematic Transcript of Mediational Means in City Pulse 

 
Topic Theme Screen Shot Description of Mediated Action Dialogue 
1 
Bus = 
important  
city service  

0:00 – 0:12 

 
0:12 – 0:20 

Archival footage of empty bus 
Sounds of bus 
 
Animated words of title zoom in 
and off of the screen  
 
Song plays throughout entire 
scene:  
“We All Belong” by Dr. Dog 

None 
 
City Pulse: A CPC Production 
 
Music lyrics: Sitting here I’m very 
far away, looking back on 
yesterday. But it won’t be long 
before we all belong to love 

2 
Bus = 
Important  
city service  

0:20 – 0:41 

 
0:41 – 0:58 

Head shots of interview subject 
discussing possible budget cuts 
 
 
Archival footage of empty bus 
with bus sounds while Chandra 
speaks voice over 
 

IF:* There was going to be 17 
million in budget cuts … 
 
VO:** Chandra: The City’s transit 
system is in danger of drastic 
budget cuts that could lesson the 
amount of busses and stops used 
and potentially increase bus fairs. 

3 
Stereotypes of 
the bus 

 
0:58 – 1:37 

A series of four different 
interview clips, each presenting 
different stereotypes of the bus 

IF: There are definitely biases that 
come along with bus use. There is 
definitely the lower, a middle class 
people who can’t afford a car. 

4 
Personal 
journey 
learning 
about the bus 

 
1:37 – 1:55 

Video footage of the three group 
members sitting at bus stop.   
 
Subjects speak directly to the 
camera.  
 
Seated position of subjects along 
with high camera angle presents 
group members as non-experts 
learning along side the audience.  

VO Chandra: As infrequent bus 
riders ourselves, we’re also 
curious why the bus system is so 
important to the city. 
 
VO Clarissa: We’ve come to 
realize that it is a mysterious part 
of our community that we don’t 
understand. 
 
VO Erin: Talking to people and 
riding the bus ourselves, we’ve 
come to realize something about 
The City’s transit system. 

5 
Bus = 
Enriching 
experience   

1:55 – 2:06 

 
2:06 – 2:10 

Archival footage of The Magic 
School Bus cartoon, including 
theme song from Magic School 
cartoon show, suggest happy and 
upbeat mood, while also 
presenting city bus as similar to 
school bus.  
 
Insertion of title slide suggests 
that city bus experience is also 
magical 

Music Lyrics: Cruising on down 
the main street feeling relaxed and 
feeling good. Next thing you know 
you see an octopus in the 
neighborhood. 
 
 
Title Slide: It’s Magical 
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6 
Bus = 
Enriching 
experience 
 – 
relationships  

 
2:10 – 4:23 

A series of 14 interview clips 
from three bus riders, a bus 
driver, and the transit system’s 
Director of Diversity and Equal 
Opportunity. All share examples 
of how people form diverse 
relationships on the bus 

IF: Just the other day I ended up 
sitting on the back of the bus and 
ended up talking to a bunch of 
people I never would have talked 
to and that’s awesome. 

7 
Bus = 
Enriching 
experience 
–  
Why? 

 
4:23 – 4:33 

Archival footage of The Magic 
School Bus cartoon. 
 
Voice Over layered on top of 
instrumental guitar music: 
“Everybody Here is a Cloud” by 
Cloud Cult 

VO Clarissa: Why do people have 
such amazing experiences on the 
bus? Why is it such a welcoming, 
open and unconventional space? 

8 
Bus = 
Enriching 
experience  
– 
diversity 
 
 

 
4:33 – 4:52 

 
4:52 – 4:57 

Interview footage with Director 
of Diversity and Equal 
Opportunity 
 
Archival footage of buses en 
route  
 
Instrumental guitar music with 
soft drum beat: “Everybody Here 
is a Cloud” by Cloud Cult 

IF: We insure that all of our 
operators, riders, mechanics, who 
take care of the bus, and planners 
all also insure that diversity, equal 
opportunity and affirmative action 
are a part of the life, a part of their 
work life. 

9 
Bus = 
Important  
city service  

4:57 – 5:10 

Archival footage of city buses en 
route  
 

VO Erin: There are so many 
people who depend on the public 
transit system including students, 
elderly and disabled, and there are 
so many unintentional positive 
effects on the community, 
environment, and individual. 

10 
Bus = 
Important  
city service   

 

 
5:10 – 6:38 

A series of seven interview clips 
from five different subjects, 
highlighting a variety of aspects 
about the bus, including benefits 
of convenience, and cost. 

IF: It should be important to 
everyone. It is really handy. If you 
want to be independent and able to 
get places without a car, the bus is 
the way to go. 
 
IF: We the people bring the culture 
to the bus, and with that the 
practices of cultural interaction 

11 
Light-Rail 
improves the 
bus  

6:38 – 7:05 

Archival footage of city light-rail 
en route.  
 
 
 
 
 
Music: “When You Ride the 
Light Rail” by Jason 
Messersmith 

VO Chandra: The Transit System 
is expanding to include a light-rail 
line 
 
VO Clarissa: This expands the 
possibilities that an already 
important system has to offer. 
 
VO Erin: More people should take 
advantage of this opportunity that 
keeps our community connected 
and alive. 
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12 
Light Rail 
improves the 
bus  

7:05 – 7:21 

A series of three interview clips 
from three different subjects, all 
discussing the positive impacts of 
the future light-rail expansions. 

IF: When the light-rail comes it is 
going to be pretty cool. 

13 
Light Rail 
improves the 
bus  

7:21 – 7:35 

Archival footage of The City’s 
light-rail en route.  
 
Music: “When You Ride the 
Light Rail” by Jason 
Messersmith 

 
 
Music: As you ride the light-rail 
ooh 

14 
Light Rail 
improves the 
bus  

7:35 – 7:52 

 
Music: “When You Ride the 
Light Rail” by Jason 
Messersmith 

 

* IF = Interview Footage; ** VO = Voice Over 
 
 
This table shows the shifting topic focus throughout the final product, which in many 

ways matches the shifting focus throughout the investigation and composition process.  

Similar to the analytical tables used in other studies using mediated discourse analysis 

(c.f. Jewitt, 2006; Wohlwend, 2009), the table uses rows to split the documentary into 

scenes and columns to describe different aspects of each scene.  The scenes are based on 

the organization of key video footage and music selections, that are paired to mark 

related ideas. According to this thematic charting, there are 14 scenes.  

The first column summarizes the argument or theme addressed in the scene, in 

other words how the bus in represented. The middle two columns offer descriptions of 

images, music and other semiotic resources mediating actions and dispositions. Column 

two presents a visual timeline with screen shots of the prominent footage in each scene. 

Column three specifically describes the different types of mediated action working 

together to suggestion a thematic presentation of the bus.  Common examples of 

mediated action used in this documentary include archival footage, interview footage, 
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animated text, and music selections.   Column four features the text and dialogue used to 

mediate the action and positioning of the scene. 

 In breaking down the documentary by thematic scenes, it is clear to see the shifts 

that occur throughout the documentary.  For example the documentary opens with two 

scenes (:58) presenting the bus as an important city service.  The documentary then shifts 

to one scene (:40) of interview footage of peers presenting the various stereotypes of the 

bus and those who ride it.  The representation of the bus continues to shift back and forth 

throughout the documentary, from bus as important service to bus as enriching 

experience. The documentary then ends with four scenes (:74) focusing on the Light-Rail, 

a rail-based transit system currently being built in the city.  While not directly related to 

the previous scenes focusing on the bus as important city service or bus as enriching 

experience, these scenes are presented as relating to the bus in that they expand the bus’s 

service and thus provide a future improvement to the bus system. With so many 

representations of the bus in a single documentary, it is difficult to identify a central 

argument for the bus beyond perhaps the bus being an “interesting” place and possibly an 

important city service. Further conversations with the group members both informally in 

class and in post-production interviews, reveal that while their final media product may 

not show it, their views have changed significantly and continue to change as the field of 

emergence extends beyond the composition of the documentary. 
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Articulating a Stance 

 The excerpts below, from events #16 and #17 listed on Table V, detail post-

production events such as the reflection essay, interview, and informal conversations. In 

these events it becomes clear how the learning initiated during the DMC process does not 

end once the product is finished, rather the field of emergence remains open, moving 

toward a process of self-organization, or what Holland et al. (1998) would describe as a 

building or projecting of figured worlds.  In other words, when given the chance to reflect 

on the many actions of DMC, students are able to begin articulating a stance. 

 

Questioning self-imposed barriers – Clarissa 

Clarissa’s first attempts to articulate a personal disposition toward the bus occur 

in a post-production reflection essay written for her teacher.  In the essay, Clarissa 

describes her group’s difficulty deciding on a topic as “indecisiveness” but that it led 

them to new understandings of how to approach the topic.  As she states in her post-

production essay, “The evolution of our message forced us to reevaluate everything we 

had previously assumed to be true about the bus system.” In an interview one week later.  

I ask her again to explain why her group changed their topics so much and how her views 

on the bus changed.  She states that the bus is “a special place” yet is unable to find a 

foothold in order to continue her explanation of stance on the bus.  

It is when she begins talking about her experience riding the bus herself, as part of 

the observation requirement for the documentary project, that she talks more specifically 

about her own identity and social boundaries. In fact, when asked which parts of the 
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production process were most meaningful to her, where she felt most engaged, Clarissa 

describes doing the observations, riding the bus, and conducting the interviews.   

While discussing her experience riding the bus, I ask her how she thinks her 

identity as a young, white woman impacts her role as an interviewer.  She says that the 

bus definitely “highlights your race.” When I ask her to elaborate, she shares the 

experience she had on the city bus when she was doing one of her observations.  For this 

observation, she and Chandra rode across town on the city bus, from 8:30-10:30 at night. 

Their third group member, Erin, was not able to attend. Clarissa describes the 

“composition of the bus” as changing as they went through different neighborhoods and 

that the language spoken on the bus also changed as they went through these different 

neighborhoods. In the description below, Clarissa tries to capture the social dynamics of 

the bus ride in which she sat close to two families who spoke Spanish.  She describes 

herself as having moments where she felt “part of the family.” At other times she 

describes the presence of a “weird construction worker guy.”  

So we were like right in there. It was dark outside, but lit inside and it was like a 

little room in a house.  I really wanted to interact with them but there was this big 

barrier there … I mean because we had obviously eaten dinner … we were 

students … I actually got into a conversation with the mom about my phone … so 

that was cool; we were able to talk, but I don’t know.  It was like this whole 

different community that we were kind of part of but not completely, because we 

were outsiders. But it was kind of the feeling like we were insiders for a second.  I 

don’t know. It was just really cool 
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Above, Clarissa attempts to formulate a position or identity for herself while riding the 

bus.  While she sits close to a Spanish speaking family, observing their children play and 

even having a conversation with the mother about her phone, she clearly marks herself as 

an outsider to the bus, noting that it was obvious that she was a student. She also begins 

to describe the presence of a social barrier of sorts. Yet as she continues to describe this 

barrier she states the barrier was most likely “self-imposed” 

I mean I bet we probably could have made ourselves a part of it.  I bet the barrier 

was self-imposed partly because we both felt a little weird about being there … It 

was just a really cool atmosphere to be part of. 

I ask if it would have been any different if Erin had been on the bus, given her identity as 

African American. Clarissa replies “no” stating that Erin is pretty shy, that they all are 

pretty shy, and that being shy was probably the biggest barrier.  She also notes that being 

on the bus with Chandra also imposed a barrier in that she may have interacted more with 

the people on the bus had she been alone. It is interesting to note that Clarissa states that 

social dynamics would not have changed much if Erin had been with them, because she is 

also shy, yet that if Chandra were not present that she may have interacted more with the 

family on the bus.  

Clarissa is quick to disregard race as a force on the bus, stating that instead it has 

more to do with being shy.  Yet she would feel more outgoing if she were alone.  This 

suggests that being both out of the school context, which influences interactions and 

away from other peer influences would have opened possibilities for interaction. In both 
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cases Clarissa highlights how participating in a new experience promotes formation of 

new social practices that have the potential to revise habituated interactions and positions. 

I comment that the story of her experience of the bus seems like it was very 

important even though it wasn’t mentioned in the documentary.  Clarissa confirms my 

suggestions stating that “actually being on the bus” was the most interesting part of the 

project. She describes the bus ride as having the most impact on her views about the bus 

and “shaping our attitudes.” Furthermore she says her bus riding experience had the 

biggest impact on choosing the focus for their documentary.   As she further explains, 

“yeah maybe that construction worker guy did fit a stereotype of bus riders, but that is 

totally not important at all when you are on there.  It was the community of the bus not 

what other people would think of him.”  

In the end, Clarissa feels that her group did in fact address the topic of stereotypes 

even if only indirectly. For Clarissa, her disposition toward the bus shifts from that of bus 

as place where stereotyped representations of others exist to bus as space she describes as 

one of “transience” and an “escape from the social identity markers of life.” Rather than 

emphasizing the stereotypes that others confirm or complicate, Clarissa gains an 

appreciation for the full experience that others live and the individual stories each has to 

offer.  The bus then becomes a space for stories. In other words, she becomes more aware 

of the boundaries of her own body, which helps her to re-examine her school patterns of 

interaction and segregation of society.  
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Questioning Easy Answers – Erin 

Similar to Clarissa, Erin also experiences a reformulation of disposition, yet for Erin the 

messiness and reconciliation of the process happen after she abandons and disconnects 

from the documentary as final product. Only after relinquishing attachment to her vision 

for the final product was she able to experience the bus. Erin’s shift in disposition toward 

the bus in clearly noted in her post production essay, where she describes the city bus as a 

unique place and as “one of the only areas where one can see people from all walks of 

life” and that because of its confined space the bus “can foster unlikely friendships.”   

The resolute stance on the bus is further present in her essay when she describes 

her DMC process. As Erin further describes, 

Making this documentary taught me a lot not only about the city bus, but myself 

as well.  I used to be a person who hated the city bus.  I knew of its importance in 

society and respected this, but I hated to ride the city bus.  I felt it a dirty place 

with strange people.  The stories that I heard about others’ positive experiences on 

the bus and all the people they got to know through riding it really made me re-

examine my prejudices.  I now view riding the bus as an opportunity to 

understand more about people and potentially learn life lessons. 

While Erin’s essay states that she learned a lot about herself and the bus, in a post-

production interview she shares that she does not feel the documentary goes deep enough 

to convey the learning she experienced. Distinct from Clarissa and Chandra, Erin does 

not see the final product as hers and is definitely less pleased with the final product than 



   97 

 

her group members.  When asking what she thought the focus of the documentary was, 

she described it as “all over the place” stating, 

With both my radio and film documentary I don’t think we really got to the point 

of it. I mean because there is so much more about the bus that we could have said.  

We didn’t really get any interviews with people that are reliant on the bus … I 

still feel like we told a good story but we could have told it in a different way … I 

mean our insiders weren’t really insiders … even with the interview with my dad 

[who is a bus driver]… he didn’t really talk about his experiences on the bus. 

When I ask her what part she thinks most conveys their focus, she points out the middle 

section, starting at four minutes and 22 seconds into the piece.  This scene features a 

voice-over narration asking a series of questions such as, “Why do people have such 

amazing experiences on the bus? Why is it such a welcoming, open, and unconventional 

space?”  This voice-over text is layered on top of archival footage from the cartoon The 

Magic School Bus and is then followed by a clip of interview footage with the Director of 

Diversity and Equal Opportunity at the City Transit office.  

Erin describes this point as having the most clarity but then never following 

through, that the group doesn’t “answer the question” it set out to ask.  It does not go 

deep enough. Erin compares the experience to reading an “incomplete sentence in a 

paper.” saying that “even though you can read the paper and know what is going on, there 

is something missing.” 

For Erin to continue engaging in the process of documentary composition and 

finish the project, she had to first disconnect from the documentary product as an identity 
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text. Not seeing the piece as completed in its development she did not see it as a 

representation or expression of herself, her views, her understandings.  

Erin does eventually feel a connection to the documentary, but not until after it 

has been completed and screened. This connection occurs when she rides the bus by 

herself and experiences for herself the “magic” that is described in her group’s 

documentary. It is as if the process of embodied investigation primed her to have a new 

experience on the bus, one that confirms the focus of the documentary she had 

envisioned.  I was able to see this in Erin when I talked with her over a week after 

documentary projects were finished, post-production papers written, and post-production 

interviews completed.  She arrived in class very excited, wanting to share with me an 

experience she had riding the bus the night before.  On the bus ride she observed first-

hand the “magic” of the bus.  She described to me an impromptu conversation between 

two strangers, two women who struck up a conversation about their hair and whether the 

curl was natural.  For Erin, this experience was when the focus of her envisioned 

documentary was fully realized.  It was as if the process of embodied investigation had 

primed her for this moment.  She was not just sitting in the bus, she was viewing the 

experience as if through the lens of a camera. Still within the field of emergence, she was 

imagining an audience receiving this image and processing it as support for her argument 

for the city bus. 
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Experimenting with Representation – Chandra   

For Chandra, who did most of the final editing of the final project, the documentary was a 

significant identity text, helping her to formulate not only her disposition toward the bus 

but also her position as a producer of media.   

In her post-production essay, Chandra clearly states her stance on what the 

documentary is trying to say, “People open up, people unite, people feel wanted, and 

people enjoy each other for a brief moment on the buses. It truly was a magical place, and 

we wanted to capture the thrill that it gave us.” Yet when asked in a post-production 

interview what was the most meaningful aspect of the DMC process, Chandra focuses 

little on the content of the documentary. Instead, she has much to say about the technical 

composition of the piece, noting specific areas in which the editing, music and effects are 

meant to enhance theme and storytelling. While describing all of the technical aspects of 

the documentary, she is also quick to note how her technical skill level was a hindrance 

in accomplishing her goals with the documentary. This was especially the case when I 

asked her why her group did not include the ABM video in their documentary. She 

responds, saying that it was too risky in terms of technical representation, that she would 

have wanted to include it at the beginning presenting the man “as a dangerous crazy guy” 

and then move toward a representation of a “guy that is pouring our his heart out in the 

unconventional space.” While this was her goal, she repeated said that her technical skills 

were not sophisticated enough to accomplish what she wanted. 
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So in this sense, Chandra, like Erin, also feels that the documentary does not fully 

accomplish what it set out to do.  She describes it as “more of a teaser than an actual 

documentary.”   

For Chandra the messiness and abandonment of her original views were the result 

of two factors: first that they could not film on the bus, and second that she didn’t feel she 

had the technical skill to accomplish the editing that could juxtapose images of people in 

order to successful disrupt the stereotypes. When Chandra realizes that she is not able to 

accomplish her full vision she does not disconnect.  Instead she reformulates the viewing 

experience for her audience. She describes this shift in representation as an “involved 

point of view”.  It “shows we were affected.”  Chandra describes this involved point of 

view when describing the role of the voice-over. 

I think it involves us in the story … brings us three in rather than just having us 

just kind of showing something and not being involved and just telling people 

what to think, it shows people that we are also thinking.  Rather than just being an 

observational point of view it’s an involved point of view. 

When I ask her to elaborate on the involved point of view, she responds saying that, “It 

shows that we were affected by the story and the story was affected by us.”  She 

continues by saying,  

I think an involved point of view rather than of telling the audience what to think 

it is saying, ‘hey this is what we think, do you agree?’ So it’s no pushing an 

opinion on the audience. I guess its showing our realization and hoping that the 

audience understands it. 
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Through employing what she calls the “involved point-of-view” Chandra attempts to 

involve her viewers in an experience of exploration. Not wanting to make what she calls 

an “annoying Michael Moore documentary” she seeks instead to encourage her viewers 

to think about the space of the bus. Because they weren’t able to film people on the bus, 

she presented herself and her group members as the subjects of the documentary.  

In many ways, Chandra’s ability to easily shift gears from one vision to another in 

order to still feel connected to the text, is facilitated by her agility with technology.  

While she describes herself as unskilled with iMovie, she notes that she has been making 

little movies, and stop-animation films since she was a child.  She says that she is just a 

storyteller, that her father is the “movie maker.”  Whatever the case, Chandra was quickly 

able to access another route of expression in the documentary filmmaking space, 

reflecting her agility in self-authoring.   

 

Documentary DMC as field of emerging position 

As the excerpts illustrate above, the composing processes of all three group 

members begins with an original plan or intention, often reflecting their current 

disposition, a default disposition or lack of disposition towards the city bus.  All three 

then enter a phase of messiness in which nothing is clear. Although this personal 

messiness leads to reservations in how to proceed and frustration among group members, 

it also becomes a field of emergence in which the students experiment with different 

social positions.  At this point they are forced for some reason to abandon original views 

on the issue and plans for making the documentary.  This messiness is then followed by a 

reformulation of understanding and personal disposition toward the city bus. For some 
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the newly-formed disposition involves a greater awareness of their own identity, for 

others the disposition involves a realization of the limitations of representation. 

Whichever the case, the disposition formed is an embodied engagement with the topic, or 

as Chandra describes it above, an “involved point-of-view,” that allows them to make 

their own meaning or decisions on the issue. 

Although the media piece by itself may represent a superficial learning 

experience, the investigative process as a whole represents a deep learning about topics 

and issues outside of their school reality.  Students were required to explore authentic 

contexts and conduct real interviews with officials and participants in real contexts.  

These interactions forced them to question their previously held notions about distant 

topics and spaces such as the city bus.  While there is no mention of race in the final 

documentary, the collaborative events analyzed above reveal that group members were 

repeatedly required to engage in the topic of race, stereotypes, and media representation, 

often in ways that were not comfortable. While possibly uncomfortable and in some cases 

avoided, these discussion of sensitive topics in an unstructured space opened a field of 

emergence to question and process their current stances toward the bus.   

 One factor contributing to discussions was the media rich aspects of the learning. 

Such highly mediated moments may promote participation and contribution because they 

decenter focus on one’s works and social identities.  Highly mediated texts such as the 

ABM video raise issues of racism yet diffuse the sensitivity of cultural representation by 

deflection to a mediated other.  In such situations, the boundaries of self and rigidity of 

social habit are made porous allowing for a hybridization of interaction and perception on 
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issues. This hybridization of interaction is most evident in the case of the fictional role-

play interview in which Erin harness a fictional other in order to interrogate her 

classmate’s potentially racist views.  Such hybridization is also seen with Chandra as she 

uses familiar media texts such as The Magic School Buss and the song “We All Belong” 

by Dr. Dog to appropriate the relatively unknown space of the bus as her own. 

 While a learning context highly mediated by technology and media may allow for 

discussion of sensitive issues by diffusing emphasis on students’ social identities, it does 

not swipe discussions clean of power play.  As is evident in many of the interactions 

presented above, Erin often deferred to her older, White group members wishes, 

revealing that she does not always feel safe offering opinions in small group discussions. 

Such silence is a shift from her participation in large group discussions, monitored by a 

teacher where Erin often felt comfortable to voice critical comments of race. 

When emphasis is placed on a single performance or a final product rather than on 

the DMC process as a whole series of events, learners are limited in their abilities to take 

shape and position across time and space.  This representation of learning, based on a 

single performance considers learning to be linear rather than the “field of emergence” 

described by Ellsworth (2005).  These linear representations of learning, which 

emphasize a measurable endpoint may provide convenient and efficient forms of 

assessment yet blind us to the learning that may only start in our classrooms. Although 

the final screening of the documentaries marked the completion of the school task, the 

field of emergence remains open, making Chandra, Erin and Clarissa open and receptive 
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to continued sensations of learning, in essence embodying an “involved point-of-view” as 

they live out their daily lives. 
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Chapter 4:  

Demanding and Managing Attention through Multimodal Ensembles 

 

 

As far as the music, I feel that she should have used something that we know or 

that we hear today. I’m not saying that we don’t hear that today, but if you notice 

that Mike and Rick [two boys in the class] they start nodding their head no matter 

what song comes on, saying “ah man this beat is sick.” Sometimes they will even 

start rapping. I think this type of music is not the type of music they listen to … 

To keep us or the class members intrigued we should have used something that is 

on the radio that we hear all the time.  

- Felicia, post-production interview (April 2011) 

 

In the quotation above Felicia wrestles with the music choices one of her group member’s 

made for a radio documentary that she helped produce earlier in the school year. Looking 

back, Felicia wishes that her group would have chosen a more popular or familiar song in 

order to “intrigue” her classmates. In describing the impact of music in media, Felicia 

goes on to name specific classmates that frequently bob their heads and compose 

impromptu raps to the music heard in class. These comments reveal that Felicia thinks 

not only about her personal music preferences when making media but also about how 

her choices impact her audiences. She considers who the audience is for her piece, in this 

case her classmates, what their needs are, “a sick beat,” and most importantly how she 
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wants the media to impact them, nod and rap. She sees these signs of audience response 

as proof that people are engaged and listening to the message. 

 This focus on grabbing an audience’s attention or engagement in a media message 

was a common topic of concern among the media makers in the English class Analyzing 

Nonfiction through Radio and Film Documentary class. The students, exposed to a 

borage of media messages each day, sensed intuitively that production of media content 

alone does not lead to communication. Rather, media content needs an audience, and that 

audience needs to be paying attention. 

 

Attention: A media convergence of voice and audience 

 Attention, what it is and how it works in the age of information has long been a 

topic of discussion among rhetoricians and media analysts.  Lanham (1994) defines 

attention as “the action that converts raw data into something humans can use.” (p. 13) 

Taking the idea of data conversion further Goldhaber (2006) defines attention as a 

“reshaping one’s mind to the thoughts, viewpoints, mental processes and emotions of the 

person one is paying attention to.” In other words, to pay attention to someone, or to his 

or her media is to “reshape your mind” to another’s mind, to think their thoughts and feel 

their emotions, even if just for a moment. Without such reshaping or mirroring of your 

thoughts you are not “paying attention.” 

Such mind bending attention is claimed to be “the most scarce commodity” in an 

information economy (Lanham, 1994), creating a sub-economy in itself, an “attention 

economy” that runs in reverse to the information economy (Goldhaber, 2006). When 
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looking at this “scarce commodity” in terms of media production, the notion of voice is 

called into question. Does production of media content constitute having a voice if no one 

is listening?  Pushing back on celebrations of voice as mere production, more and more 

theorists have begun considering the social space of voice, expanding emphasis to also 

include the act of listening. Similar to Bakhtin’s (1981) social framework of dialogic 

voices as plural and existing within a continual state of heteroglossia, the emphasis on 

listening foregrounds the presence and participation of audiences’ attention to receive, 

legitimate, and further distribute voices. 

Analyzing the role of voice specifically as it relates to democracy, Couldry 

(2011), like Bakhtin urges us to view “voice” as a social process stating, “voice as a 

social process involves, from the start, both speaking and listening, that is, an act of 

attention that registers the uniqueness of the other’s narrative” (p. 9, emphasis in 

original). Yet for Couldry, to have voice requires not only an audience but an “act of 

attention” on the part of that audience.  Couldry further explains this social process of 

voice stating that voice, while individual in some aspects, “requires social resources” for 

sustenance and distribution.  In other words, voices do not occur and maintain presence 

based solely on the efforts of an author or creator agent. Instead, they need the support of 

different social signifiers or semiotic resources that consider audience reception. Such 

semiotic resources might include intertextuality and juxtaposition with common social 

texts or purposeful distribution via social networks. 

Those studying youth media have also begun to problematize the celebration of 

youth voice, attempting to shift the focus from individual expression to social 
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participation (c.f. Podkalicka & Campbell; Soep, 2006, Soep & Chavez, 2010). In their 

studies of international youth media programs, Podkalicka & Campbell (2010) urge for a 

shift away from individual expression of voice, which emphasizes “the right to speak” 

towards the notion of “social connectedness,” which instead emphasizes “the right to be 

understood.” Based on the work of scholars in The Listening Project (c.f. Dreher, 2009; 

Husband, 2009), which advocates for attention to listening in the study of media, social 

connectedness is accomplished through collaboration and dialogue and requires an 

awareness of self and audience (Podkalicka & Campbell, 2010, p. 6). In other words, 

when making media one must explore what his or her own values and tastes are in terms 

of personal expression and then consider how those tastes interact with the values and 

tastes of the intended audience. 

One way to look at how media makers garner the attention of audiences and build 

social connectedness is through what Jones (2005) calls “attention structures.” Based on 

Lanham’s (1993) notion of “attention economies” and Lankshear and Knobel’s (2002) 

presentation of attention as a kind of social exchange, Jones (2005) defines attention as 

“something that we grant, withhold, seek or discourage in interaction with other people” 

(Jones, 2005 p. 6). Attention structures, then, become the actions of attention, the cultural 

tools and social frames that people access, compose and perform in order to process “the 

rich signal” of interaction. These attention structures have significant impact on both 

parties involved in the communication, those doing the seeking of attention and those 

doing the granting.  As Jones (2005) describes, 

Attention structures not only work to orient us towards different aspects of time, 
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space and mode; in very fundamental ways they shape our social identities and 

social relationships. Situations in which competing attention structures overlap are 

sites of social struggle in which people reproduce or resist particular social 

positions. (p. 36) 

In this sense, the attention structure work of gaining and maintaining the attention of 

specific audiences is a form of social action that media makers can use to mediate aspects 

of affiliation and identity. Soep and Chavez (2010) describe this social action as 

“converged literacy,” in that it is through the multifaceted expression and distribution of 

media content that youth are able to “claim a right to participate” as agents of change 

within global economies (p. 21).  It is within the converged literacy work of attention 

structures that students explore the boundaries of their various social positions in ways 

that simultaneously reinforce and renegotiate social formations and power relations with 

their peers and imagined others.  In using the construction of “attention structures” new 

avenues emerge for understanding voice within media.  More than articulating a social 

position or stance on an issue, a media voice must garner attention in order to forge space 

for dialogue and social change. 

 

Attention Structures in Youth Documentary 

For students making documentaries, attention structures often occur via a 

purposeful combining of various semiotic resources, such as music, images, video 

footage and editing techniques. These multimodal ensembles are often used to emphasize 

certain meanings while de-emphasizing others. Many of the production groups used 
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popular media resources (e.g. music, video, and images) in order to capture and focus the 

attention of their audience members.  

Of the focal groups followed, nearly all discussed explicitly the use of media 

resources to grab and maintain engagement. One group discussed at length whether to use 

an inflammatory YouTube video at the beginning of their documentary in order to “create 

drama” about what they thought may be perceived as a dull or obvious topic. Another 

group considered using a humorous video clip from the adult animation South Park to 

introduce an otherwise serious topic.  Yet another group chose to open their documentary 

with a light and upbeat Latin song to offset the potentially offensive topic. So, while 

students were often personally engaged in the topics they chose for their documentary 

topics, they were not as confident that their peers would take the same interest. Not 

wanting to “bore” nor “offend” their peers, many students voiced concerns about keeping 

their audiences engaged. In some cases the multimodal attention structures enhanced the 

content being conveyed.  In other cases, the relation between the popular media resources 

and the content being presented was less explicit.  

For purposes of this chapter, I will examine the multimodal choices of one group 

of female media makers, focusing specifically on how the group used popular media as a 

semiotic resource or “attention structure” to attract and manage audiences. Of interest in 

this group is how these attention structures are used at key moments of both content 

exploration and content expression.  In other words, the popular media resources used in 

this group’s documentary serve three functions: first, to recruit audience attention to the 

content; second, to bolster the ethos or “prop up” the content being delivered; and third, 
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to extend or deepen understandings of themselves as they deliberated together how and 

when to use and the media. Although all group members collaborated in the overall 

production of the documentary, focus will be placed on primarily one group member, 

Felicia, who took the lead on most of the music and video choices for the piece.  

Before examining the multimodal attention structures initiated by the Felicia, it is 

first necessary to provide the context in which the group members came together, how 

they choose their documentary topic and then decided to use the cultural resources of rap 

musician and iconic celebrity, Tupac. 

 

Finding Focus with Tupac 

Felicia, an African American female finishing her senior year at Crosstown High 

School had two very different experiences producing documentaries during the year-long 

course.  In the fall of the school year, she produced a radio documentary with two 

students that she did not know previous to the project. While she was interested in the 

topic that her group’s radio documentary addressed, she was less than pleased with the 

working conditions in the group.  She felt that most of the creative decision-making was 

dominated by another group member. For the film documentary in the spring, however, 

Felicia was able to choose her group members.  She chose to work with two other senior 

females, Heba and Miriam, friends of hers in the class.  

At first the group had intended to make a documentary exploring the “controlling” 

nature of parents. This topic choice had emerged from the group members’ growing 

frustration with their own parents’ or guardian’s insistence on enforcing certain rules 
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even though they were 18 years old and about to graduate from high school. Hoping to 

gather several interviews with fellow classmates describing how “annoying” parents are, 

the group was surprised to find that few people would openly rant, at least on video, 

about their parents. Instead, most everyone responded positively about their parents.  As a 

result, the group felt compelled to change their topic.  

Given that the three group members each had different family situations, Felicia 

living with a single mom, Miriam living with a brother as legal guardian (both of her 

parents had passed away), and Heba living in a two parent Muslim household, the group 

decided to focus on the different family structures. While initially the group members 

found common ground in the fact that they all felt stifled by overly “controlling” parents, 

they had overlooked how vastly different their individual family structures were and how 

what they perceived as “control” was fueled by differences beyond their knowing. These 

differences would prove more meaningful as the process of investigation continued.      

With this new focus, the group reviewed their interview footage and found that 

most of their interviews were with people from single parent homes. When they returned 

to the field to interview more of their classmates, they found it difficult to find peers who 

had both of their parents in the home.  So a majority of their interviews were with teens 

of single parents. As a result, the documentary took on an unofficial focus on single 

parenting.  

As part of the documentary research process, the group was required to complete 

two field observations of the subgroup explored in their documentary, in this case single 

parents. Along with the observations the group had to fill out a field observation 
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worksheet. One of the worksheet questions asked what rituals or daily practices their 

subgroup completes. At first the group struggled with this question not knowing exactly 

how to name the rituals of being a single parent. It is clear that the group members had 

never really thought about the unique cultural characteristics of being a single parent. As 

Miriam described single parents, “They tend to take on everything, trying to control 

everything else, because they don’t have any control really, because there is not a lot of 

help.” The group asks the teacher for help, listening to their conversation, the teacher 

asks if they can give some concrete examples of that type of control. To this prompt 

Felicia replies, “So my mom is a single parent and she goes to work every day.” Heba, 

who is filling out the worksheet writes down, “She goes to work all day.” A few moments 

later Felicia suggests to a group member that they should use the song “Dear Mamma” by 

Tupac in their documentary. Note below how Felicia broaches the topic of music with her 

group member  who is currently uploading video files. 

Felicia: As for music, what other types of music do you want to put in 
there? We are putting “Dear Momma” in there. We are definitely 
putting in “Dear Momma.” 

 
Miriam: Oh yeah we have to have “Dear Momma” 
 
Felicia:  We could base it all on Tupac songs. 
 
Miriam: What’s a song about parents? I’m going to go on Google and  

search songs about family. 
 

Felicia:  We could put “Brenda’s Got a Baby” on here, (they both laugh  
softly) you could put “Keep Ya Head Up” on there. 
 

Miriam : Yeah, let’s put that on there when somebody is talking about how  
their mom goes through a hard time. 
 

Felicia:  (clicking her tongue with certainty) I am going to interview my  
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Momma. Ok? 
 

Miriam : Yeah, we should get parents too. (Audio File, May 19, 2011) 
 

The transcript above shows clearly Felicia’s desire to use the music of rap musician 

Tupac Shakur in the group’s documentary.  She starts by saying that they are “definitely” 

using the song “Dear Momma” (Shakur, 1995), a song in which Tupac praises his mom 

for being there for him, despite being a single mom. When Miriam agrees and then 

begins to explore other possible music options, Felicia quickly suggests two additional 

Tupac songs, “Brenda’s Got A Baby” (Shakur, 1991), a song about a single, teen mom, 

and “Keep Ya Head Up” (Shakur, 1993), a song about standing tall in the face of 

adversity. 

Thinking about Tupac’s music and how it represents mothers and resilience, 

Felicia realizes that she wants to interview her own mom for the documentary. In this 

case the Tupac songs serve to mediate possible attention of peers while also creating a 

space for Felicia to explore her own feelings about being the child of a single parent. 

With the inclusion of Tupac related music, the focus of the documentary shifts from that 

of solely children of single parents to also including the perspective of single parents as 

well, a suggestion that Miriam supports and feels would be a good idea. 

Two days later, I ask the group how things are going.  Felicia tells me that things 

are good that they have “everything planned out.”  When I ask what that means she tells 

me that the group has all of their interview scenes and music selected, and that now they 

just have to “put it all together.”  When I ask her to elaborate she replies  

We, or well I’m basing a lot of our music on the music of Tupac: “Dear  
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Mama,” “Brenda’s Got a Baby,” “Keep Ya Head Up,” you probably don’t know 

these songs 

It is interesting to note above how Felicia corrects herself when describing who 

influenced the music selections.  At first she presents the decisions as collective stating 

that “We are basing our music on Tupac” but then quickly revises to “or well I’m basing 

the music on Tupac.”  The fact that Felicia wanted to use Tupac music was clearly seen 

in the group as “Felicia’s Idea” and become somewhat of a playful joke during the 

production process.  In fact when interviewing the group in a post-production interview, 

all the group members were quick to clarify that Tupac was Felicia’s “imprint” on the 

documentary.  Also of importance is how Felicia assumes I did not know of Tupac’s 

music. Perhaps because I am a white female almost twenty years older than her I would 

not be interested in the same music. I am quick to respond that I do know Tupac, that his 

lyrics are usually really good and that I have used his music in my classes when I was an 

English teacher. Noting that I know of Tupac and value his music, Felicia continues 

talking about Tupac’s presence in the documentary, 

[A]nd then there is a clip of him talking about his mom. And I want to put that in  

there just to keep everybody engaged. They’ll be like ‘Oh Tupac!’ … It is only 15  

– 20 seconds and what he is talking about is his momma, nothing more nothing 

less, but it’s a good clip.  He is inspirational. (Audio File, May 19, 2011) 

 
While talking about Tupac, Felicia repeats several times that she wants “everyone to stay 

engaged,” suggesting that if they incorporate Tupac into the documentary sustained 

engagement will happen. When I ask her what it is about Tupac that will keep everybody 
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engaged, she replies, “because he is cool. Everybody loves Tupac.” Felicia is noting here 

the social currency that Tupac has as a cultural icon and the impact of his music as 

common cultural texts. Both Tupac’s music and the interview footage of him serve as the 

social resources or attention structures Felicia believes are necessary to pull in viewers 

and maintain engagement. 

Beyond the social currency of “cool,” Tupac also provides a credible or 

legitimizing force that Felicia feels is important but is unable to fully explain. When 

asking what it is about Tupac that will grab everybody’s attention, Felicia and Miriam co-

construct the relevance of Tupac’s music. 

Miriam : We chose certain ones that go with the video we are doing 
 
Candance: How did you match the music with the content? 
 
Felicia:  “Dear Momma” 
 
Miriam : talking about how his momma was a single parent 
 
Felicia:  and how she had to work and things like that 
 
Miriam: “Brenda’s Gotta baby” 
 
Candance: Does what he’s saying about being a single momma does that  

support what your interviews are saying or your angle about being  
a single mother, or does it add a different angle on what you think?   
How does it fit? 
 

Felicia:  No, I think it supports it, 
 
Miriam : yeah 
 
Felicia  I think it supports it, ‘cause a lot of people in their interviews said  

how their mom pretty much does anything to make ends meet or 
whatever, and he’s saying that all.  (Audio File, May 19, 2011) 
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Felicia then goes on to describe in detail how another Tupac song, “Brenda’s Gotta 

Baby” tells the story of a teen mom who gets hooked on drugs, turns to prostitution, and 

then dies. In selecting each of these three songs Felicia, as well as Miriam, explain that it 

is the content of Tupac’s music, his lyrics, which is backed by his personal experiences 

that give credibility to his music. This celebrity ethos as social resource will be addressed 

in more detail in the section below, which examines in detail the ways in which 

multimodal resources and their intertextuality are knit together to form attention 

structures that harken attention but also communicate identities.    

 

Attention Structures as Infrastructure to “Represent” Single-Mothers  

The presence of Tupac and his music are prevalent throughout most of the six-

minute documentary, Parents, Do They Matter?  For purposes of illustrating attention 

structures as devices of rhetorical communication and identity positioning, I will address 

only four attention structures within the documentary, devoting special attention to those 

that occur later in the documentary. All four attention structures occur at key moments of 

rhetorical expression related to single moms, and ultimately Felicia’s positioning among 

her peers. 

 The first attention structure contains the opening sequence of the documentary 

and establishes the focus and tone of the documentary. The opening sequence, lasting for 

sixty seconds was the first part of the documentary that the group edited.  While minor 

changes were made after the initial editing of this scene, the use of Tupac’s song 

“Brenda’s Got a Baby” as the lead-in song was decided early on in the editing process. 
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The song is played for a nine-second lead and then continues playing as an underlay to 

the opening voice-over, playing for a total of 31 seconds. The opening voice-over, read in 

segments by each of the three members, reads as follows. 

Children grow up around the world with either one parent, two parents, a legal  

guardian, or even in foster care. The impact of these important figures in our lives 

tends to shape us into the people we will become in the future. So without these 

important figures in our lives how will life take its route? (Video File, June 2, 

2011)  

The voice-over, introduces the documentary focus and then leads into a series of seven 

short interview clips in which interviewees describe their family situations with 

comments such as “I live in a single parent household”; “I have been a single mother for 

almost 29 years”; and “I live at home with my Mom.” These seven interview clips last 

twenty seconds, completing the introductory section of the documentary.   

When asked why the group chose specifically “Brenda’s Got A Baby” to open the 

documentary, Felicia explains the song is supposedly a true story about a young teen who 

gets pregnant, has to turn to prostitution to provide for the baby and eventually ends up 

getting killed. When I ask what that song adds to the documentary, she says that it relates 

to their intro when they talk about kids and parents. She also notes that it is a “serious 

song” and will “set a serious mood.”  Felicia’s concern for creating a serious tone was 

evident during other moments in the DMC process as well, such as when she requests 

repeatedly that Miriam change the colors and fonts of the texts slides so that they would 

look more “professional.”  
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Noting Felicia’s desire to create a serious piece, yet also concerned about the 

representation of “Brenda” as a fatal victim of the system, I ask her more questions about 

the song selection. Specifically I ask her if she feels “Brenda’s Gotta Baby” represents 

families in the same way she and her group members want to represent families in their 

documentary. She responds, 

How are we representing families? (pause) I don’t know. I think we want to show 

how real it is, how these songs play out both ways, not like there’s never a happy 

ending, but there isn’t, that everybody is not living a fairytale.  Some of us are, 

and some of us are not? So nothing make-believe. Nothing pretend. You know? 

(Audio File, May 19, 2011) 

Here, Felicia states that her group wants to show how “real it is” that some live the fairy 

tale while others do not. Wanting to have a better understanding of what she means by 

fairytale life and not, I ask her what she thinks people’s perceptions are of single moms 

or kids without parents, or two parents.  She responds saying that most people think of 

“welfare, and things like that,” but that in her documentary it is, “for the most part, 

positive.”  

After establishing a serious tone in the introduction, the documentary transitions 

to an exploration of parents’ and guardians’ roles and struggles.  To do this, the group 

constructs attention structure #2, using a clip from a Tupac interview, downloaded from 

YouTube, in which he talks about the societal importance of parents. To move from the 

soft-spoken interview clips to the Tupac interview, the group uses a spinning block 

transition known in iMovie as the “cube,” along with 3 seconds of a strong rap beat.  The 
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interview clip begins with a flashing of Tupac photos that were part of the downloaded 

video clip and then cuts to a close-up of Tupac as he talks about his mother. In the 

selected clip, Tupac describes the importance of parents, 

I think my mother knew that freedom wouldn’t come in her lifetime just like I 

know that it won’t come in mine.  But it is a matter of either we stay like this or 

somebody sacrifices. Somebody has to lay a track so that we don’t stay in a 360 

degree, deadly circle. You know what I’m saying. Somebody has to break out and 

risk losing everything and being poor, and being beat down.  But somebody has to 

do something. (Video File, June 2, 2011) 

Above, Tupac describes his own difficulties growing up in a single parent household. 

Tupac states, “Somebody has to lay a track so that we don’t stay in a 360 degree deadly 

circle.” The mention of the 360 degree deadly circle suggests that such situations are not 

so much the result of individual choices on the part of parents but rather a confluence of 

societal structures and systemic habits often informed by racism, which offer no way out, 

or at least no paved way or “track” out. Inclusion of this interview clip positions Tupac 

not only as attention grabber in terms of his music but also as a subject or primary source 

in providing his own testimony. 

 In seeing that Tupac has become a prominent figure in the group’s documentary, I 

ask again, during a process-protocol interview, what it is about Tupac and why they 

chose the music of Tupac.  As mentioned already, their first response was to say that 

“Tupac is cool” and will keep everyone engaged.  Yet, when I ask specifically what it is 

about him as a person the group revealed that Tupac provides more than flashiness. 
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Candance:  Tell me a little bit about Tupac.  Why did you choose his music? 
 
Felicia:  I don’t know why I choose Tupac. I just like him. He’s the truth. 
 
Candance:  He’s the truth? 
 
Felicia:  Yes. 
 
Miriam: (to Felicia) He ain’t dead G (colloquial for “gangsta”) 
 
Felicia:  I know.  
 
Candance: How is he the truth? 
 
Felicia:  No, it’s just a lot of things he says. He is just relatable and makes a  

lot of sense. 
 

Candance: What does he add to this documentary? 
 
Felicia:  Interest. I just feel like … 
 
Miriam: (interrupting) Yeah. If we just had us doing what we have, people 

would be interested, but with Tupac it brings it to another level, 
like more interest.  When they see it they will be like “ok” and then 
when you bring Tupac in people are like, “Hey Tupac.” (Audio 
File, May 25, 2011) 

 

Above Felicia and Miriam describe Tupac as more than just a celebrity to pull in viewers’ 

attention. Miriam says that Tupac will bring the documentary “to a whole new level.” 

Felicia, states that he “makes sense,” that “He’s the truth.”  In describing Tupac as “the 

truth,” Felicia suggests that there exist others that are not the truth or other media 

messages that are not true and/or spread misconceptions about life. In this case, Tupac’s 

music and personhood become more than just popular references to establish common 

ground with peers; he becomes an interview subject with authority for stating that parents 
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are important and need to step up to break the social habits of families, cultures, and 

institutions. 

In the case of these two attention structures, Tupac’s music and his identity garner 

attention, seriousness, and credibility. Used together, “Brenda’s Got A Baby” as the lead-

in song and then the Tupac interview clip as testimony for the importance of parents, the 

first scenes of the group’s documentary begin to formulate an alternative representation 

of single parents, one that presents them not as victims or burdens on the system but 

rather as key players in the lives of their children and the reconstruction of society.  

 In addition to attracting attention and providing credibility to the documentary’s 

content, these attention structures also serve to communicate an aspect of Felicia’s 

personal identity.  This convergence of meditational means serves as a call to attention 

saying in essence “Listen up! This documentary has something serious, and worthwhile 

to say!”  Furthermore, the inclusion of Tupac’s testimony, presents single-parents as 

more complex than they first appear; stereotypes of single moms as helpless and 

dependent on welfare is not always the case.  This re-writing of a single mother identity 

helps Felicia to not only see her own mother differently but also to see herself and her 

own possibilities and opportunities as different, an aspect or personal positioning to be 

developed further in the attention structures that close the documentary. 

 

Attention Structures As Redefinition 

The third and fourth attention structures shift in their use of meditational means 

and thus will be given more attention.  Instead of using a cultural icon to “speak the 
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truth,” the documentary begins positioning key interviews gathered from their fieldwork 

as primary sources to speak the truth.  These interview clips are presented along side or 

framed within Tupac music to both maintain engagement and endorse their credibility.  

In the third attention structure, which occurs four minutes and twenty seconds into 

the documentary, the group transitions focus from the struggles of single parents to the 

resilience of single parents. Drawing on various meditational means of media and editing 

techniques, this attention structure maintains audience attention while also connecting the 

notion of resilience with single moms. See Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4: 

Attention Structure #3 Thematic Shift from Struggle to Resilience 
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The track analysis above, shows a layering of multiple modes and editing techniques that 

work together to achieve a thematic shift from the struggles that single parents face to the 

resilience and positive impacts of parents.  The transition begins with an interview clip in 

which Felicia’s mom, a single mother discusses that parents will face many obstacles “no 

matter what,” but that they should not be downtrodden, rather they must move forward 

and “always keep your head up.”  This interview clip is then layered atop another 

interview clip in which a daughter of a single parent says that she appreciates her daddy 

and that he has always been there for her. To bridge these two interview clips the group 

adds a transition effect known in iMovie as the “swap.”  The swap effect transitions from 

one clip to the next by having the proceeding clip shrink as the next clip grows larger to 

fully engulf the screen. In the middle of this effect, both clips are visible on the screen 

and equal in size, providing a split screen effect. 

This visual effect serves to dovetail the two interview clips of Felicia’s Mom and 

the student talking about her dad.  To further connect these two clips, the group uses a 

text slide with the phrase “Keep Ya head up Always!” to echo the advice of Felicia’s 

mom in the first interview clip while also ushering in the beginning of the next Tupac 

song, by the same title “Keep Ya Head Up” 

 In putting so much effort into connecting these two parts of their documentary, 

the part that focuses on single parent struggles and the part that focuses on the positive 

relations with parents, the group members are attempting to reframe the representation of 

single parents. Moving away from representations as downtrodden and depressed, they 

chose to focus instead on the resilience and positive relationships single parents have 
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with their children.  To further increase the attention to this thematic shift from struggle 

to positive, the group brings in a new Tupac song titled, “Keep Ya Head Up.”  This song 

then continues to play under the nine positive interview clips that follow. 

 In other words, through aligning various meditational means such as 1) interview 

clip placement, 2) “swap” transition effect, 3) text placement, and 4) use of Tupac music, 

this attention structure expresses a thematic shift from struggling to resilient parents 

capable of positive relations. In doing so, this convergence of media serves to complicate 

canned identities of victimhood for children of single parents.  Instead single children are 

presented as positive benefactors of close relations with parents. Furthermore this 

attention structure highlights the need to remain strong in the face of adversity and that 

strength and resilience are positive attributes. What follows this transition is a montage of 

nine interview clips, all recounting positive interactions with parents. This montage lasts 

approximately 65 seconds, a substantial portion of the entire documentary, which runs a 

total of six minutes and nine seconds.  This montage then leads into the closing scene and 

credits, which comprise the fourth and final attention structure to be discussed.  

Attention structure #4 occurs as the documentary closes and transitions from 

positive interview clips to the closing credits. At 5:58 the closing credits begin.  Along 

with the closing credits, the third song by Tupac, “Dear Mama” begins playing and is 

cued specifically to the lyrics which state,  “There’s no way that I could pay you back. 

My plan is to show you that I understand … You are appreciated.”  To echo the sentiment 

of appreciation, the credit scroll ends with the final text line stating, “You are 

appreciated.” See Figure 5. 
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Figure 5: 

Attention Structure #4 Emphasis on Parent Appreciation 

 

 

 

This closing transition extends the thematic expression of positive impacts to celebration 

of parents.  Through a series of nine video clips, a montage of love and appreciation for 

parents is created.  Love for parents is reiterated by the final video clip of the teacher 

stating that he loves his mom.  The idea of appreciation is punctuated by the selection, 

placement and cueing of the final Tupac song, “Dear Mama” and also by the final text 

line, presented all in capital letters that reads “YOU ARE APPRECIATED !!!” 
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 This repeated occurrence of the phrases of love and appreciation for parents from 

interview subjects, along with Tupac’s song “Dear Mama,” convey a possible expansion 

of target audience and purpose as well.  Instead of communicating only to white, middle-

class classmates that may have stereotypical notions of single parents, the final scene also 

serves to communicate gratitude to their parents.  While producing the video Felicia 

shared with me, unsolicited that the song “Dear Mama” makes her cry.  As she explains,  

Ok normally when I hear this song, like last year and the years before this, it 

didn’t really mean much to me, until this year.  Now with me getting older and 

growing up and realizing how much my mom does for me and like how much she 

sacrifices for me and my sister. It touches me. I don’t know but it does. (Audio 

File, May 23, 2011). 

Above Felicia reveals a shift in appreciation for her own mother. This expanding 

audience and purpose also mark a shift in perspective not only for Felicia but for Miriam 

and Heba as well.  For Miriam the deeper knowledge came in the form of appreciation 

for her older brother, her guardian, who took on the responsibilities of being a legal 

guardian in order to keep her family together.  For Heba, this greater understanding came 

in the form of gratitude for having two parents.  In a post-production interview Heba 

explains that she had always felt it was to her disadvantage that she had two parents 

because it meant having two people to convince in order to be able to do something or go 

somewhere.  After working alongside Miriam and Felicia on this project, She states a 

new appreciation for her two-parent household. 
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All three group members began the project wanting to create a documentary about 

the overprotective and controlling aspects of parents but found themselves, in the end, 

actually seeking the perspectives of those they had planned to critique.  Yet, through 

documentary process they all gained a deeper understanding of their parents’ or 

guardian’s experiences, even to the point of feeling compassion and gratitude for their 

efforts.  Expanding their message to include a parent audience, whether their parents ever 

see the piece or not, communicates a distinct position to their peers, one that states that 

while single parenting may be tough, we appreciate our parents and stand with them 

despite other less generous representations. 

 

Popular Culture: Dramatic Crutch or Vehicle of Empowerment 

Although the music of Tupac was very influential in the idea development and 

identity exploration of Felicia’s group, popular music was not seen by all students as the 

best way to attract audiences.  For another student in the class, using popular music while 

providing “easy access” distracts from content and can even function as an “emotional 

crutch.” As Rowan describes, 

When you use music as a dramatic crutch what happens is your piece is not  

judged off its merit, it is more of a thing that is used to shore up, buttress, or hold  

up the weight of a poor piece your bloated piece. People use music instead of  

actually taking the time to film something and what ends up happening is that  

there is no longer that purity of your work… If you can see the truth it is a better  

truth than if you just hear the truth. It is more powerful. (Audio File, May 25,  
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2011) 

According to Rowan, using popular music can actually distract from a documentary’s 

focus and purpose.  He continues to explain how another group in his class is using a 

popular hip hop song in their documentary about the history of women’s lacrosse. He 

argues that the hip hop song demeans women and thus goes against the purpose of the 

documentary which is to make visible a underrepresented sport. 

Rowan makes a valid point regarding the downfalls of using music solely for 

purposes of attention or as substitute for content. The intertexuality of a given song, or of 

a genre of music in itself can convey meanings that the producer did not even intend. In 

the case of Felicia and for other students, however, the high attention factor of the music 

and its impact on meaning are very similar to what the group members had hoped and 

even catalyzed the identity work and personal discovery of the digital media composing 

process.  

While in some cases the music may be used deliberately as a form of “easy 

access” into the content, in other cases it may act as key cultural resource for processing 

through the content and/or acts of communication and social connectedness. Cultural 

theorist Burgess (2006), for example, claims that the popularity of digital storytelling as a 

genre of media is in part due to the use of voice recorded narrations often using an “I 

voice.” The “I voice” builds intimacy and connectedness with the viewers and/or 

listeners.  Burgess goes on to explain that while the individual voice over narrations and 

music choices in digital storytelling may rely largely on common clichés, that the clichés 

themselves act as common texts that “serve as peer-to-peer communications, enabling 
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access on either end of the creative process” (p. 210).  Such easy access, Burgess argues, 

promotes an agency for the ordinary.  In other words, popular media texts such as music 

and video may provide the necessary entre into figured worlds and alternative social 

positions, that otherwise are unreachable. 

 Considered collectively, the attention structures within Felicia and her group 

members’ documentary serve to represent single parents as they “really are,” that not all 

are on welfare, that some do live the fairy tale life and some do not. Ultimately these 

attention structures serve to present Felicia, the child of a single parent, as also defying 

stereotypes.  When asked in a post-production interview what she learned from making 

this documentary, Felicia responds, 

I think if anything this documentary kind of showed me what I am, what I’ve 

become, because statistically, I’m not supposed to be the way I am, because you 

know people say that without a father figure in your life you are supposed to 

crave attention from boys, and you’re hot and stuff like that. I mean that’s what I 

hear and what I SEE on TV… So I guess this doc has shown me who I am, 

because I am not like that. That’s not something I was, I am, or am ever going to 

be.  

In this quote, Felicia does not comment so much on single parents, the prominent theme 

in the documentary, but rather focuses on the personal knowledge gained related to the 

fact that she is NOT a teen mom. Such knowledges become powerful vehicles even if 

only within an individual context for re-seeing herself outside of dominant views of 

single motherhood. 
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For Felicia and her group members the music and media of Tupac provide social 

currency to grab and manage the attention of their classmates, specifically the white 

middle class males who make beats in the back. The music lyrics and interview clips of 

Tupac also allow Felicia new positions toward Tupac’s music, toward her mother, and to 

view herself.  Considered collectively, these social positions compose a counter-narrative 

for what it means to be young, African American, and female, a counter-narrative that 

speaks against the readily available stereotypes of poor, downtrodden, victim. 

In reviewing the key attention structures of Parents, Do They Matter? we are 

reminded once again that attention to audience is important in all composition, especially 

media composition, wherein attention economies are highly competitive.  We also see, 

however, that young media makers, while perhaps not tech savvy at the outset are acutely 

aware of their audiences and want to establish social connections that will enhance 

content reception.  That said, questions remain as to when and to what extent content is 

compromised by the selection of various media, and according to whom?  These 

questions of differing audiences and their related issues are addressed in more detail in 

the chapter to follow. 
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Chapter 5:  

Multimodal Microaggressions: Vocal Appropriations Through Sound 

 

There is a quote I really like from the video game Mass Effect that says,  “We can 

no longer color the heavens with our song” … It is probably one of thee most 

powerful things I’ve ever heard coming from a video game, because it really puts 

into perspective the idea that communication is more than just this. They (the 

insect species in the video game) describe human communication as a grey, dull, 

droning sound like listening to Catholic mass … This just puts into perspective 

the beauty that music can convey, the power that we can convey through sound 

that is not spoken but is created through musical instruments.   

        

In the quote above, Rowan describes the final scene in one of his favorite video games in 

which the Queen, the last of a song-singing, insect species is about to be killed. The 

Queen pleas for mercy, lamenting that with her death comes the death of her species’ 

language of communication. In other words, her death would lead to the death of music. 

For Rowan, who described his production role in the documentary composing process as 

“sound engineer,” the death or omission of music would hugely compromise the 

expressive capacities of communication. At first take, many media audiences may 

dismiss the auditory experience as “extra-communicative” or outside the realm of 

language arts.  Yet, for Rowan and many other students like him, sound and music do 

more than engage and maintain attention; they foreground meaning through entangling 
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listeners in an aesthetic experience of multiple sounds with rhetorical impact. Said more 

concisely, sound matters. 

 

The Semiotics of Sound 

When looking at how music and sound impact meaning, Kress and Van Leeuwen 

(1996) would argue that music influences the “modality” or “degree of truth” (p. 156) 

expressed by a speaker or author. They further argue that sound and song, like language 

and visuals, are “socially meaningful” in their representation of truth, and that they have 

the power to negotiate and shift the “truth of representations” (Van Leeuwen, 1999; p. 

156). In other words, the smallest of editing decisions for music and sound have the 

potential to increase or decrease the credibility of the co-existing media content. 

In addition to the conceptual modality of sound and music, French composer 

Michel Chion, cautions directors, cinematographers, and sound technicians to pay 

“disciplined attention” to the materiality of sound.  Chion argues that sound not only has 

a “figurative, semantic, or evocatory value” but also effects the body in physical ways.  

As Chion describes, “The emotional, physical and aesthetic value of a sound is linked not 

only to the causal explanation we attribute to it but also to its own qualities of timbre and 

texture, to its own personal vibration” (pg. 31, 1994). Semiotician Siegworth (1995), 

affirms this physicality of music and sound. Using the music of Icelandic artist Bjork, 

Siegworth illustrates the physical impositions of music and sound on the body, describing 

music listening as an all encompassing experience. In this sense, sound and music 

literally impress themselves on the physical body in ways that are perhaps inexpressible 
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via language, yet socially significant nonetheless. 

Through “disciplined attention” to the sound work that students do in the process 

of composing radio and film documentaries, I have observed various ways in which 

students use sound to impact their audiences for purposes of creating and transforming 

specific meanings. Also of interest is how the documentary composing process, rich in 

multimodal expression, impresses itself upon the student composers, forging new spaces 

and patterns of identity construction. In other words, the composing process becomes 

what Holland et al. (1998) describe as “spaces of authoring,” in which music and sound 

choices mediate personal views and social stances.  

Expanding on the instances of “resistance authoring” examined in the media work 

of Felicia described in chapter four, this chapter will focus specifically on the sound 

engineering practices of two students, Rowan and Erin, examining how they weave 

together different modes of sound not only to resist dominant discourses that might 

inscribe them as African American female or as white, privileged, and racist, but also 

serve to frame and shift meaning as a process of experimenting with their own social 

positionings, attempting to claim authorial stances or media voice. Through looking at 

both students’ experiences with sound, we are able to see how even the smallest of 

editing decisions impact students’ decisions to engage and participate in certain literacy 

practices. 

 

The Struggle of Voices and Discourses 
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Viewing each mode of media (sound, visual, voice over, interview dialogue, etc) 

as a voice or social perspective in itself (Nelson & Hull, 2008), voices woven together in 

a single text may take conflicted positions. Kamberelis and Scott (1992), in particular 

have contributed much to the understanding of voices as plural, social, and caught in 

continual struggle. Drawing on Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia to establish that all 

words are borrowed and in conversation with each other, they describe voice as an 

“intermingling and interanimation of discourses” which impacts how ideas “intersect, 

transverse, perturb, and partially define each other” (p. 367). In this chapter I extend 

Kamberelis and Scott’s framework to include music and sound as additional discourses 

that add volume and texture to the complex manifestations of media voice. 

In their framework on vocal interactions, Kamberelis and Scott offer a typology 

of six voice appropriations.  These voice appropriations include: 1) direct quotation, cases 

in which a text explicitly marks the use of another’s discourse; 2) Adoption or 

ventriloquation, when a text diminishes distance between two discourses by representing 

“a near complete merging of two voices” (p. 371); 3) Stylization, in which one voice 

maintains a specific distance or “objective stance” separate from that of the other voice 

by presenting itself in parallel positioning; 4) Parody, which involves a similar distancing 

as in Stylization, however, instead of positioning of the second voice as parallel to the 

first, the second voice directly challenges it; 5) Hidden Polemic, which involves a second 

voice surrounding or framing  the first voice in ways that alter the previous meaning; and 

finally 6) Idealization, in which the second voice consumes the first in ways to create an 

idealized version of the first. Kamberelis and Scott (1992), describe this last type of 
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appropriation as a move to “bolster or make more believable a subordinate ideology” 

(373). Considered collectively, these vocal appropriations allow space to consider music 

and sounds as additional discourses, the meaning, delivery, and reception of ideas are 

influenced not only by the co-presence of multiple discourses, but also by how they 

intersect with and meld into each other. 

Kamberelis (2001) further describes the processes of vocal intersection in his 

presentation of “hybrid-discourse practices” and “micro-cultures.” Drawing on Bakhtin’s 

(1981) notions of “authoritative discourse” and “internally persuasive discourse” 

Kamberelis theorizes the communicative practice of “hybrid discourse practice.” Through 

in-depth discourse analysis, Kamberelis illustrates a mixing, merging and eventual 

hybridization of discourses. Similar in scope to Blommaert’s (2010) notion of 

“entextualization,” this interplay or hybridization of discourses results in a reformulation 

or appropriation of a concept’s meaning. Kamberelis claims that these hybrid discourse 

practices forge new spaces, or (micro)cultures that promote learning through change, 

collaboration and disruption of power structures.   

What is most promising about these descriptions of vocal struggle is their use a 

spatial metaphors for describing the positioning of the different voices or discourses. 

These spatial representations work well to illustrate the weaving practice of multimodal 

composition, when multiple modes of media are combined into polyphonic texts. Much 

like Holland et al. (1998), describes with “spaces of authoring,” the polyphonic spaces 

afforded by digital media composition provide students with opportunities to resist and 
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intermix various discourses in ways that produce new ways of seeing themselves and 

their situations, new positions for new identities.  

For purposes of this chapter, I will focus primarily on the vocal appropriations 

that Kamberelis and Scott name, “Hidden Polemic,” and “Idealization,” as these are most 

evident in the media work of Rowan and his group members. The examples discussed 

below reveal Rowan and Erin’s struggles as they attempt to maintain the attention of 

possible audiences while also transforming meaning through the combination of various 

modes and media, specifically those of sound and music. To explore media composition 

as “space of authoring” I will focus on three key ensembles of sound editing, drawn from 

the radio documentary, Racial Discrepancies. In many ways, these sound ensembles 

function as attention structures that lure and maintain audience attention.  Yet as we shall 

see, these attention structures also do much to appropriate and transform meaning.  

 

Self-Authoring through Sound Editing 

The first sound ensemble or attention structure involves the first twenty seconds 

of the radio documentary Racial Discrepancies, a seven-minute radio documentary 

exploring how race and ethnicity impact students’ academic course selections. The group 

is composed of Erin (all names used are pseudonyms), an African American female in 

her junior year, Mamude, a Junior of African decent, and Rowan a senior who identifies 

as half German and half American Indian. While all of the group members collaborated 

on the project, for purposes of this chapter I will focus primarily on the work of Rowan 
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and Erin who interact closely on this project despite differing perspectives on the issue 

and its representation. 

To open the documentary, Rowan chooses to play a twenty-second clip of the 

song “El Duende Africano” by Wayne Wallace. Rowan describes the Latin-funk song as 

“beautiful,” “expressive,” and “passionate.” He says he chose the song because it is 

“James Bond sexy; it makes people want to get up and dance” and most importantly 

Rowan adds “It makes them want to listen.”  Yet when probed to further explain his 

choice of this song from all of the music in his personal collection, he reveals a much 

more personal reason than just grabbing attention.   

It (the song) turns it (the documentary) from one of those sketchy race things of 

“Oh you’re black, and you’re in a lower socio-economic class. Don’t hit me” to 

“No there is more to it. There is a history.  There is a long story of why this is the 

way things are that goes back to the 1600’s when slaves and molasses were 

brought into the US from England.” 

Here Rowan describes the music as not only grabbing an audience’s attention because it 

is sexy, but also harnessing their attention in a way that requires listeners to slow down 

and listen closely, perhaps to the point of reconsidering their ideas on race and class 

selection. Suggested in this need to consider the “long story” of racism is the assumption 

that his audience, which he identifies as his classmates, harbors racist views based on 

superficial data. 
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When asked where he found this song.  He tells me he heard it on the radio and 

instantly “fell in love with the song” and bought it.  Rowan further describes his 

relationship to the song, 

Every time I hear it in the car I’m like “oh yeah what’s up.”  I turn it up and I’m 

blasting it and you know I pull up next to the sedan with the white rich kid, who’s 

17 years old driving around in the $40,000 car, because they’re daddy’s boy or 

daddy’s girl or whatever,  and they turn to you and give you that weird look like 

“what the hell is wrong with you?” and I’ll just look down (from my minivan) and 

say, “Yeah what’s up, It’s jazz” … and then I’ll speed off. 

In providing such a vivid description of the “white rich kid” that gives him the “what the 

hell are you thinking” look, Rowan clearly intends to distance himself from a subgroup of 

his classmates, the same subgroup that he wants to slow down and listen to his 

documentary, the same subgroup whose interview dialogue he will appropriate in the 

example to follow. Through the media editing of this introductory scene and others 

featured below, Rowan seeks to explore the impacts of race not only on his fellow 

classmates of color, but also on him. Rowan describes his peers as assuming he is white 

and suggests that as a result he may also be perceived as racist. In choosing “El Duende 

Africano” as the opening piece for the radio documentary, Rowan attempts to distance 

himself and resist such quick identity assignments. 

The second key attention structure happens one minute and thirty seconds into the 

radio documentary, Racial Discrepancies, and is used to illustrate how Rowan used 

specific combinations of sound to frame and shape meaning in ways that articulate his 
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positions on the issue. The third example occurs at the end of the documentary and is 

used to illustrate the use of music to appropriate meaning and influence interpretation.  

Given the presence of multiple sounds, it is difficult to describe in words the 

layering of sounds at work in these ensembles.  To facilitate the explanation of these 

various sounds, I have produced the following figures based on Nelson, Hull and Roche-

Smith’s (2008) analysis of video production. 

In the attention structure to follow the documentary transitions from one key piece 

of interview dialogue to another through use of multiple pieces of sound. See Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6: 

Attention Structure Transitions Interviews in Racial Discrepancies. 
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The chart above reveals a layering of three different types of sound: dialogue 

(human voice), music, and sound effects. In this particular transition, Erin, who regularly 

enrolls in advanced academic courses, interviews a fellow classmate, Ethan a twelfth 

grade student who has been taking advanced level classes for three years.  In dialogue 

just previous to this transition, Ethan, a white male, has shared that he takes advanced 

classes, or IB classes, because the people in these classes share “his world view.”  In the 

transition charted above, Erin prompts Ethan to explain how he knows that his classmates 

share his worldview. Ethan replies, “Well, I mean, yeah, this is my third year taking IB or 

IB prep classes.” Layered alongside the dialogue sound are two additional sound tracks: 

1) a sound effect of a door opening and closing, and 2) jazz music that increases in 

volume as Ethan speaks. Occurring simultaneously, these sounds merge into a singular 

sound that garners audience attention while also shaping the tone and delivery of the 

content.  

When asked why he chose jazz over another type of music, such as the Latin 

music that he used at the beginning of the documentary, he describes the music choice as 

having two purposes.  First he describes the jazz as bringing the tone down from “El 

Duende” yet keeping the audience interested.  When I ask why jazz, he describes in detail 

that jazz, unlike other more “monotonous forms of music” adds “variance to 

consistency.”  Rowan goes on to explain that humans crave variance to “keep the mind 

active.”  When further probed to explain why he uses jazz in this specific spot in the 

documentary, he reveals again a more personally motivated reason, explaining how he 
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does not like the subject in this interview clip, Ethan, and that he finds him to be very 

arrogant.  He then goes on to explain how the jazz works with this. 

I throw in that jazz. Jazz is wonderful. It can soften it some how. I don’t know 

what it is about jazz.  “El Duende” would have hyped him up. I didn’t want that 

for him. He doesn’t need a bigger ego.  I’m trying to keep his ego from 

aggravating our listeners, because you don’t know what sets people off. 

When asked why he felt the need to soften this particular interview clip, Rowan describes 

the decision as one of “protecting the work.” As he describes, 

I changed the music up so you could have something to cover up how snide he 

[Ethan] was when he said that. “Oh this is my third year taking these classes.” 

Stop being an ass. Really you’re not that important.  

As described above, Rowan’s decision to add the jazz music in this moment was 

strategic. When considering the sound construction of this transition in light of 

Kamberelis and Scott’s typology of appropriations, this layering of multiple sounds on 

top of the dialogue, can be taken in two different ways. In one sense, it can be viewed as 

a direct quote appropriation, in that Ethan is introduced and the dialogue to follow is 

specifically marked as Ethan’s discourse. However, Rowan used the jazz music to 

appropriate the meaning of Ethan’s words, re-framing them into a less offensive 

discourse. By aligning the dialogue with jazz music, Rowan provides a new context for 

the dialogue that Rowan describes as “softening it somehow.” This type of appropriation, 

similar to Kamberelis and Scott’s “hidden polemic,” illustrates the power of music, like 

other multimedia forms such as picture books and data visualizations, to fully engulf 
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dialogue in ways that shift the meaning toward a media composer’s desired intention. In 

other words, Rowan reframes Ethan’s “snide comment” within jazz music to soften its 

impact on potential listeners. Rowan describes this decision as not only protecting his 

listeners but also protecting his work and ultimately his identity, which is an extension of 

the media work.  

 In addition to the jazz music choice for this transition, Rowan also adds a sound 

effect of a hallway door opening and closing.  Positioned as a dovetail of sorts, this sound 

effect is placed on top of the end of the interview clip with Ethan and the beginning of the 

next interview clip with Mohammed, an interview subject who is an elder at a faith-based 

community center attended by Mamude. In many ways the sound effect functions as a 

bridging sound suturing one interview clip to the next. When asked to explain what the 

door sound in this moment adds to the piece, Rowan explains that the sound of the door 

opening and closing creates the feeling of a student coming into class just as the teacher 

is about to begin speaking.  Rowan states that creating this feeling sets up the next 

interview speaker and “begins to position him as a leader.” In the clip of Mohammed’s 

interview that is included in this scene, he states that race does not matter in students’ 

class selection, but rather that parents have more influence in these decisions.  

In this sense, Rowan uses the sound effect of the door opening and closing as a 

lead-in to announce Mohammed as a leader and position of authority. The sound works 

as a subtle herald to build the credibility of Mohammed’s words and perspectives on race. 

So while Rowan chose jazz music to “soften” the potentially racist comments of Ethan, 
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he uses the door sound to bolster the comments of Mohammed, which decenter race as 

reason for course selection. 

In Rowan’s description of the sound ensembles in this transition, he reveals his 

own shifting identities.  At one point he describes his decision to use the music as a way 

to “cover up how snide” the words of Ethan may sound. While this may be done to 

protect the work from a certain audience response to the piece, this choice also reveals 

Rowan’s attempts to perform an identity as distinct from Ethan, and the views Ethan 

espouses which Rowan believes represent arrogance and privilege.  He effectively wants 

to communicate that while he may be perceived as white, he is not the white boy in this 

audio clip, and he is not a “bigot.” Moreover, the use of the door sound effect serves to 

bolster the views of Mohammed the interview subject that Rowan identifies as “the 

leader” among the interviewees.  So while he uses music to distance himself from one 

interviewee’s views he uses the door sound effect to align himself with another that 

presents what he feels is a less racist point of view. At the same time, Rowan discusses 

the power of jazz to soften the edge of the dialogue, stating that he doesn’t want the 

dialogue to aggravate his listeners, or turn his audience away. He wants them to remain 

listening.  

Through this crafted combination of sounds, Rowan attempts to perform an 

identity of resistance, suggesting that while he may be perceived as white, he is not rich, 

not privileged, and definitely not arrogant. Furthermore, he wants to position himself as 

an ally of “disadvantaged” students.  
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While Rowan did almost all of the sound editing in the radio documentary overall, 

Erin, another group member intervenes on the sound editing for this specific ensemble. In 

a post-production interview with Erin, she shares a different perspective on the sound 

choices in this transition. Rather than seeing the sound as protecting the piece, she feels 

that the sound choices actually weaken the piece. In particular, Erin took issue with the 

selection of interview dialogue that was included in the documentary. As Erin describes, 

I feel like we dumbed down our project. …We had two super stereotypical 

interviews. We had the black kid who took regular and the white kid who took IB. 

We didn’t find the extreme for the black kid but found the extreme for the white 

kid and it was just sort of like the expected answer. We didn’t have any 

challenging things. It is just like everyone agreed. 

When asked about the music choice in this transition, she states,  

I remember turning up the volume at the end of this sentence so that you really 

couldn’t hear, just in that one spot. So you could mask the end of the sentence. I 

did it more to protect him (Ethan), because we are friends and you don’t 

want to present your friends in a bad light. 

Here, Erin reveals that she is not satisfied with the sound decisions. Although Erin was 

not the main editor for the radio documentary as a whole, she was very invested in this 

particular transition, and actually increased the volume level of the jazz music. While she 

may have been highly invested or engaged in this particular sound-editing move, she 

communicates above that in many ways she is unsatisfied with the media product as a 

whole. Rather than opening up a more complex understanding of race and socio-cultural 
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dynamics of academic choices she feels that her group reproduced “common or 

stereotypical” knowledge. 

 This single sound editing choice represents an act of self-authoring on the part of 

Erin as well. In addition to performing an individual identity of unsatisfied and resistant 

collaborator, Erin also performs a community identity as a student of color who, like 

other students of color takes advanced courses because as she says, “they are at our 

level.” This community identity of academic achiever is also evident in her positioning of 

herself as an ally with Ethan, the student featured in the audio clip. While she 

acknowledges that Ethan may not realize how difficult others’ lives are, she wants to 

protect him from the stereotypical representation in the documentary. 

For both Rowan and Erin, the engineering of sound in this particular 

transition was done to influence the audience’s response in a specific way. In other 

words, the sound choices were made to garner and maintain attention in specific ways. 

Yet, the two differ in their interpretation of what the attention structure accomplishes and 

the degree to which it is effective. While their takes on the situation are different, they 

both describe the attention structure as a key moment in their process of digital media 

composition. In this moment their multimodal decisions communicate multiple 

identities both individual and community. These identities allow them to move in, across 

and through the process of self-authoring in ways that allow for continued participation in 

the literacy task at hand. 

In a third and final example, which occurs toward the end of the Racial 

Discrepancies, Rowan continues to author himself as non-racist ally. See Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: 

Attention Structure Concludes Racial Discrepancies 

 

 

In this transition, which leads into the final clip of interview dialogue, Rowan responds to 

the suggestions of group members Erin and Mamude to move a certain interview clip to 

the end of the documentary. Erin and Mamude felt the content of the interview clip, made 

by a respected teacher, would work well as a closing thought for the documentary.  To 

accompany this piece of dialogue, Rowan decided to bring in a specific clip of jazz piano 

music and to repeat the sound effect of the door opening and closing. The piano music 

plays for fifteen seconds before the twenty second interview dialogue clip and then 

continues playing for an additional fifteen seconds after the dialogue, thus playing for a 

total of fifty seconds, a substantial portion of the eight minute documentary.  

Rowan describes this specific piece of jazz piano music as “swelling” and in 

effect “bolstering” the words of the teacher in order to present an uplifting and hopeful 
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tone for the documentary. In this case, Rowan is using the uplifting music to reframe and 

appropriate the final words of the documentary according to his own perspective.  While 

Rowan shares with me that he does not necessarily find the content of the interview 

dialogue used in this last clip to be that optimistic, he wants the documentary to be more 

hopeful presenting his school as offering equal opportunity and access to all students, not 

biased according to race.  Thus he layers the dialogue with the uplifting piano music and 

includes a period of time where just the music plays, giving the music “the last word” or 

lasting impression of the documentary.  

When asked to describe what role he thinks the music plays in this transition, 

Rowan describes his use of sound as laying a “train of thought” for the listener.  As he 

describes during an interview, 

So what I want to do is I’ll bring in ours (the group’s opinion) in a more subtle, 

more subdued way and then for her (the interviewee), we just want to have this 

swelling, almost like a way of pushing a piece of driftwood to the shore, where it 

finally sticks and stays.    

In this quote Rowan describes the music as representing the opinion of his group 

members, which is more optimistic, while the dialogue of the teacher is less hopeful. By 

playing the music for fifteen seconds before the interview clip, during the twenty second 

interview clip, and then for an additional fifteen seconds afterward, the music in essence 

engulfs the text in ways the Rowan hopes will bolster a message of hope. 

 In addition to the use of the jazz piano loops, Rowan also includes two sound 

effects: a twelve second clip of students engaged in hallway conversation and a repeat use 
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of the six second door opening and closing clip. When asked about his use of these two 

sound effects Rowan tells me that the use of the conversation creates a commotion that is 

then calmed just before the interview dialogue.  As he further describes, 

it just adds emphasis, it takes it out of a context where it could be seen or heard as 

some sort of a secondary statement or background statement and turns it into 

more of an “alright you have to focus on this. Pay attention please because this is 

important.” 

In this case, the dialogue for this interview clip reads, “Some people do see honors 

classes as the white kids and non-honors classes as you know ‘they are in the regular 

classes.’ It is becoming less and less of that but I think the stigma of that is still there.”    

Taken alone, this dialogue can be seen as confirming their initial observations about race 

and course selection. Rowan, however, uses music and sound to appropriate the dialogue 

in two distinct yet complimentary ways.  First he uses the sound clips to set apart the 

interview dialogue.  The hallway conversation sound prefaces the interview clip as if to 

represent a single voice of authority rising from the masses.  To further heighten this 

emphasis, Rowan layers in the sound clip of the door opening and closing to bolster the 

ethos of the dialogue, further emphasizing the credibility of the teacher’s perspective. 

With the voice appropriations of Kamberelis and Scott (1992) in mind, Rowan’s 

framing of the teachers’ final words through use of swelling piano music are a move to 

appropriate her words via a form of idealization. In this case, he attempts to make more 

believable the final message of hope in the documentary—the message that while race 
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may be seen as a determining factor in school achievement, that the situation is changing 

and may, in the future, not matter when selecting classes.   

A quick reading of the vocal appropriations in these two scenes could present 

Rowan as guilty of social sanitization in that they minimize or overlook the impacts of 

institutional racism.  When looking at his production choices overall, especially including 

his engineering of the opening clip, however, it becomes possible that Rowan is doing 

more than trying to demean and other his subjects.  Instead Rowan seeks to distance 

himself from the other white kids at his school. For Rowan, finding a position in an 

urban, diverse setting that is outside discourses of blatant racism, white privilege and 

colorblindness is not easy, especially when issues of social class are involved. In other 

words, as a White, working class male, son of a German immigrant mother and absent  

Native American father, Rowan is unsure of his social position. Instead he must forge a 

new position not readily available, an ally stance.5 

While Rowan may feel that he was successful in presenting a forward-looking 

documentary with a hopeful outlook in Racial Discrepancies, Erin is less generous with 

her reading of the final product.  While she did suggest moving this particular dialogue 

clip toward the end of the documentary, she does not feel the documentary fully 

accomplishes what it set out to do, rather she feels that it simplifies the issue.  As she 

describes in a post-production interview: 

                                                
5 This ally stance, while not fully developed in Racial Discrepancies, is further 

materialized in later media work done for the class, such as in a film documentary, which 
focuses on community development, through recasting his neighborhood, often referred 
to by outsiders as “ghetto,” to place of possibility. I would like to develop this idea of 
“White ally” more in the future, especially once I read more of Jessie’s work. 
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I feel like we dumbed down our project. After I listened to it a couple of times I 

thought, “Wow. This sounds really kind of basic.”  I think that we could have put 

more in if we had more time … we could have put more reasons in it.  We just 

addressed the basic problem. …When I interviewed other students, they talked 

about cultural components … but we didn’t include them.  

When I ask her how her group could have further explored the issue and why she thinks 

they didn’t she tells me that she interviewed two other African American students who 

take IB classes and that they talked more about the cultural aspects of schooling such as 

social pressures to not do well because it is seen as “being white,” or differing levels of 

parental expectation or support.  Another issue raised in her interviews with the black IB 

students was that their school had a reputation of being “The Fashion Capital of the 

City,” and that the school pressured students “to dress nice because you are making a 

statement everyday” rather than doing well in school.  Erin felt that these reasons 

provided more “reasoning and theories” for why kids take the classes they take, reasons 

that require thinking beyond stopping at “race” as a reason. When I ask Erin why the 

group did not include clips from these interviews, she explains that she had done these 

interviews after the group had begun their rough editing and that they did not match the 

initial structure that was taking shape.  In other words they would have taken the 

documentary off topic.  

During one of the process-protocol interviews with the group, I ask the group 

members what their personal stances are on the issue. Erin responds that she isn’t so sure 

what her opinion is regarding race and IB classes, that she takes the classes because she 
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doesn’t want people to associate her with the stereotypical representations of black 

females.  She also says that it has something to do with racial insecurity that she thinks 

people project things on to her.  She says that she doesn’t want to include that opinion in 

the doc because it seems to be a different topic than what the documentary is trying to do.   

In many ways, Erin’s conflicted assessments of the documentary coincide with 

her conflicted social positions, a condition she calls “racial insecurities.”  When I ask 

Erin in a post-production interview how she would improve the piece if given unlimited 

time to revise, she responds, 

 
Erin:  I don’t think … I think even if we did have, like given our time  

now, I think I could have put that in there, but I don’t think it  
would be right to put that in there, because then it is getting into a  
… almost an entirely different subject. 

 
Rowan: Like profiling ? 
 
Erin:  Well not really profiling it’s more like uh … 
 
Rowan: Stereotyping? 
 
Erin:  More like racial insecurities. 
 
Candance: On the part of who? 
 
Erin:  Well me, personally, cause I don’t know. As I’ve been thinking  

about this more, It seems like I have race issues because of the way 
I think people see me and what assumptions they’re making when 
they see me. And then like I try as hard as I can to stay away from 
every stereotype associated with being a black female. So I don’t 
know. 
 

Above Erin reveals, with much honesty, that she is unsure of her social position at school. 

Unsure of which social position trumps in which situation, whether to assess via the 

perspective of IB student, African American Female, Daughter of supportive parents, or 
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that of good student, Erin is unable to claim a stance related to race and IB classes.  At 

one point Erin feels a connection to the two African American students that she 

interviewed, who both enroll in IB classes, yet these interview clips are not included. At 

another point she feels allegiance and the need to protect her White peer, Ethan, who 

takes IB classes yet minimizes the impact of institutional racism to differing “world 

views.”  In many ways, Erin is paralyzed or entangled by the positionality of her situation 

and is unsure how to appropriate the meditational means of the documentary to articulate 

such a diverse set of social positions.  

As I move forward in my understanding of multimodal composition as it relates to 

sound, I am able to take the media practices and reflections of Rowan and Erin as 

examples of how even the smallest of multimodal choices, such as the layering of sound, 

can have a significant impact on audience response and how a student positions him or 

herself to a piece of media.  At one moment the seemingly simple repetition of a sound of 

a door opening and closing allows a media producer to re-represent the view of others in 

ways that allowed Rowan to distance himself from what he perceived to be as racist 

white classmates.  While in another media decision, he frames a quote within an uplifting 

loop of music in order to package the message with more of an optimistic tone.   

The appropriation of mediational means is also evident in the actions of Erin, in 

the instance when she increases the volume on top of an interview clip.  In making this 

small modal revision, she attempts first to protect a white peer with whom she regularly 

takes classes and second tries to blur and pull the message of the documentary away from 

simplistic readings of race and course selection. Although she does interject in this 
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instance, she is unable to find a foothold into a space of self-authoring that promotes 

continued engagement. Whether this is due to uncertainties of identity, or limited access 

to the meditational means of DMC, it is unclear.  

What becomes strikingly clear, is that young media producers, just like young 

writers, need direct instruction in how to revisit their writing for purposes of revision.  

Although Rowan and Erin demonstrate that young media makers do consider their 

audiences and the context when composing digital media texts and even at times craft 

very sophisticated attention structures, they are not always able to articulate their vision 

within a multimedia piece. As we see with Erin who was unable to revise her perspective 

within the media product to attend to the complexity presented by her African American 

Peers, not knowing how to re-enter a media text limits one’s ability to revise personal 

perspectives and social positions.  Such DMC scaffolding is a must for not only 

continued exploration of social position but also continued engagement in academic 

learning. 
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Chapter 6: 

Conclusion: Digital Media Composition: A Review of Potentials and Pitfalls 

  

The previous chapters illustrate again and again that the process of making a 

documentary film is messy. The trials and tribulations of messy media production are not 

new to those who regularly compose with media. When interviewed about her award-

winning documentary A Walk Into the Sea: Danny Williams and the Warhol Factory, 

filmmaker Ester Robinson describes her process of composing as one that involves 

making three movies (Molaro & Robinson, 2007). She describes the first as the “movie in 

your head,” the movie you set out to make. The second is “the interview movie” the 

concept that emerges while shooting the interview, perhaps because of an insightful 

interview or especially engaging rapport with the interviewee. And then third, is the 

movie that reveals itself in the footage during the editing process, perhaps because of 

visual patterns that emerge in the footage, revealing yet another strand to the narrative. 

For Robinson, the biggest struggle that filmmakers face when moving from one 

movie idea to the next is the letting go of the first two movies in order to “find the third 

movie,” which she believes is the “true movie.” Robinson’s description of these three 

movies, their emergence and struggle, captures in part the students’ experiences making 

documentaries and other media in school-based settings. What Robinson fails to mention, 

however, are the impact of perceived audiences, their engagement and attention needs, 

and the possible perceptions they may construe of the content creators. As the previous 

chapters have illustrated, such attention to audiences is paramount when considering the 

integration of new media composition into classroom curriculum.  For example, writing a 
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five-paragraph essay about racial segregation may have, for students, a clearly designated 

audience of the teacher for the piece.  Students might assume that the teacher and perhaps 

a handful of peers would be the only people to read the piece. When composing a piece 

of media that is to be screened for the entire class and then posted to an online site, such 

as Facebook, the understandings of purpose and audience are blurred in significant ways.   

The experiences of Chandra, Clarissa, Erin, Felicia, and Rowan reveal that, even 

though the documentaries were class assignments, the media projects required them to 

learn in very different ways.  To begin, they were required to leave the classroom and 

school grounds to gather information about their topic, which placed them in contexts 

outside of the normal school routine. Next, they knew that several peers would view their 

media texts both in class and online, making the screening a significant performance of 

identity.  Further intensifying the aspect of a significant peer audience, the students knew 

they would be able to use media such as music and video that would harness and 

maintain their peers’ attention. In other words, the students were placed in a situation or 

space of self-authoring that impacted engagement and learning in ways not normally 

experienced. 

These opportunities to engage are not neutral but rather complicated by various 

social factors related to academic identities that circulate in and out of the classroom. 

Understanding the social and rhetorical complexities of collaborative DMC will increase 

knowledge related to the social dynamics of learning as it occurs in partnership with 

people and technology in schools, where the construction of academic identities impacts 

whether or not students engage with school activities. Furthermore, this research provides 
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insights and approaches for how to best design and scaffold opportunities for student 

participation in ways that promote continued engagement in academic learning.  Such 

implications address areas of rhetorical impact, identity construction, and embodied 

learning in general.   

 

Media as Expansion of Nonfiction Composition 

As the Common Core Standards have heightened emphasis on the reading and 

writing of nonfiction and informational texts, so too has the prolific circulation of digital 

media texts as new forms of nonfiction storytelling. Golden (2006) further describes, the 

nonfiction potentials of documentary,  

By tapping into students’ natural attraction to film, teachers can help students  

understand key concepts such as theme, tone, and point of view as well as practice 

and improve their persuasive, narrative, and expository writing abilities. Studying 

documentaries helps students learn how nonfiction texts are constructed and how  

these texts may shape the viewer’s/reader’s opinion 

In other words, through active and continual engagement with media texts students gain 

fluency with the conventions of reading, interpreting, analyzing and composition of 

nonfiction.  This engagement with nonfiction is most evident in the students’ 

investigation of topics through field observations and gathering of primary resources 

through on-site interviewing. Such research skills prepare students for more involved 

research tasks while also helping them to appropriate the mindset of everyday inquiry. 
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Media as Rhetorical Means of Communication 

As both Chapters Four and Five, illustrate, student engagement in the process of 

digital media composition goes beyond casual engagement with media texts. As Chandra, 

Felicia and Rowan demonstrate through their careful selection of media, students think 

seriously about who will receive their media content and how it will be received.  

Wanting to not only grab audiences’ attention, these young media makers, worked hard 

to maintain attention and build relationships with their audiences in ways that would best 

insure thoughtful consideration of their messages and content.   

To garner and maintain such continued attention, students would compose 

multimodal ensembles that I referred to as “attention structures” because of the ways in 

which they would control the focus and attention of their target audiences. What I found 

to be most interesting in my study of students’ attention structures was their sophisticated 

convergence of multiple sound effects along with music and interview clips. This was 

most evident in the sound editing of Rowan, in which his strategic pairing and 

juxtaposition of different sounds were intended to frame certain interview subjects and 

their interview clips within semiotically layered spaces.    

What Rowan and his attention to the smallest of sound decisions suggest is that 

we must pay more attention to sound as a rhetorical technique.  To reiterate Composer 

Michel Chion’s (1994) call, we must replace passive listening with “disciplined 

attention” to the physical and evocative impact of sound.  In other words, we must 

appreciate the rhetorical resources of sound in both our analysis and production of media.  
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Just as there has been a growing interest in visual literacy skills within media literacy and  

arts literacy curriculum, so too should their be a surge in awareness of the rhetorical 

potentials of sound. 

 
Digital Media Composition and Embodied learning 
 

Also important to consider when assessing the documentary DMC process overall 

are the numerous opportunities made available for embodied learning. Required to get up 

and out of their classroom spaces, students are encouraged to disrupt social habits and 

form new practices of interaction. Through hands-on engagement with difficult issues, 

students are able to experience on their own the new understandings of seemingly 

familiar topics.  As we saw in Chapter 3 with Chandra, Clarissa, and Erin, riding the city 

bus involved stepping into a unique culture, a space they would describe as “magical.” 

Such experiences could not have happened if the group had been limited only to print-

based research and writing.   

This is not to say that writing has no role in formulating a stance and articulating a 

position.  As we saw with the participants’ post reflection essays, the familiarity of words 

allowed the students routes to communicate some of what they had learned through the 

DMC process. In reviewing the collaborative events of Clarissa, Erin, and Chandra it 

becomes clear that interactions with new people, in new situations, and outside of school 

contexts disrupt typical patterns of interaction, and require students to experience 

learning through embodied participation. 

The experiences of Chandra, Clarissa, and Erin show us that routine, while 

important, has the negative potential of limiting bodily sensation in ways that limit 
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learning.  Classrooms must create spaces for ongoing engagement with new ideas, 

people, settings and approaches to problem solving, such that students are required to 

confront and question commonly held understandings about themselves and the worlds 

around them.  

 

DMC as Space for Struggle and Play with Social Positions 

Perhaps most important of all the findings in this study are the potentials DMC 

provides in forging spaces for understanding the critical roles of literacy for engaging in 

social positioning via various meditational means. The plurality of voices and audiences 

in media expression and interpretation allow for a polyphonic engagement with texts and 

their production.  In other words, DMC promotes sustained engagement with the 

complexities of plurality and struggle. Repeated exposure to such polyphonic 

engagement allows for what Foucault (1972) describes in his work, The Archeology of 

Knowledge, as a “loosening of the embrace of words and things” (p. 49), or a relaxing of 

the powers of expression that may limit engagement, participation and ultimately 

learning. 

While it has been shown time and time again that various forms of composition 

and especially media-based composition are rich in opportunities for self-authorship, it 

has been particularly interesting to note how with DMC, such occasions for self-

authoring or experimentation with social position were both 1) heavily mediated by 

popular culture and 2) dependent on the management of audiences and their engagement 
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with the media content.  In the case of Felicia’s documentary, Parents: Do They Matter?, 

we see how the popular culture texts of Tupac, his music and interview clips, provided 

Felicia with exploratory spaces to try on alternative explanations and positions related to 

her current situation.  Similar to the role-play interview conducted by Erin and Chandra, 

the popular culture texts provided fictional spaces to play with identities and their 

consequences.  

As for the management of audience attention, we see that both Felicia and Rowan 

have shown utilization of various meditational means to maintain the interest of their 

audiences as ways to ensure reception of their message.  This emphasis on media that is 

“socially connected” requires that audiences tune in to listen and understand the content 

being expressed.  It is here, that the concept of attention structures is able to present 

media participation as a simultaneous voicing of stance and building of relations with 

audiences. 

 It is thus through the concept of attention structures that we can reconsider voice 

across process and product and across participation and reception. If we consider the 

process of media composition as a series of events or “sites of engagement,” we can see 

how these moments of interaction become stitched together through anticipated discourse 

into trajectories engagement.  These trajectories then provide for conceptualization of 

imagined audiences, which bridge the process into the “final” publication and distribution 

of media products. In other words, in analyzing the construction of various attention 

structures (occurring among people, media and modes) that composers use to forge 
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connections with anticipated audiences, we are able to consider how the struggle of voice 

in digital media composition occurs across spaces of process and product and attends to 

both producing and receiving. 

 

Voice as Multimodal Appropriation 

 

 In terms of the project of voice, we might characterize becoming as the refusal, in  

our speaking and writing, to merely repeat the old. Instead, we are aiming for the 

reconstruction of the old—old words, old relations with audiences, old choices—

in service of the ongoing renewal of our perspectives on the world and our places 

within it. Becoming points to taking a position in relation to others and the 

meanings and values that precede us, but it also points to revising that position, 

that voice across time (Lensmire, 2000, p. 84) 

    

As Lensmire (2000) suggests in his model of voice as project, the connective and 

relocation practices involved in this existential work of demanding and maintaining 

attention are never done; rather, our processes of becoming and managing audiences are 

ongoing. Yet, this social struggle also involves pleasure as we make sense of ourselves 

connecting ideas to images, video, and the thoughts of others.  Thus, in making steps 

toward new conceptualizations of voice that re-engage audience and foreground ongoing 

struggle, we must focus, of course, on composition and the composer. However, we must 
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also heed the ongoing practices of appropriation, which regulate the process and reveal 

the continuous management of struggle amid audiences and multimodality.   

 It is here in representing voice as multimodal appropriations that I am able to 

align composition in harmony with the ongoing struggle for meaning. This study’s 

findings make explicit the borrowing, reusing, and ultimately remixing of multiple 

voices, ideas, and modalities, thus highlighting the transformative practices made 

possible through writing and multimodal composition. These practices involve a 

continual stitching together of others’ ideas into our sense of self, our texts, and our 

participation, as we create culture anew.  

In playing with new conceptualizations of voice, a notion that has been 

reconceived many times before, I have explored the concept of voice as versatile 

engagement.  In this sense voice is simultaneously a textual production, a process of 

participation, a vehicle of ongoing struggle, and a repertoire of strategies for audience 

management and social position.  Such a multifaceted approach to voice opens new 

routes for looking at student identity and agency in the processes of digital media 

composition.  Such an examination is needed in order to contemplate our students’ 

pleasures, agencies, and existences within emerging information and communication 

technologies.  These genres of new media continually give rise to new power dynamics 

and social struggle, and as a result new occasions to take up voice and write themselves 

into or out of academic, social, and civic conversations. 
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New Directions for Research and Teaching of DMC 

As the school-based documentaries described in the previous chapters bring to light, 

various new genres of media production are emerging.  While composition of such digital 

media texts is often reserved for only special elective courses or even assigned to other 

departments outside of Language Arts such as art or technology disciplines, more and 

more teachers (K-12) are embracing the potentials for engagement, analysis, and critique 

afforded by such new genres of composition.  As sanctioned literacy practices expand to 

include digital media texts and their related composition processes, we must broaden and 

expand our understandings of investigating digital media composition as vehicle of 

expression, participation and social positioning. 

 Mediated Discourse Analysis (MDA) opens understandings of digital media 

composition that extend far beyond the “glorified diorama” status it is given by some. 

Through focus on the action and object-rich context of digital media composition, 

including the various media and technology hardware and software involved, MDA is 

able to isolate and highlight the complexity of decision making related to media texts and 

actions used for purposes of representation and redistribution of power.  More 

specifically, I hope that the construct of attention structures in their minute size yet 

multilayered form offer a magnified window into the socially infused thinking process of 

students as they decide how and what media to use in order to appropriate meaning for 

purposes of knowledge construction, social position, and societal revision.   
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With new concepts of inquiry into genres of digital composition come new 

conventions and patterns of interaction. The current study has only touched on some of 

these new practices; many are only mentioned and require further investigation  For 

example, this research does not consider the mediational impact of DMC texts as they 

travel to new contexts and become exposed to new audiences, such as would be the case 

if students were to post their completed videos on YouTube or Facebook.  In these cases, 

would the students’ techniques of audience management via attention structures achieve 

the same effects as they had hoped for in their classrooms?  How, once DMC texts are set 

in motion on routes of media circulation, would students disconnect themselves from 

media texts that they no longer felt fit their repertoires of social positioning? To answer 

these questions and more, one would have to design a longitudinal study focusing on the 

composition of digital media texts as well as the publication and circulation of these texts 

across contexts. Examining how the texts are received and to what extent attention 

structures are able to establish and maintain the attention of audiences in unimagined 

contexts, would help deepen understandings of attention structures as literacy practices 

that not only communicate identities but also establish social conventions.  These 

questions are reserved for later students of Digital Media Composition. In their media, 

students could engage with and document the stances of others, in ways that allow them 

to also forge their own stances. These emerging stances while not drastically different 

from their peers, allow them a critical engagement with the issue. Such engagements are 

essential to maintaining relevance given continually shifting modes, platforms and routes 

of expression.  
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Until such studies are designed and implemented, it is important to recognize the 

potentials that DMC offers students at this very moment, as they open their outdated 

laptops.  How are these students, like Aaron described at the open of this report, craving 

meaningful opportunities to participate that are still reserved for only a few? How will 

they find, challenge, and create anew their digital voices? Hopefully widespread use of 

DMC will provide such culturally rich spaces to do this important work. 
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Interview questions:   

Product evaluation and reflection 

1. Describe your project this quarter?   

2. How did you choose the topic of your documentary?  Was it your first choice?   

3. PURPOSE & AUDIENCE: How would you describe the purpose of this 
documentary? Who is the intended audience for this piece?  Who do you hope sees this 
doc, and what do you hope they will think? 

4. MULTIMODAL EXPRESSION: Describe your use of sound and image in this 
piece?  What guided your decision when matching music and image with words?  

5.  Overall, what do you like most about the final product? What do you most dislike? 

6. If you could change one thing about the final product or the production process, what 
would it be?  Why? 

Collaboration 

7.  What was it like to collaborate with others on this project? What was your role in the 
project? Were you comfortable with this role? 

8. What was a significant change or revision made to the project?  Why this change? 

9.  What have you enjoyed most about the production process of this project?  

10.  STRUGGLE & CONFLICT: What difficulties or conflicts did you encounter when 
producing this project? How did the impact the final product? 

11.  If you could change one aspect of the composing process what would it be? 

12. What did you need to know to complete this project? 

General engagement  & reflection  

13.  Why did you sign up for this class? So far, half-way through, has it been what you 
expected? 

14.  How do you see this work helping your future school work? 

APPENDIX B 
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Preliminary Codes  
 
PEER INTERACTION: 

• Formulating interview questions 
• Thinking out loud  

o Stating observations 
o making connections to other texts or classes 

• Collective articulation of ideas 
• Playful exploration of ideas 
• Forwarding ideas via statements (“We should do this …”) 
• Introducing ideas via questions (“Are we going to include …?”) 
• Clip selection 
• Peer mentoring – modeling/showing each other how to do things 
• Planning times to meet 
• Division of labor 
• Social interaction (unrelated to documentary: eg. prom, friends, graduation, etc.) 

 
 

ATTENTION STRUCTURES  
(both in process and product & student analysis and my own): 

• Creating drama 
• Infusing fiction into nonfiction 
• Holding attention via pacing 
• Storytelling 
• Voice Over as unity/cohesion/neutron 
• Auditory arc 
• Use of familiar music, characters, archival footage 
• Visual presentation 

 
PEDAGOGICAL COLLEGIALITY: 

• Candance questions 
• Candance feedback 
• Candance suggestions 
• Teacher interactions 
• Direct addresses to Candance or JH (internalized presence of authority) 

 
 
 
 
 

 


