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Issue Preview
Volume 12, issue 2

Programmatic Perspectives, 12(2), Fall 2021: 2-3. 
Contact editors: ardusell@ucmail.uc.edu, lkbreuch@umn.edu

In this issue we are excited to welcome new members to the editorial team. 
Danielle Stambler is our new editorial assistant. Joseph Jeyaraj, Editor, and 
Stephen Royek, Assistant Editor, are leading a new section for Programmatic 

Perspectives called FOCUS. The section will feature short and timely articles on 
current or emerging issues of interest to our "eld. The "rst articles for this sec-
tion will be in issue 12.2. 

The "rst two articles in this exciting new section come from Kirk St.Amant 
and a group of technical and professional communication (TPC) graduate 
students. In “Globalizing Programmatic Perspectives in Pandemic Contexts,” 
St.Amant examines how the COVID-19 pandemic has markedly heightened 
global awareness of online education (a topic one of the research articles in 
this issue addresses as well). 

In “Identity, Agency, and Precarity: Considerations of Graduate Students in 
Technical Communication,” co-authors Morgan Banville, Meghalee Das, Kat-
lynne Davis, Evelyn Dsouza, Allison Durazzi, Emily Gresbrink, Elena Kalodner-
Martin, and Danielle Mollie Stambler open a conversation in the "eld about 
graduate students’ situation. Speci"cally, the co-authors explore graduate 
student precarity to look at issues of labor, citizenship, risk, and oppression.

The 12.2 issue of Programmatic Perspectives also includes three research 
articles. In “Developing Digital Literacy through Multi-Institution Collaboration 
and Technology Partnership: An Analysis of Assignments, Student Responses, 
and Instructor Re!ections,” Kenyan Burnham and Jason Tham report on their 
study that examines students’ digital and technological literacies. Their study 
was funded by CPTSC’s Research Grants (2019). To examine questions of col-
laborative inquiry, student agency, and development of digital literacy, the 
researchers used the international open-access digital archive, Fabric of Digital 
Life. 

Lora Arduser
University of Cincinnati
Lee-Ann Kastman Breuch
University of Minnesota
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From the Editors

Sweta Baniya, Ashley Brein, and Kylie Call explore how international service 
learning is used in  an online TPC class in “International Service Learning in 
Technical Communication during a Global Pandemic.” Through their interview 
study, the co-authors found that despite all the native impacts of the COVID-19 
pandemic, shifting to online models of teaching fostered innovation in TPC 
courses. In the article they speci"cally explore the impacts of this teaching ap-
proach on the students and the community partners from Code for Nepal who 
collaborated on addressing the issue of digital literacy in rural Nepali commu-
nities during the COVID-19 pandemic.

As was obvious by the number of presentations on open education 
resources (OER) at this year’s (2021) CPTSC conference, the subject matter of 
the "nal research article in this issue is on the minds of many of our readers. In 
“Open Educational Resources and Technical and Professional Communication” 
Henry Covey, Sarah Read, and Jordana Bowen o#er "ve categories of chal-
lenges that they identi"ed through data collected from students and faculty at 
their home institution and a review of the literature on OERs in higher educa-
tion.

We appreciate the authors’ contributions to this important topic and want 
to express our sorrow at the loss of Jordana Bowen. Her co-authors note in 
their acknowledgements that Jordana was passionate about OER, and that her 
“archiving wizardry” was fundamental to their research.

We wrap up this issue with three book reviews. Nikki Agee reviews E!ective 
Teaching of Technical Communication Theory, Practice, and Application edited 
by Michael J. Klein. J.R.  Collins reviews Ben McCorkel and Jason Palmeri’s 100 
Years of New Media Pedagogy. Finally, John Joseph Silvestro reviews Rewriting 
Partnerships: Community Perspectives on Community-Based Learning by Rachel 
W. Shah.

We hope you enjoy the insights from this 12.2 issue, and we thank all 
authors and editorial sta# for their contributions to Programmatic Perspectives 
in 2021.
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FOCUS Introduction

Programmatic Perspectives, 12(2), Fall 2021: 4. 
Contact editors: jjeyaraj@citytech.cuny.edu, royek@rowan.edu

Welcome to FOCUS, a new Programmatic Perspectives feature that will spot-
light key issues in technical and professional communication with short and 
timely articles on current or emerging issues of interest to our "eld. We plan 
to be on—or ahead of—the cutting edge of programmatic theory and princi-
ple and provide our readers with information they need to stay relevant and 
connected. Considering the fast-paced changes in the world of technology 
and technical communication in recent times, we felt the need for a genre of 
writing that would address the need to be informed quickly of new develop-
ments while also o#ering insight on these developments. With that in mind we 
called for articles of modest length for addressing topics salient for the time. In 
doing so, FOCUS occupies a niche between the traditional research article and 
the purely journalistic piece and straddles the space between both types of 
writing.  

The "rst two FOCUS articles, appearing in this Fall 12.2 issue, meet these 
tenets as they touch on two issues currently spurring academic thought 
and discussion: St.Amant’s article takes a fresh look at the pandemic and the 
positives that have emerged out of a global catastrophe for technical commu-
nication programs. He examines developments in online communication as 
a result of the pandemic and suggests fresh approaches for technical com-
munication programs to o#er solutions globally and create networks for a rich 
exchange of ideas. The other featured FOCUS article, “Identity, Agency, and 
Precarity: Considerations of Graduate Students in Technical Communication,” 
was collaboratively written by a team of eight members of the CPTSC Gradu-
ate Student Committee. It complements St.Amant’s international focus with 
a focus on local issues in the Unites States. The piece explores the precarious 
situations involving issues of labor, citizenship, risk, and oppression in which 
graduate students often "nd themselves. It looks to open a conversation on 
these issues that currently shape their academic existence. We hope you "nd 
value in these "rst two FOCUS articles, and in our series of upcoming features. 
Please contact the editors with any questions or feedback.

Joseph L. Jeyaraj
New York City College of Technology
Stephen A. Royek
Rowan University

mailto:jjeyaraj@citytech.cuny.edu


Abstract. This article explores graduate students’ precarity, 
which helps us consider issues of labor, citizenship, risk, and 
oppression, drawing attention to the conditions that shape 
our existence. We seek to open a conversation on the precari-
ties of graduate students, and invite faculty and program 
administrators to join us in this conversation to act as allies in 
our ongoing work.

Keywords: Diversity, Graduate Students, Identity, Inclusion, 
Mentorship, Precarity, Professional Organizations
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Identity, Agency, and Precarity

Graduate students occupy precarious territory given their mul-
tifaceted roles as students, teachers, and scholars. The concept 
of precarity highlights “the a#ective, relational, and material 

conditions and structuring logics of inequality” (Hesford et al., 2018, p. 
2) and helps us consider issues of labor, citizenship, risk, and oppres-
sion. Graduate students experience varying states of precarity based 
on their positionality, agency, power, and professional and relational 
dynamics. Oftentimes, we are placed in positions that compromise 
our identities and agencies. When we face oppression or threats to 
our careers, stipends, health insurance, or programmatic roles, it takes 
courage and bravery to speak out, often at great risk to ourselves. 
Shui-Yin Sharon Yam, associate professor at the University of Kentucky, 
recently tweeted “In grad school, I learned how to critique ... I wish 
instead that grad school would give us more opportunities to imagine, 
to collaborate, and to build and rebuild” (2021). The desire to imagine, 
collaborate, and build is what drove many of us to join the Council for 
Programs in Scienti"c and Technical Communication Graduate Student 
Committee (CPTSC-GSC). Our work in the CPTSC-GSC involves imagin-
ing concerns as opportunities to build something better. Graduate 
programs vary in their de"nitions of technical communication, their 
priorities for professional development, and their availability of com-
patible mentors (Melonçon, 2009; Say, 2015). Doctoral attrition rates 
average around 50% (Wollast et al., 2018), with women and under-
represented students more likely to leave their programs than men, 
especially white men (Smallwood, 2004). This is where professional 
organizations can productively intervene, serving as common ground, 
equalizing access to resources, and drawing in faculty participation. In 
what follows, we open a conversation about graduate student pre-
carity by examining unclear genre expectations, the labor and risk of 
voicing concerns, the experiences of multiply marginalized graduate 
students, and the need for mentorship. We hope to discover ways that 
organizations like CPTSC can work to intervene and support students.

Access and Equity in Academic Genre Knowledge
Genre awareness and discourse acquisition in the "eld are considered 
requisites for graduate student success (Berkenkotter & Huckin, 1995). 
However, in our experience, graduate programs do not always com-
municate clearly or consistently about how to navigate genres in the 
profession, or in what ways students might critique and subvert those 
genres—even in our own writing-centric "elds. 

For example, GSC members who are "rst generation college stu-
dents struggled in adapting to the expectations surrounding academic 
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genres. One member recalled feeling unsure of how to approach writ-
ing a seminar paper during her "rst semester in graduate school. When 
she asked for help, the faculty instructor criticized the student rather 
than clarifying the genre, remarking that the student’s paper was not 
at a graduate level.

This story illustrates the need to demystify knowledge and expec-
tations surrounding academic genres, and the need for faculty to play 
a supportive role in this work. Faculty occupy spaces of power, posi-
tionality, and privilege (Walton et al., 2019) and should consider how 
they could open up access to academic genres instead of dictating 
who is and is not able to participate. In support of early career scholars, 
“making available the genres of power and cooperation … is a matter 
of social capacity and social justice” (Bazerman et al., 2009, p. xiv, as 
cited in Bawarshi & Rei#, 2010, p. 6). Rebecca Rickly and Kelli Cargile 
Cook (2017) similarly argue for more transparency when it comes to 
graduate education in technical communication, speci"cally relating 
to research preparation. Research, they explain, is messy and gradu-
ate students should be able to easily navigate genre expectations for 
articulating, focusing, conducting, and representing their research. 
While graduate students demonstrate pro"ciency in research-based, 
thesis-driven writing as a benchmark for program admission, they 
often come from disparate prior experiences and levels of access to re-
sources. A lack of clarity around new or unfamiliar genres like academ-
ic proposals, statements (of purpose, research, teaching, and diversity), 
email with faculty and sta#, exams, prospectuses, CVs, and job applica-
tions, to name a few, may therefore inhibit students from succeeding 
in graduate programs. 

Encouraging greater transparency about genre expectations and 
sharing sample documents might be productive ways to address 
this issue (Cagle, 2020). Such e#orts would align well with others in 
the "eld who are gathering and organizing disciplinary knowledge. 
This work can have a generative e#ect as well, allowing us to not only 
demystify but even “re-imagine” writing in the "eld (Badenhorst et al., 
2021).

Complaint and Graduate Student Precarity
Voicing a concern (in other words, complaining) entails signi"cant risk 
and emotional labor, especially for those in precarious positions. Sara 
Ahmed’s newest book, Complaint!, helps frame our vulnerability as 
graduate students, displaying solidarity for those labelled as complain-
ers and for those who want to complain but cannot or never receive 
the chance. After all, “it should not be the case that support from those 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HKKkLn
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?HKKkLn
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who are more established is necessary for a complaint to be heard” 
(Ahmed, 2021, p. 6). 

While working on this article, many of us discussed our experi-
ences investing emotional labor and taking signi"cant risks to voice 
concerns, only to feel silenced, dismissed, or unheard. To be heard as 
making a tiresome complaint, Ahmed says, is to be heard as being 
tiresome, as distracting somebody from doing “important work else-
where” (2021, p. 1). Herein lies an issue for graduate students: if we 
voice our concerns, will we be read as tiresome, a bother, or a “com-
plainer?” Do our individual and collective identities allow us to voice 
concerns? Most importantly, will we be taken seriously? These ques-
tions partially re!ect concerns about taking away important work time, 
as well. If complaining takes someone above us or in power away from 
important work (such as departmental duties, publishing obligations, 
advising, and teaching), are our complaints deeply heard and honored 
as important, or just heard as noise to be dismissed? “To hear someone 
as complaining is an e#ective way of dismissing someone. You do not 
have to listen to the content of what she is saying if she is just com-
plaining or always complaining” (Ahmed, 2021, p. 1). 

Ahmed (2021) says that those deemed tiresome complainers have 
something to teach us about complaints: the politics of how some 
are received, what it takes to refuse a message about who is impor-
tant, and what is important. Graduate student bodies, well-being, 
stories, and our concerns are important, but oftentimes, it takes being 
re-traumatized in order to voice a “complaint.” Many of us have felt 
powerlessness in gauging whether or not we should complain. Even 
in writing this, we had conversations about how to raise these issues 
in this article without making ourselves vulnerable to retaliation, as 
well as how to approach the issue without being seen/labelled as 
complainers. Those who are in positions to create change, to advocate 
for graduate students, and so on, must believe graduate students. To 
hear complaints, Ahmed says, can be to “hear that silence: what is not 
being said, what is not being done, what is not being dealt with” (2021, 
p. 7). For graduate students, voicing concerns is labor-intensive and 
risky. To not be listened to is to not be valued. Hear—truly hear—our 
complaints. 

Precarity of Being Multiply Marginalized International 
Graduate Instructors

Some graduate students are marginalized not only due to their posi-
tionality and institutional power dynamics, but also because of their 
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status as international scholars who may not enjoy the fundamental 
right of expression or the freedom to leave a program, as that could 
lead to deportation. We use Young’s classi"cation of oppression (1990) 
to contextualize this precarious environment within which internation-
al graduate student instructors of color with uncertain immigration 
status, language and socio-cultural di#erences work.

While the experience of oppression—exploitation, cultural imperi-
alism, powerlessness, marginalization, and violence—varies based on 
personal attributes, oppression is a condition of groups; it is structural, 
embedded in unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols that can clash 
with a social group’s sense of identity (Young, 1990). Graduate stu-
dents’ material circumstances enable exploitation, or expenditure of 
one group’s labor to bene"t another. Although international students 
bring diverse experiences into a program, we have to spend consid-
erable energy navigating our way into western academic common-
places. Considering that 70% of international students in the U.S. are 
from countries in the Global South (Du$n, 2020), we also face gateway 
oppression through cultural imperialism, where our perspectives may 
be rendered invisible due to dominant groups’ unfamiliarity with these 
issues.

All this is exacerbated by the embodied oppression we face 
through powerlessness, where we have limited to no authority in 
decision-making and creativity (Walton et al., 2019). Asserting our 
autonomy could come at the cost of irking those in positions of power, 
and not everyone can a#ord to do that, especially international stu-
dents. For instance, as a non-U.S. citizen, Meghalee Das used to reserve 
her opinion on socio-political issues in the U.S. But when she faced 
microaggressions and received student evaluations that referred to her 
race, she realized that identities can be imposed on us, and she had 
already been labelled and marginalized. 

Faculty need to understand the impact of such comments on 
graduate students’ mental health, and also make transparent policies 
on how student evaluations factor into performance evaluation and 
how we may be protected from backlash. Lean technical communica-
tion, which seeks to meet programmatic challenges under diverse 
conditions, aims at social responsibility without oppressing vulnerable 
populations like minority students and contingent labor (Johnson et 
al., 2018). If we want to sustain technical communication programs and 
accommodate the needs of an evolving U.S. higher education system, 
we must recognize and address the challenges faced by international 
graduate instructors and create support structures for them.
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The Role of Mentorship in Graduate Student Precarity
Mentorship and support for the growing body of technical communi-
cation graduate students is unevenly distributed, pressuring graduate 
students to either “"t in” with existing institutional trends or “stand 
out” in a way that might mark them as an outsider. Because our work 
is dependent on the approval of faculty, lacking mentorship means we 
must invest time, e#ort, and energy to go outside our institutions and 
create the networks that are critical to our scholarly development and 
overall well-being. 

We understand that providing mentorship is often taxing, unrec-
ognized, or uncompensated, and that the expectation to mentor grad-
uate students often has raced and gendered implications for faculty 
who are already expected to do more than their fair share of emotional 
and professional labor. Simultaneously, we recognize that mentorship 
is critical to graduate student success, particularly for marginalized 
students. While our view of mentorship includes “us[ing] cultural and 
social capital to advocate for us, and guid[ing] us through personal 
and professional decisions,” (Gonzales et al., 2021, p. 21-22) there is 
also a critical need for increased representation for both mentors and 
mentees alike. As Natasha Jones writes, “... it wasn’t until Miriam [F. 
Williams] that I had a mentor who looked like me and experienced the 
world, and more importantly, our academic "eld, in similar ways as I 
did” (Gonzales et al., 2021, p. 22). As such, we see increased mentorship 
as both a matter of addressing graduate student precarity and a critical 
step in engaging justice-oriented e#orts to transform our "eld more 
largely. 

As we have argued, professional organizations play a critical sup-
port role for graduate students as we develop our scholarship and 
build the networks that are foundational to so much of our lives. As we 
consider how to enact social justice approaches that “explicitly seek 
to redistribute and reassemble—or otherwise redress—power imbal-
ances that systematically and systemically disenfranchise some stake-
holders while privileging others” (Haas & Eble, 2018, p. 3), we also want 
to open conversations about forms and structures of mentorship that 
should exist for our most vulnerable voices, both within our institu-
tions and beyond.

Conclusion
Our goal in the GSC is to make space to discuss and amplify issues of 
precarity, equity, and social justice that graduate students face, and 
collaboratively build supportive spaces, programming, and structures 
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to ameliorate these issues. To that end, we are in the process of devel-
oping a mentor program, a writing group, and a repository of sample 
documents in various genres, among other initiatives. Our goal in this 
article is to begin a larger conversation centered on the positions of 
precarity we "nd ourselves in. We invite faculty and program adminis-
trators to join us in this conversation and to act as allies in our ongoing 
work. Together, we can dismantle many of the systems from which our 
precarity and oppression arise and productively seek, instead, “more 
opportunities to imagine, to collaborate, and to build and rebuild” 
(Yam, 2021). 
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The COVID-19 pandemic shifted much of education worldwide 
to online formats (Chen, 2020). This move brought numerous 
challenges from delivering instruction to engaging in class-

room interactions (Tam & El-Azar, 2020; Li & Lalani, 2020). The transi-
tion was not uniform. Rather, it revealed the need for further devel-
opment in online learning and in associated infrastructure across 
regions and nations (Amrane-Cooper, 2020; Singh et al., 2020). These 
events also increased educator and student familiarity with online 
education on an unpresented global scale. Such a context provides 
unique potential for internationalizing technical communication 
education today. 

Moves to internationalize online education are not new to tech-
nical communication (see, for example, Maylath, 1997). Pandemic-
related developments, however, accelerated earlier initiatives to 
extend online instruction beyond national borders (St.Amant, 2017). 
Realizing the educational potential of today’s international online 
environment is no simple task. It requires activities that foster inter-
national online interactions in meaningful ways (Cleary et al., 2019). 
Through certain approaches, technical communication educators 
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and program administrators can develop unique learning experiences 
for students in di#erent nations. Additionally, educators, administra-
tors, and researchers in technical communication can make important 
contributions to such contexts by developing approaches for address-
ing this pedagogical environment. This entry overviews how to engage 
in such activities.

The Global Shift
Historically, physical distance limited international teaching collabo-
rations, but online communication technologies made the potential 
for international interactions easier (St.Amant, 2017). Within techni-
cal communication (TC) programs, early attempts to globalize online 
instruction often involved paring students in di#erent classes and na-
tions on speci"c projects (see Maylath, 1997). The results were relative-
ly limited interactions with partnering courses – often technical writing 
and translation studies. These partnering courses generally continued 
in separate but parallel ways versus o#ering integrated instruction and 
interaction across classes (Humbley et al., 2005; Vandepitte et al., 2010). 
This focus on one aspect (translation) often limited cross-cultural 
engagement to a single topic in the overall TC curriculum (Gnecchi et 
al., 2008; Mousten et al., 2010). More recently, educators in di#erent 
nations have explored expanding international online interactions to 
a wider range of activities and classes (St.Amant, 2020; Verzella et al., 
2021). 

By moving an unprecedented number of curricula worldwide 
online, the COVID-19 pandemic created a new international context for 
online learning (Tam & El-Azar, 2020; Li & Lalani, 2020). This situation 
was far from ideal with several factors a#ecting educational experi-
ences globally (Chen, 2020; Singh et al., 2020). The shift, however, 
created new online options in international higher education. It also 
revealed that programs could augment limitations of physical proxim-
ity through web-based approaches. 

In TC, this global transition prompted certain organizations to de-
velop resources from Facebook groups (e.g., the Pandemic Pedagogies 
– Professional and Technical Writing group) to webinars (e.g., Global 
Society of Online Literacy Educators webinars) that provided educators 
with information on online pedagogy. Additionally, educators in di#er-
ent nations used the move online to develop networks for exchanging 
ideas about pedagogy and programs (e.g., the International University 
Network in Technical Communication). Globally distributed TC educa-
tors also began collaborating via web-based events focused on online 
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curriculum and course development in international contexts (e.g., the 
2021 Technical Communication European Academic Colloquium). 

At the same time, a number of TC educators began exploring 
online options for collaborating internationally to enhance curricula. 
These developments often focused on using online technologies to 
bring internationally distributed speakers into online classes to share 
their expertise (St.Amant 2020; Verzella et al., 2021). Such situations 
also provided unique opportunities where students from di#erent 
cultures convened online for regular interactions versus occasional 
exchanges (Thornberg, 2021). Additionally, these initiatives helped 
expand collaborations around co-teaching classes of students located 
in di#erent nations (Cleary et al., 2019; Verzella et al., 2021). 

These developments provided unparalleled opportunities to ac-
cess international instructional expertise. They also allowed educators 
to augment TC course o#erings, class content, and faculty available to 
students (St.Amant, 2020; Verzella et al., 2021). Such situations pro-
vided students with new opportunities to collaborate internationally 
across classes and projects (Mousten et al., 2010; Verzella et al., 2021). 
Ideally, these approaches will continue to expand so students can ac-
cess multiple international experts who integrate their specializations 
into online classes.

Realizing Pedagogical Potential
Pre-pandemic, many educators and students worldwide had relatively 
limited experience with online education (St.Amant, 2017). Shelter-in-
place situations under COVID-19, however, pushed an unprecedented 
number of educators worldwide into online instruction (Li & Lalani, 
2020). These global developments resulted in many students gaining 
familiarity with online educational contexts (Tam & El-Azar, 2020). The 
resulting environment o#ers TC educators and program administra-
tors a unique opportunity to internationalize courses and curricula. 
The challenge involves optimizing this opportunity. The following 
approaches can help TC educators provide students with meaningful 
learning experiences within global contexts.

Approach 1: Internationalizing Research-Based Projects
Prior international collaboration in TC programs often paired classes in 
di#erent nations to examine translation and localization (see, Humbley 
et al., 2005; Vandepitte et al., 2010; Mousten et al., 2010). These part-
nerships generally involved students in each class creating independ-
ent products around a focused project. Such activities, however, limit 
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the interaction possible in international online contexts. 
Educators should consider expanding international activities to 

include research-based projects focused on understanding di#erent 
cultures and creating materials for di#erent environments. These ac-
tivities could include researching the audience expectations of another 
culture to create materials for a particular international audience. 
They could also include usability testing where products designed by 
students from one culture are evaluated by peers in another (St.Amant, 
2018). Such activities would allow students to: 

• Coordinate research on audiences in their native culture and 
(ideally) in other cultures

• Create group projects based on related results (see St.Amant, 
2017 & 2018). 

Students could present the results of these projects to their classmates 
and discuss how cultural factors can a#ect communication, design, 
and usability expectations. These experiences can expand student ap-
preciation of cultural di#erences in TC practices.

Approach 2: Experiencing Globally Distributed Work 
Contexts
The COVID-19 pandemic brought work-from-home/teleworking ap-
proaches to many organizations worldwide (Chavez-Dreyfuss, 2020; 
Soares et al., 2021). As a result, students can expect to engage in some 
form of distributed work environment after graduation (Holtzwarth, 
2021; Buhayar, 2020; Marchant, 2021). Sometimes, they might be the 
teleworkers; in others, they might be part of an on-site group working 
with a colleague abroad (Harrison, 2017; Global Competence, 2017). 
In these situations, an understanding of how to work in international 
online environments is essential.

Group projects where students in di#erent nations collaborate 
online to plan, develop, assess, and present projects can teach the 
dynamics of international teleworking. Such projects can also: 
• Familiarize students with factors a#ecting globally distributed 

teams (e.g., cultural attitudes toward work versus personal time)
• Help prepare students for future collaborations in global contexts
These experiences could include service-learning and internship op-
tions where educators in one nation partner with organizations in an-
other to help students learn teleworking approaches in international 
settings.

Approach 3: Augmenting Instructional Expertise 
All programs are limited in the faculty they have and the expertise 
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those faculty can bring to classes. Online media can augment this situ-
ation by permitting individuals from other nations – and individuals 
who have di#erent specializations – to provide lectures, facilitate class 
discussions, or co-teach courses (St.Amant, 2020; Verzella et al., 2021). 
These options allow TC programs to integrate a wider range of ex-
pertise into existing classes (Cleary et al., 2019; St.Amant, 2020). Such 
approaches can also: 
• Expose students to di#erent cultural perspectives on technical 

communication
• Exemplify other cultural approaches to teaching TC topics
These experiences can help students enhance their knowledge of a 
topic while also gaining a better understanding of cultural di#erences. 

Approach 4: Addressing Local Problems
The ability to address local problems is often limited by the expertise 
of individuals available to work on projects (Reynolds & Lewis, 2017). 
Ideally, more and di#erent participants can provide new perspectives 
to examine issues and devise solutions (Burbidge, 2017; Detrick, 2021). 
International online education can help TC educators engage in such 
situations. By pooling expertise across an international group, online 
classes could provide solutions to problems in di#erent regions. The 
approach could involve service-learning projects where students in 
di#erent nations collaborate to examine a problem identi"ed by a 
community partner in one location. 

This approach would introduce new expertise and experiences to 
problem solving. It would also provide di#erent cultural perspectives 
that could lead to new solutions to problems. International online 
classes could also reveal existing solutions from one area that ap-
ply to a problem that is new to another. These situations could also 
tap diverse international experiences in order to develop models for 
e#ective online education in regions where such options are limited 
(Thompson, 2020). Through such projects, TC students can learn about 
other cultural contexts, other approaches to addressing issues, and 
alternative ways of considering problems. 

The four approaches described here are scalable to di#erent 
contexts based on who participates in an online class or project. As 
a result, educators can use these approaches to enhance instruction 
in order to bene"t students and communities on local, regional, or 
national levels.
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Addressing Associated Challenges
The potential bene"ts of globalizing TC programs via online media are 
great, yet creating e#ective educational interactions is complex. TC 
educators, program administrators, and researchers need to address 
certain challenges to e#ectively globalize classes and curricula. 

Challenges for TC Educators  
The primary challenge for TC educators involves identifying best prac-
tices for pedagogical interactions in international cyberspace. Issues to 
address include: 
• How to e#ectively convey di#erent concepts and topics across 

cultures in online exchanges 
• How to internationally convey ideas and information to meet stu-

dent learning objectives
• How to foster productive cross-cultural exchanges in online classes
• How to engage in cross-cultural dialog that maximizes learning 

online (see St.Amant, 2017)
Approaches that meet these needs can make major contributions to 
educational practices across the "eld and on a global scale. TC educa-
tors and program administrators should therefore seek venues to share 
success stories and best practices in these areas so others can bene"t 
from such developments. 

Challenges for TC Program Administrators
Coordinating classes and curricula across nations can be a challenge 
to implementing. Such approaches involve balancing learning require-
ments, educational expectations, and scheduling across nations. TC 
program administrators should therefore work with partnering faculty 
and institutions in other nations to develop joint policies around: 
• Managing enrollment across classes at di#erent institutions 
• Determining grading expectations and duties across instructors 

and students
• Timing interactions and assignment/exam dates across institution-

al (and national) schedules
• Developing procedures for addressing instructor and student con-

cerns across cultures and systems
Such partnership policies provide TC program administrators with a 
foundation for developing approaches to address other issues as they 
arise. 
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Challenges for TC Researchers 
For researchers of TC pedagogy and programs, the challenge involves 
addressing curricular issues that could impede international opportu-
nities (St.Amant, 2017). Educators worldwide need guidance in foster-
ing e#ective international partnerships their institutions recognize. 
Speci"cally, institutions and educators need: 
• Resources on the legal and accreditation practices associated with 

education in di#erent nations
• Policies noting how credit is awarded for teaching and perceived in 

relation to co-teaching
• Approaches for sharing content (e.g., readings and videos) online 

per national laws 
• Methods for fostering continued educational connections across 

nations
Pedagogical and programmatic research in these areas is essential to 
globalizing online education e#ectively. The resulting resources should 
be widely shared so others in the "eld and around the world can use 
them to foster e#ective online education in international contexts. 

Final Thoughts
The COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented challenges for educa-
tors worldwide. It also provided opportunities to re-think technical 
communication programs in global contexts. Addressing this situation 
involves e#ective approaches for initiating and maintaining interna-
tional online collaborations. By examining this situation in classes, 
curriculum, and research, TC educators, administrators, and researchers 
can make important contributions to education worldwide. They can 
also become a central part of what might be the greatest paradigm 
shift in global education.
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Abstract. In this article, we explore the innovative practice of 
initiating global engagement by incorporating international 
service learning in an online TPC class to address the issue of 
the digital divide in the post-pandemic context. By present-
ing an analysis of 10 student interviews, 15 re!ections, and 
two community member interviews, we reimagine the TPC 
programmatic future within the virtual classroom and rethink 
service learning in TPC by (a) presenting an example of serv-
ing the global community and (b) providing speci"c ways of 
creating a sustainable and meaningful partnership in post-
pandemic classes.
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In the past two decades, service-learning programs that 
engage with a community within technical and professional 
communication (TPC) courses have signi"cantly increased, 

providing students with opportunities to connect with and 
contribute to the community. Various scholars in the "eld have 
articulated the importance of service-learning courses that help 
in developing (a) relationships among students, university, and 
the community, (b) students as responsible and active citizens, 
and c) students’ critical awareness of social issues (Bourelle, 2012; 
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Dubinsky, 2002; Eble & Gaillet, 2004; Sapp & Crabtree, 2002). In 
their survey report, Nancy Allen and Steven Benningho# (2004) 
shared that 93% of the programs they surveyed featured service 
learning as a TPC pedagogical procedure. Service learning not only 
supports the community but also enhances students’ critical thinking 
and awareness skills. While we su#er through a global pandemic 
with unknown consequences, TPC programs can implement local 
or international service-learning approaches that help students 
understand what roles they can play as global citizens to serve the 
most vulnerable populations during uncertain scenarios. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused much su#ering to vulnerable 
communities. Though there are a variety of challenges brought 
about by the global pandemic, one that is not often highlighted 
is that of digital literacy for information access. During disasters, 
the most vulnerable communities are the ones that su#er from 
multidimensional issues (Baniya, 2020). Many people in countries in 
the Global South are not only struggling with acquiring necessities 
but are also lacking proper digital literacy skills given the inadequacies 
of the virtual learning and work environments in which they "nd 
themselves. To address the digital literacy issues of the pandemic, 
during the Fall 2020 semester, the Creating User Documentation 
online class taught in the Department of English at Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University (Virginia Tech) incorporated international 
service learning by partnering with the organization Code for 
Nepal with the aim of enhancing the digital literacy in rural Nepali 
communities. With this partnership, the students produced audience-
centered documentation that targeted people in rural communities. 
In this article, we explore the impacts of this innovative TPC 
programmatic approach on the students and the community partners 
from Code for Nepal who collaborated on addressing the issue of 
digital literacy in rural Nepali communities during the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

To extend the scholarship in TPC programmatic actions that 
continue to create space for international scholarship and practice, 
this article presents a qualitative study of IRB-exempt interviews with 
10 students enrolled in the Creating User Documentation class, two 
members of the community organization, and 15 student re!ection 
videos. Our analysis reveals that international service learning (ISL) in 
TPC classrooms is an innovative approach to addressing global con-
cerns brought on by the pandemic. Furthermore, we highlight that 
ISL TPC programs can create a meaningful international partnership 
that helps students gain cultural literacy via a multilingual perspective 
(Gonzales, 2018) and serves the marginalized community by writing, 
designing, and curating information. Hence, this article showcases how 
TPC programs can be innovative in adapting to a worldwide pandemic 
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through global engagement and social justice not only locally but 
internationally. We reimagine the TPC programmatic future within the 
virtual classroom and rethink service learning in TPC by (a) presenting 
an example of serving the global community and (b) describing spe-
ci"c methods that can be used to create a sustainable and meaningful 
partnership between academic institutions and service organizations 
in post-pandemic classes. 

Incorporating International Service Learning in TPC Programs
Incorporating ISL in TPC programs can provide students with an 
opportunity to think globally and engage with the community on 
virtual platforms (Rice & St.Amant, 2018). ISL does come with its own 
challenges such as language and cultural di#erences, communication 
di$culties, and maintaining sustainable partnerships between 
classrooms and community organizations. Meanwhile, within the 
new global context “technical communicators have become central 
to meeting the communication needs of cultural and linguistic 
groups” (St.Amant, 2019, p.3). Hence, ISL can enhance the capacity of 
TPC students to adhere to the needs of linguistically and culturally 
diverse global communities. Participants can develop international 
partnerships in virtual environments through assorted digital 
platforms to create a cross-cultural environment as shown by Bruce 
Maylath et al. (2013). While international partnerships and local 
service learning in TPC programs are not new, service learning in 
an international context is. In a study supported by the Council for 
Programs in Technical and Scienti"c Communication (CPTSC) and 
conducted by Doreen Starke-Meyerring, Ann Hill Duin, and Talene 
Palvetzian (2007), the authors argue that global partnerships play an 
important role for TPC programs as workplaces are going digital and 
transnational. Scholars such as Steve Parks and Ahmed Abdelhakim 
Hachelaf (2018) have continued to develop international partnerships 
for community-based writing. Subsequently, with the social justice 
turn in TPC, scholars have highlighted the importance of including 
global engagements and partnerships in rethinking TPC programmatic 
actions (Agboka, 2013; Fraiberg, 2017; Walton et al., 2019). 

In an attempt to rethink, adapt to the pandemic, and support 
su#ering communities, the author who served as the instructor 
(Sweta Baniya) designed the Creating User Documentation course by 
using “explicit framing” as articulated by Rebecca Walton et al. (2016), 
incorporating ISL, multicultural awareness, and digital literacy in the 
post-pandemic context. Explicit framing allowed Baniya to continue 
partnership work with Code for Nepal, an international, volunteer-
based, non-pro"t organization that works towards promoting digital 
literacy among women and the rural Nepali population. The explicit 
framing also allowed Baniya to present the students with readings 
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that directly addressed how to incorporate multicultural awareness 
when enhancing digital literacy and helped in creating assignments 
that met the class goals and Code for Nepal’s goals. Baniya has been 
collaborating with the organization since the Spring of 2019, serving 
them in her classrooms and in other capacities. Currently, Baniya serves 
the organization in an advisory capacity. Baniya and Code for Nepal 
collectively brainstormed the current consequences of the "rst wave 
of the pandemic in Nepal and one of the prominent issues that they 
recognized involved the digital divide that emerged due to the virtual 
nature of work, teaching, and education. To aid communities needing 
support with digital literacy, Baniya and Code for Nepal collectively 
worked on designing a course that would help enhance digital literacy 
in Nepal. This work also supported the Code for Nepal’s long-term goal 
of enhancing digital literacy in rural communities.  

Creating User Documentation is one of the core courses in the 
Professional and Technical Writing Program in the Department of 
English at Virginia Tech. The focus of this class is to help students 
understand diverse audiences and gain knowledge and skills 
in composing user documentation. In Baniya’s course, students 
learned about user documentation according to three main 
forms—procedures, processes, and narrative—and developed an 
understanding of the various technical tools and best practices 
available to them when creating user documentation. The students 
then applied what they learned from the readings by creating user 
documentation for rural communities and multicultural audiences. 
Most importantly, the course was grounded in service learning 
because it not only e#ectively teaches professional writing skills, 
it also develops students’ ability to become active and caring 
citizens (Carnegie, 2012). The course incorporated ISL goals and 
assignments that ful"lled two purposes: (a) prepare audience-centered 
documentation in various formats and (b) calibrate documentation for 
rural Nepali audiences to support Code for Nepal.  

The readings for Baniya’s class were grounded in recognizing 
biases, understanding multicultural audiences, and identifying 
how the digital divide exacerbates inequalities. In this way, the 
students explored how digital literacy is an important aspect of 
social justice and explicitly addressed the roles of communication in 
social change (Walton et al., 2016). Students conducted an audience 
analysis to understand user needs and requirements, followed by the 
development of print-based and video-based user documentation. 
Students produced several digital rhetoric-based documents of 
daily use software such as Slack, Zoom, PowerPoint, and Google 
Docs, and an instructional video of the same user documentation. 
Finally, the students produced prototypes for websites and mobile-
based applications corresponding to user documents for the 
prototypes. Such prototypes worked towards supporting Code for 
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Nepal’s endeavor in enhancing digital literacy. The prototypes also 
addressed issues of the COVID-19 pandemic by curating resources 
and acknowledging the issues of cyber-crime and violence. Each 
assignment was followed by student re!ections and a "nal video 
re!ection (see Baniya et al., 2021). All of these assignments were 
shared with Code for Nepal. 

In the following sections, we provide a literature review, describe 
our methods, present our results and discussions, and conclude with 
some takeaways for the instructors who wish to incorporate ISL in TPC 
courses.

Literature Review: International Service Learning in Virtual 
Environments

In this section, we provide an overview of service learning as a 
pedagogical approach in TPC classrooms for building partnerships 
within local and global communities and for thinking deeply about 
issues of social justice. Service-learning theories are grounded in 
building sustainable and reciprocal relationships with community 
partners while providing students an opportunity to develop their 
critical consciousness and understanding that their writing can 
impact the world (Bay et al., 2018; Cushman, 1996; Dubinsky, 2002; 
Parks & Hachelaf, 2018). Scholars argue that service learning in the 
classroom provides a wide range of bene"ts including the ability to: 
foster civic values; improve academic learning; prepare students for 
the workplace; develop cultural awareness; and, motivate students 
towards social justice work (Bourelle, 2014; Jones, 2017a; Matthews & 
Zimmerman, 1999).

Adapting to work with real-world organizations prepares students 
for their postgraduate careers. Understanding that their work impacts 
people outside of themselves holds students accountable for their 
work. When entering the workforce, students can feel con"dent that 
they can immerse themselves in “the new discourse community of 
the workplace” and contribute to their employer in a meaningful way 
(Bourelle, 2012, p. 187). As Kelli Cargile Cook (2014) argues “service 
learning a#ords teachers and their students the opportunity to 
practice actual workplace writing while still in a classroom setting” (p. 
28). Such skills prepare students to gain more insights into writing, 
communicating, and managing workloads by performing in a real-
life scenario. Online service-learning classes can be spaces where 
TPC students have the opportunity to work with people from other 
nations on creating communication products intended for a global 
audience. Krista Soria and Brad Weiner (2013) found that in a virtual 
environment, service learning provides students with an opportunity 
to connect and remain grounded in the “real world” (p. 190). Similarly, 
Tatiana Batova (2020) showcased an approach to community-engaged 
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learning in her user experience (UX) online classes that relied on 
sustainability as a thematic context and lean UX as a methodology for 
the course structure that students found meaningful and relevant. 

ISL courses can also help students learn about di#erent cultures 
from various locations (Bringle et al., 2010). In an online service-
learning course, both organizations and students may be spread 
over a larger geographical area, becoming connected through virtual 
environments and communications (Nielsen, 2016), which helps 
students prepare for the modern demands of the TPC "eld. Today, TPC 
professionals are expected to be comfortable with writing documents 
that need to appear in multiple languages, are culturally appropriate, 
and are suitable for virtual publication (Maylath et al., 2013). This skill is 
becoming increasingly more valuable, given the rise of remote teams 
that consist of global colleagues and non-native English speakers in 
di#erent time zones (Chaube, 2020; Rice & St.Amant, 2018; Starke-
Meyerring et al., 2007). Moreover, ISL purposely integrates community 
activities that contribute to the educational objectives of the course 
and community issues while providing new, unique opportunities for 
learning (Bringle et al., 2010).

Incorporating service learning in the program is invaluable for 
enacting a curricular focus on social justice that eases the collaboration 
for the mutual bene"t of both members of the community and of the 
university (Walton et al., 2016). Within such partnerships, privilege, 
race, gender, and multiple identities become discoverable. J. Blake 
Scott (2008) found that, based on his service-learning usability 
course, service learning in TPC classes helped students learn to 
!exibly respond to speci"c needs, understand rhetorical exigency, 
and establish a reciprocal relationship. In addition, service-learning 
courses also aid in democratic participation in the classroom. Students 
understand how to analyze social injustices in local and global 
communities (Sapp & Crabtree, 2002). As service learning focuses on 
building a mutually bene"cial relationship, it also provides an avenue 
for students to be exposed to social justice work by exploring their 
civic responsibilities (Jones, 2017a). David A. Sapp and Robbin D. 
Crabtree (2002) showcased how various projects incorporated in their 
courses helped students bring attention to diseases amidst rural and 
Spanish-speaking populations on the United States-Mexico border. 
Integrating social justice values into TPC coursework has allowed 
both students and community partners to critically think about issues 
involving civil rights, whether they be on a local or a global scale 
(Jones, 2017a; Walton et al., 2019). Community literacy, rhetoric, and 
TPC scholars continue to remind us that community engagement 
should be sustainable and reciprocal (Bay et al., 2018; Cushman, 1996; 
Geller et al., 2016). As Walton et al. (2019) state, social justice-oriented 
TPC helps investigate how communication ampli"es the agency of the 
oppressed, the marginalized, and those who are materially, socially, 
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politically, and/or economically under-resourced. 
Furthermore, ISL speci"cally has the potential to meet the 

challenges of virtual learning during the global pandemic while 
also providing students with online service-learning experiences 
where students could still interact with and bene"t the community. 
Administering a community engagement course during the pandemic, 
Nora K. Rivera and Laura Gonzales (2021) showcase a pedagogy of 
love as an approach to teaching community-engaged TPC during the 
pandemic in their Fall 2020 class. Moreover, Emma Rose et al., (2017) 
discuss a community-engaged partnership based on UX collaboration. 
Rose et al. (2017) argue that “community-based UX collaborations can 
amplify multiple types of expertise. However, UX methods may need 
to be adapted to be appropriate for community-based collaborations 
that incorporate local knowledge and needs.” (p. 228) Hence, there 
are various pedagogical pathways taken by TPC scholars in engaging 
with the community. Building o# previous scholarship, our project 
demonstrates a new, virtual pathway for incorporating ISL while 
serving an international community. This approach provides a space 
for both community and student voices to be heard, o#ering a holistic 
relationship.

Research Design
We paired service learning-oriented research with TPC social justice 
scholarship to answer the following research questions:

1. How can TPC programs address complex challenges brought on by 
the global pandemic via ISL and engagement? Relatedly:
a. What are the innovative and sustainable practices of global 

engagement that can be created in post-pandemic classrooms 
to alleviate social justice issues?

b. How do TPC students perceive the incorporation of ISL 
and serving the marginalized community by writing and 
collaborating with an international community-based 
organization?

These questions were based on the three major themes of (a) ISL and 
TPC experiences presented in the class, (b) critical understanding of 
digital literacy as a form of social justice, and (c) incorporating global 
cultural awareness in technical writing and communications.

Research Background
To answer our research questions, we took a qualitative research 
approach that included (a) a narrative inquiry conducted with students 
from the Creating User Documentation class and community partners 
from Code for Nepal and (b) content analysis of the student re!ection 
videos produced at the end of the semester. We took the narrative 
inquiry approach because it allowed us to listen to the students and 
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their experiences working with the community partner and because 
it also allowed the students to join in the meaning-making process 
(Jones, 2017b). As Natasha Jones (2016) argued, “this data collection, 
analysis, and reporting all rest on a focus on participants’ telling of 
narratives (participants’ voice), the co-construction of the meaning 
of narratives by the participant and researcher, the presentation of 
"ndings in a narrative form” (p. 479). It was important for Baniya, as the 
instructor, to value student experiences and voices in her class so that 
together they could construct meaning from their experiences and 
engage with and support an international community to support. 

Research Team
Baniya invited two students (Ashley Brein and Kylie Call) from the 
Creating User Documentation class to work as her research assistants 
and as co-authors of this article (this was supported by Virginia Tech 
College of Liberal Arts’ Undergraduate Research funding). It was 
important to conduct an unbiased interview and analysis of the data 
retrieved from both the interviews and the re!ection content. Baniya 
mentored Brein and Call, teaching them how to conduct "eld research, 
collect data, and analyze information. Because Brein and Call worked 
as research assistants on the project and conducted interviews, they 
were not included as participants and their re!ections were excluded 
from our data in an e#ort to avoid bias. 

Participants
For this study, we used purposive sampling, meaning the researchers 
looked for participants who possessed certain traits or qualities 
(Koerber & McMichael, 2008). We chose our class as a venue for 
recruiting participants. Since the study was situated within the class 
and service-learning partnership, the best way to learn about this 
partnership was through students and community members and 
providing space to hear authentic voices. We had two di#erent sets 
of participants: students and community members who are the 
representatives of Code for Nepal who worked closely with the class. 
We recruited 10 student participants from the class of 17 and two 
community members who had signi"cant inputs in this partnership as 
they conducted virtual meetings, provided feedback, and answered 
questions. The students were given extra credit for participating in 
this study. Students who did not participate in the study were not 
penalized and were instead provided with other optional extra credit 
opportunities. We interviewed community members and students 
because it was important for us to get both of their stories and 
experiences so that we could learn about the impacts of the course. 

Interviews
Based on the major research question for this study, we designed 11 
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re!ective interview questions for the students and eight di#erent 
questions for the community members (See Appendix A). The 
questions were inspired by the DEAL model (Ash & Clayton, 2009) as 
it is “explicitly designed to move students beyond summarizing their 
experiences” and prompting students to stimulate further discussions 
(p. 44). These questions provided re!ective space for the students 
to articulate their experiences and learnings about international 
partnerships, TPC, and social justice during the pandemic. We 
conducted the 10 student interviews in mid-November, three weeks 
before the semester ended, since there were extra points associated 
with the interviews. Interviews with two community members 
happened after the class ended. This timeline worked best because 
the semester was ending and students had already produced their 
materials for the organization and were preparing "nal drafts and 
re!ections. The narrative inquiry approach helped us solicit students’ 
and Code for Nepal’s stories involving their experiences within this 
service-learning class. Each interview lasted 25-45 minutes. Out of 
10 student interviews, Baniya oversaw one interview with research 
assistants Brein and Call to train them on conducting interviews. 
Later, Brein and Call independently carried out six student interviews 
and two community members’ interviews, and Baniya conducted the 
remaining three student interviews. 

Student Re!ections
In addition to the interviews, we analyzed 15 student re!ection videos 
out of 17. We excluded two videos of the research assistants Brein and 
Call. The students in the class throughout the semester wrote two 
di#erent written re!ections and produced one video re!ection. The 
"rst two written re!ections focused on students’ initial experiences of 
working on the "rst two projects. The third re!ection (See Appendix 
B) asked the students to re!ect on their entire semester’s work in a 
5-7 minutes-long video. To avoid the repetition that occurs in similar 
re!ection data and since the "rst two re!ections do not capture the 
entirety of student experience, we focused on only analyzing the 15 
videos out of 17. Since the students were asked to summarize their 
experiences in their video, we narrowed in on their "nal re!ection 
where students pondered their assignments, growth, and experiences.

Data Coding and Analysis
We took a grounded theory approach (Saldaña, 2013) to code and 
analyze our interview data and re!ection data for emerging themes 
as they related to the following: aspects of serving a marginalized 
community; contributing to issues of social justice; service learning; 
digital literacy in post-pandemic situations; and personal and career 
growth for students. We did two levels of data coding using NVivo, 
a qualitative data analysis application. The "rst level of coding 
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for student interviews, their re!ections, and the Code for Nepal’s 
interviews were done individually among the three of us (Baniya, 
Brein, and Call) where we created a list of codes that appeared in the 
data. After that, we met and discussed these codes and conducted 
a second level of coding that helped us create themes and explore 
patterns in our codes. We explored the major themes that came up 
in all the interviews and in the re!ection videos together. The major 
themes articulated by the students were: (a) serving a marginalized 
community, (b) career development, (c) motivation for working, and (d) 
global audience awareness. The themes articulated by the community 
members were: (a) remote work, (b) student bene"ts, and (c) impacts. 
In Table 1 below, we present the major themes that emerged from the 
student interviews and their re!ections. Table 2 represents the major 
themes in the Code for Nepal’s members’ interviews.

Table 1. Major Themes in Student Interviews and Re!ection Videos

Category De"nition Codes Examples of Coded 
Text

Serving a 
Marginalized
Community

Realization 
of the 
importance 
of service 
learning and 
its impact on 
serving an 
international 
community

Productive/ 
responsible 
global citizen; 
Recognizing 
Privileges;
Community 
Awareness

“This experience has 
helped me become 
more aware that my 
skills can also make a 
di#erence. And then 
I can reach across the 
world to the spirit of 
a person, even if I am 
stuck in Blacksburg.”

Career 
Development

Growth 
in one’s 
professional 
path and 
skillset beyond 
service 
learning 
coursework

Future 
opportunities;
Internship;
Multicultural 
work 
environment;
International 
Research

“It also helped me 
see how my research 
and writing skills 
can be used in the 
real world beyond 
the hypothetical 
environment in 
those classrooms. I 
feel empowered in 
my ability to be a 
contributing member 
of society because 
of the experiences I 
have had in creating 
user documentation.”
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Category De"nition Codes Examples of Coded 
Text

Motivations 
for Working 
and 
Transferring 
Knowledge

Motivations 
to work hard 
even during 
the pandemic 
and to use the 
knowledge 
gained in 
class towards 
serving the 
community

Applicable 
Reading;
Project for Real 
People;
Transferring 
Knowledge

“It just made me 
want to work a lot 
harder and put in 
a lot of a lot more 
e#ort into it.”

Global 
Audience 
Awareness

Understanding 
di#erent 
groups of 
people and 
their cultures 
from a global 
perspective

International 
Research;
Intercultural 
awareness;
Understanding 
Audiences

“...when it’s an 
international 
audience like it was 
for this course, you 
have to account for 
cultural di#erences 
and language 
di#erences…you 
have to learn to 
overcome those 
challenges with it.”
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Table 2. Major Themes in Community Members Interview
Category De"nition Codes Examples
Remote 
Work

The opportunity 
to collaborate 
across the globe 
in a digital 
environment

Community 
Engagement;
Technology 
Access;
Partnership
Collaboration;
Global Context;
Pandemic
Challenges

“Everything we do 
with technology is 
misleading because 
of the pandemic. 
And we often don’t 
think that while, you 
know, there might be 
people who do not 
know how to open a 
laptop or power on 
the laptop, right? So 
it’s a perspective that 
can help students 
think about the 
world at large, and 
potentially also 
create more sense 
of empathy, about 
others.”

Student 
Bene"ts

The reciprocal 
relationship 
between 
community 
partners and 
students

Digital Literacy;
Public Good;
Knowledge Gap;
Raising 
Awareness;
Pandemic;
Useful User 
Documentation;
Inequality;
Bene"cial;
Impactful;

“When it comes 
to building their 
capacity we intend 
to "nd a way to 
share these materials 
with those teachers. 
The second thing 
we’re doing is 
promoting these 
materials among 
our wider network 
of Code for Nepal 
partners...putting 
on some marketing 
through Facebook 
to promote these 
videos occasionally.”
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Category De"nition Codes Examples
Impacts The impact 

of student 
works in future 
implementation

Further 
Implementation;
Raising 
Awareness;
Knowledge Gap
Inequality

“The great thing 
about what the 
class has done is 
that there are so 
many materials 
that have been 
produced and pages 
and pages of user 
documentation... So 
we hope to market 
this to potential 
users who might 
bene"t from learning 
these concepts... 
depending on who 
the folks are they 
can potentially, you 
know, adapt it or 
modify it, depending 
on their needs.”

Limitations of the Study
There are various limitations of the study such as the number 
of interviews, purposive sampling, and the positionality of the 
researchers as the teacher of and students in the class. We as authors 
of this article acknowledge that within these limitations, we have 
conducted our interviews objectively and without in!uencing our 
interviewees. However, in this article what we wanted to showcase 
is how TPC programs can be innovative in creating international 
partnerships that address global issues and how students perceive 
such partnerships. As our interview questions (Appendix A) suggest we 
wanted students to be re!ective about the course that was grounded 
in social and digital justice and their learning from being involved in 
social justice actions in a global context. Moreover, in our other article 
(Baniya, et al., forthcoming) we share our challenges and re!ections of 
this partnership.

Results and Discussions
In this section, we provide an overview of four major results that we 
gathered from the analysis of student interviews and re!ections. We 
also analyze and discuss our interviews with the community members. 
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Eye-Opening: Serving a Marginalized Community via Technical 
Writing
In their interviews and re!ections, the students expressed that 
engaging with an international marginalized community through 
TPC was an eye-opening experience as it helped them recognize 
their privileges and acknowledge the opportunities that digital 
access presents. The interviews showcased a development of critical 
awareness of how TPC can incorporate advocacy and social justice 
to serve a marginalized community. The course focused on learning 
how to create user documentation for audiences with varying digital 
literacies. This challenged the students to adapt to the international 
audiences’ needs which required the students to think outside of the 
box. Such experiences helped students grow ethically and socially, a 
growth which was “fostered by re!ection and conversation, designed 
to increase the students’ investment in society” (Dubinsky, 2004, p. 
21). The students showed growth in the class while re!ecting on 
their biases and privileges. They developed a critical awareness by 
engaging with an international community. A student shared during 
an interview: 

Working with a group in a marginalized area makes me 
a whole lot more appreciative of the privileges I have. It’s 
easy for me to take technology for granted, and it’s easy to 
even be demoralized by the fact that during this pandemic, 
I only have things like FaceTime and zoom to connect with 
friends and family and school. However, working in this 
class really showed me that I’m actually very lucky to have 
these resources and to be able to continue pursuing an 
education. When I see situations like those that people in 
Nepal are enduring. It certainly is a wake-up call. 

As the student said, the class was a wake-up call because most 
of the students did not know how a lack of digital literacy impacts 
people’s livelihood, especially during a global pandemic. Many 
students at the beginning of the semester shared that they were not 
aware of the issues related to digital literacy as they said they grew up 
with technology readily available to them. Thus, in addition to learning 
how to create user documentation, the students were learning 
about the digital divide and how that has severely a#ected rural and 
marginalized communities in Nepal. The contextual understanding 
of social injustices helped the students to strategize their user 
documentation and work “empathetically and e#ectively across all 
di#erences - not only race/ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, language, 
culture, ability, but also skill sets, goals, and situations,” which is 
grounded in service learning and TPC (Shivers-McNair & San Diego, 
2017, p. 100). 

Other students articulated that the class helped them understand 
the ways their knowledge could help serve communities in need 
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whether locally or globally. This awareness allowed students to 
become more invested in propagating digital literacy because they 
recognized the social divide a lack of digital literacy creates. As Huiling 
Ding (2014) noted, technical communicators have a civic responsibility. 
The class became a space where the students could understand and 
enact their civic responsibility. One student expressed in re!ection: 

Knowing that I can have an impact on a community in 
need was not only eye-opening but motivating and more 
satisfying than completing an assignment without having 
any use.

Similarly, another student stated in an interview: 
I never would have thought that there were organizations 
like Code for Nepal that existed...basically...my perspective 
has changed...I’ve kind of opened the door to engage 
internationally.

As both students explain, this unique experience allowed them to 
think of ways that they could be involved in something impactful 
to the community beyond boundaries. Students also noted that the 
class assignments were something more, as they were useful and 
life-changing. They expressed empathy and commitment to serve a 
marginalized community of which they were not a part. The students 
not only saw the bene"ts inherent in learning-by-doing, but they also 
saw the value inherent in working with community partners to solve 
problems (Dubinsky, 2002). 

Preparation for Entering the Global Workforce with Civic 
Responsibilities 
While there are obvious bene"ts for the partner organization, students 
also learn the skills they will need in the workplace, and they gain 
practical wisdom (phronesis) that enables them to be critical citizens 
(Dubinsky, 2002). The interviews demonstrated this when students 
revealed that they felt that their experience in the course prepared 
them for the global workforce. Using technology made available by 
online learning, they gained the skills necessary for creating products 
intended for diverse audiences. Furthermore, students developed 
a sense of intercultural awareness which is a necessary aspect of 
the global workforce. Service learning, used fully and re!ectively, 
helps students develop critical thinking skills and therefore prepares 
students for the workplace in a more comprehensive way than many 
other pedagogical strategies because students apply what they have 
learned by working to develop reciprocal relationships with real 
audiences (Dubinsky, 2004). Our data revealed that several students 
felt that what they learned in the class could apply to their future 
careers and their world navigation. A lot of students expressed the 
feeling of being empowered, gaining di#erent perspectives, and 
thinking of incorporating service in their career paths. A student said in 
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an interview: 
[It] helped me see how my research and writing skills 
can be used in the real world beyond the hypothetical 
environment in those classrooms. I feel empowered 
in my ability to be a contributing member of society 
because of the experiences I have had in creating user 
documentation. The Nepali citizens bene"t because 
they are being provided with resources [for existing] in 
progressive technology during the pandemic, so they have 
the option to be safer as they work from home. … I get the 
bene"t of not only furthering my education but hopefully 
helping to further someone else’s.

The connections made with the international audience also helped 
students pinpoint qualities they expect to preserve for their 
future careers. The students felt ful"lled in their roles as technical 
communicators for global outreach, and, in return, they felt 
empowered in their personal growth which was re!ected in the user 
documentation they produced. The students shared being motivated 
by the social justice aspect of the course which they intended to apply 
within their respective careers in the future. One student asserted 
during an interview:

I got into a law program. So there are two sides to the law. 
So there’s the very corporate side of things. But then there’s 
also more of a public interest, social justice kind of side. 
And that’s really where I am looking to pursue a career. 
And the legal "eld is a very writing and research-based 
"eld. So these skills that I’ve been using in this class and 
other classes are very similar. 

Similar to the student who was going to law school, another student 
who aimed to become a physician shared during an interview:  

I want to serve my community as a physician. And 
in addition to that, I want to be able to educate my 
community about their speci"c health needs by 
implementing learnings from my minor professional and 
technical writing and in this class by creating documents 
that are simple, easy, informative, and applicable, so that 
they know like speci"c things about their health that 
they need, be it like STDs or STD information or health 
information or information about diabetes -- whatever you 
know is relevant because every community is di#erent in 
that aspect. So, I know I want to serve, and I know that I’ve 
learned hands-on. And I think this class solidi"ed that.

In these two narratives, both students are taking di#erent career paths, 
however, they explicitly mentioned that the skills they learned in this 
class in terms of research, writing, social justice, and community work 
are something that they will be taking along with them. In addition 
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to helping students narrow down their career paths, the class allowed 
students to take their "rst steps towards pursuing such careers. Service 
learning in TPC courses requires students to use their abilities for 
society’s bene"t as research and pedagogy that adopt community-
based methods emphasize civic and social responsibility while 
enacting principles of collective action such as dialogue, re!ection, 
and advocacy as a means for improving and contributing to public life 
(Jones et al., 2016). 

Many students re!ected that this class was like an internship 
experience for them because the partnership with Code for Nepal 
provided students with hands-on experiences which included direct 
interactions with community partners. Students shared that the 
assignments were worthy investments of their time because they 
would reach people beyond their professor. Additionally, students 
thought that serving an international community virtually was a rare 
and valuable experience that showcased how they can continue 
to serve communities despite the uncertainties brought on by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Students practiced writing for nonacademic 
audiences who have a di#erent language, background, and context, 
noting that it was challenging yet rewarding. For many, this class was 
the "rst time that they were required to “respond to real situations and 
to write for real audiences” (Matthews & Zimmerman, 1999, p. 386). A 
student expressed in their re!ection: 

... this project felt a lot closer [to] my internship than just a 
normal school project. It felt like what we were making had 
the potential to have an impact on the world.

The course required students to produce materials for a real audience 
and community. This sense of purpose regarding the assignments 
fostered a deeper understanding of course concepts. Soria and Weiner 
(2013) argue that “the connections that students made between 
technical writing skills, service learning, and connections to future 
careers may have inspired them to become more active and engaged 
in their learning” (p. 194). Soria and Weiner found that students in a TPC 
course that featured service learning performed better academically 
than students in the same course that did not. In their partnership 
with Code for Nepal, students applied skills from the course curriculum 
such as document design and instruction writing. Ideally, because of 
this, every student walked away with high-quality documentation to 
incorporate into their professional portfolios.

Understanding Global Audiences’ Needs: Expanding and 
Transferring Knowledge
Piquing the students’ interest in Code for Nepal’s mission was critical 
in motivating students to conduct ethical and responsible research so 
that they could understand the needs of global audiences. Huatong 
Sun and Guiseppe Getto (2017) argue that technical communicators 
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can no longer a#ord to consider their practices as being purely local 
and that the local and the global are not a binary relationship. Instead, 
the relationship between the local and the global should be a mutually 
constituted one. The students in the class were explicitly guided to 
understand global TPC through readings and discussions with the 
community members. During an interview, a student observed how 
their perspective on di#erences created an overlap in culture and 
geographical spaces: 

Now I have knowledge about what groups are 
marginalized and how their economy is laid out. The 
wealth is in the cities and rural areas are struggling more 
with the education, the digital literacy...I think that you 
can connect it back to America...it’s kind of a similar wealth 
distribution. It’s more concentrated in the cities and we 
need to focus more on certain things like education in 
the rural areas. I think that understanding this in other 
countries has given me a helpful point of view to apply 
to not only these products for Code for Nepal, but also 
thinking more locally as well for service projects.

The student’s critical re!ection showcases how researching and 
understanding international contexts made them contemplate 
local issues. Code for Nepal’s grounding in addressing social issues 
sparked more interest in students, which motivated them to dig 
deeper into research and constantly re!ect on local and global issues. 
Students also mentioned that the class’s connection to marginalized 
communities in Nepal made them feel responsible for producing 
high-quality documentation adaptable to the local context and eager 
to understand and engage with the audience’s context. Students 
carefully evaluated the needs, values, and attitudes of the intended 
audiences, which was a required goal of the class. Even though there 
was no direct contact with the audience, students understood how to 
conduct research to "nd reliable sources and cross-check facts with 
Code for Nepal to ask questions that would serve as the framework 
for their documentations. Our interviews revealed that consideration 
of the audience’s background remained a top priority throughout the 
semester. A student remarked during an interview: 

I think the major takeaway I took from this class, in terms 
of engaging with the international community, would 
be .... to know your audience. There’s no way a person 
will automatically know the community’s wants or needs 
without conducting that research and actually speaking 
with them and talking with them and getting to know 
them. And it’s harmful to just assume, especially to assume 
that any community or people of any age, or just like us. 
And it can even lead to miscommunication, which can be 
pretty detrimental.
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Throughout the semester, students recognized the importance of 
understanding the local audiences of an international community 
to produce audience-centered user documentation that enhances 
digital literacy. Students further learned that understanding global 
communication, cultures, and di#erent perspectives is critical in the 
interconnectedness of today’s digital world. Due to globalization, 
technical communicators are expected to be able to work with 
colleagues living in di#erent nations and coming from a range of 
cultural and linguistic backgrounds (St.Amant, 2011). The class’s goal 
was similar, and students gained an understanding of how to design 
and format their user documentation to make information more 
retrievable for an audience from a di#erent cultural and linguistic 
background, who may be unfamiliar with the subject matter or 
language, or who may not have access to certain resources. The 
community members gave extensive feedback to the students 
and their documentation which helped the students get a diverse 
perspective. As a result, the students’ documentation satis"ed the 
needs of the community members and their audiences. Although all 
the students were digitally literate and had a "rm understanding of the 
documentation’s subject matter, the challenge was tailoring their work 
to the readers’ level of understanding. One student claimed during an 
interview:

I feel like … a lot of people should know how to do these 
skills like research[ing] internationally to understand the 
audience that they’re presenting to. … You can make a 
crazy awesome product. But if you can’t communicate it, 
well, it’s not gonna be sold, you know?

The student re!ects on their revelation that it was important for them 
to understand international audiences and their context; this critical 
thinking was developed continuously throughout the semester with 
assignments, discussions with community members, and feedback. 
Moreover, the class emphasized the aspect of reciprocity in service 
learning. While the partner Code for Nepal and citizens in Nepal 
received the student-produced documentation, the students gained 
skills to use assorted software, knowledge to understand global 
audiences, and learned how their work could be impactful in di#ering 
contexts. Even though some community members could not come 
to class due to time di#erences, they prepared asynchronous videos, 
provided feedback, and guided the students when they had questions. 
In addition to working across time zones, the student collaborated 
with their peers in a virtual environment. Some students found this 
challenging and time-consuming. A student commented in their 
re!ection: 

It’s felt great being able to put all the skills I have learned 
in this major into resources that may be used by real 
people who need them. My hope is that someone will see 
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the resources that I and my classmates have made, and 
it will help them in some aspect of their life, whether it 
be communicating with others or having a new creative 
outlet to express themselves. 

Students recognized application of the course curriculum while 
working on their documentation. This opportunity to apply what 
they had learned in the real world fostered self-e$cacy. For most 
students, this was the "rst time that they had ever communicated 
or engaged with an international audience. The close collaboration 
with community members eased their apprehensions. When students 
developed con"dence in their abilities to do well, they put more 
e#ort into learning about the multiple issues of social justice in Nepal, 
leading them to produce prototypes such as “Interbyte,” a mobile-
based game that would train young adult girls to understand cyber-
crime in Nepal. Some students voiced that the key to their success in 
international TPC was to abandon the fear that the task was impossible 
and immerse themselves in the culture of the audience and partner 
organization.

Motivation During the Global Pandemic 
The entire service-learning experience, from meeting the Code for 
Nepal members to developing impactful documentation, motivated 
many students to work with diligence despite the challenges of the 
pandemic. However, there were some students that experienced a 
lack of motivation. The students who developed a connection with the 
course concept and partner organization were highly motivated to 
work. Each student had their own internal reactions to the process and 
to what they learned from the experience of working with their peers 
to create something innovative and bene"cial for the community 
partner. In our results, we saw how students were able to re!ect and 
think introspectively about their connection to the projects. Some 
students speci"cally mentioned that they felt more motivated and 
inclined to participate in other service-learning projects, courses, or 
experiences moving forward. While learning and actively engaging 
with the community through service-learning coursework, students 
recognized that sense of grati"cation as something that they may seek 
out in the future. One student said during an interview:

I think it’s just the knowledge of knowing that my work 
could make a di#erence... That really motivated me. 
Especially after doing all this research for Code for Nepal, 
and Nepal and my audience, I’m just understanding that 
I felt the drive to provide an e#ective product for them. 
So I think that...encouraged that extra motivation is just 
knowing the audience outside of my Professor grading it, 
and just knowing that this could actually be used in real 
life, for the betterment of our community.



46

International Service Learning

As the pandemic forced virtual learning and remote work, engaging 
with the community across time zones provided students with a 
real-world setting where their classwork would be used. Rather than 
merely pursuing a passing grade on yet another assignment, the 
students felt altruistic, showcasing responsibility to the organization 
as opposed to only themselves, just as Soria and Weiner’s (2013) 
students had. The students also bene"ted from applying their multiple 
literacies and education to their documentations by re!ecting on their 
privileges and working collaboratively with the community partners 
in a symbiotic relationship (Eble & Gaillet, 2004). Accordingly, another 
student re!ected during an interview on how the service component 
of the class made them take the class seriously:

It just made me want to work a lot harder and put in a 
lot of e#ort into it. Because, you know, I want to support 
people and I want to make sure that my explanations are 
coming across well and that it makes sense. So I think that 
impact had a motivational impact on me and taking my 
class a lot more seriously.

Students re!ected on their own privileges while they became 
empathetic to others’ circumstances, speci"cally to the Code for 
Nepal’s audience’s circumstances in Nepal. Service learning develops 
“an ability to work empathetically and e#ectively across di#erences—
not only race/ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, language, culture, 
and ability, but also skill sets, goals, and situations—[that] is at the 
heart of community strategy, much like technical communication and 
user experience.” (Shivers-McNair & San Diego, 2017). Throughout the 
semester, readings, discussions, and collaborative learning with Code 
for Nepal continued to push students outside of their comfort zone so 
that they could serve communities beyond themselves. A student told 
of their journey of exposure to new, diverse cultures and ideas during 
an interview:

The readings, the research that I did, [and] these projects 
helped make me more aware of people outside of my 
community...which I think really helped me grow as a 
person, in addition to kind of growing just my educational 
knowledge. This class de"nitely just opened my eyes to 
these concepts of di#erent cultures, di#erent statuses 
worldwide, and local communities as well.

Likewise, another student noted in their re!ection: 
I pushed myself to continuously improve and learn from Dr. 
Baniya’s lectures and feedback to make sure my products 
would actually bene"t the audience I was creating them 
for. So all in all, I have a deeper understanding of the class 
curriculum than I would have without the service-learning 
and community engagement aspects.

Both students re!ect on class readings and lectures that helped them 
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unleash their capabilities and feel motivated to work harder. In a way, 
students became the sustainable element to raising awareness and 
creating social change such that they became advocates who had the 
potential to transform generations and ultimately society through 
carefully implemented service learning experiences (Mitchell, 2008). 
Concrete motivations and emotions can potentially guide students to 
participate in more initiatives in the future. 

Community Partner’s Re!ections
The members of Code for Nepal were interviewed so that we could 
analyze their perspectives as recipients of the service-learning 
partnership. Their responses illuminate the bene"ts and impacts of 
student work in a highly digital and mutually bene"cial environment. 
Participating in this project remotely provided Code for Nepal with an 
opportunity to collaborate with students and the university, creating a 
partnership for supporting communities in need. As the organization 
is completely volunteer-based without a strong source of regular 
funding, this partnership created resources that otherwise would have 
been outsourced. One interviewee said:

I think it is a responsibility for universities to really help 
students understand how global experience can be very 
useful and that it requires more resources. So, I think that 
in this very rapidly changing context, universities have a 
lot of responsibility to help their students understand the 
importance of global experience. 

From a post-pandemic standpoint, these kinds of opportunities 
can be made more widely available and accessible to marginalized, 
developing communities through growing digital possibilities. Both 
interviewees mentioned that the collaboration between Code for 
Nepal and students allowed for greater community engagement 
across borders, despite major time zone di#erences. E#orts made by 
faculty, students, and Code for Nepal ensured smooth communication 
e#orts that overcame numerous obstacles. Although Code for Nepal 
members were never able to meet students in person, the virtual 
Zoom meetings provided an ideal avenue for collaboration and 
conversation. Another interviewee discussed how uplifting it was 
to promote more global engagement, while brie!y touching on the 
stigma behind service learning treating the community as a research 
lab:

I think service learning can be a great mechanism to help 
students gain more experience...and the community 
gets some resources that they can use very well to help 
the public. So I am not concerned about treating the 
committee as a research lab.

Service learning is a valuable tool for expanding global engagement 
and knowledge sharing, but we can gather that the practice itself can 
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be morphed and shaped according to the community and present 
circumstances. O#ering a digital approach in creating a virtual 
partnership invites greater opportunities for collaboration and for 
communities to be involved across country borders.

Another key component of this partnership involves initiatives 
used to raise awareness about complex issues that normally may 
not be discussed in traditional higher education classrooms. Both 
interviewees from Code for Nepal highlighted how important it was 
to see that students were engaged in learning about their culture and 
understanding the problems their community is facing, speci"cally 
gender disparity. Students analyzed and discussed these inequalities 
with help from Code for Nepal members. One member shared:

Because the students have done the research and created 
some very targeted products for a speci"c group of users, 
I think we will feel more con"dent in our ability to market 
this to some of the folks that we want to help. So all that 
to say, a really, really helpful collaboration and partnership 
are here. 

One of the challenges or dissatisfactions recognized by students was 
the fact that they would not be able to see the products they created 
in action, a feat which unfortunately was impossible to accomplish 
within a semester timeframe. Code for Nepal members promised that 
student-produced materials would be used in a meaningful way. One 
member observed: 

Our hope is to market this to potential users who might 
bene"t from learning these concepts...depending on who 
the folks are they can potentially, you know, adapt it or 
modify it, depending on their needs.

The process of implementing students’ work, speci"cally instructional 
videos, informational websites, and interactive phone/tablet apps, 
was not over when the class ended. These projects marked the 
beginning of students’ activism in the community and their e#orts to 
promote digital literacy, but they cannot be immediately utilized. Both 
interviewees highlighted that the students’ work was valuable and 
would be used for countless contexts and audiences.

Programmatic Approaches to International Service-Learning in 
TPC
As the "eld of TPC is becoming more global, various scholars are 
calling for a broader scope of intercultural and international inquiry 
that values local knowledge systems, historical background, and 
social and political contexts (Agboka, 2013; Jones et al., 2016; Rice & 
St.Amant, 2018). In this context, developing meaningful and reciprocal 
partnerships with international community-based organizations and 
incorporating such partnerships in TPC programs will help diminish 
international barriers in communication. In this article, we showcased 
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how incorporating international service-learning into the TPC program 
led to the creation of a meaningful partnership that bene"ted both the 
students and the community even during a global crisis like COVID-19. 
Such partnerships allowed students to dive into the virtual work 
environment and learn valuable skills while also recognizing how their 
e#orts and technical writing prowess could help communities in need. 

The international partnership in the context of this study allowed 
the students to work across a global context, with diverse and 
multicultural audiences, and on projects of civic signi"cance that 
would bene"t the rural audiences that Code for Nepal supports. 
Students were challenged to think about rural audiences who may 
own computers but may not know how to turn them on. Walton et 
al. (2019) suggest that the "eld rethink its research, teaching, and 
service practices by serving the community and tackling injustices 
through a social justice lens. In rethinking TPC programs, ISL that 
speci"cally supports marginalized communities can be an asset that 
helps our students more thoroughly understand global injustices 
so that they may work to solve them. Digital media and the virtual 
learning environment bring people from around the globe together, 
allowing them to access more content that quickly bridges the gap 
between local concerns and creates a space for international dialogue 
(Walwema, 2018). Numerous TPC scholars have incorporated service 
learning for community justice and student development as active 
and responsible citizens (Eble & Gaillet, 2004; Sapp & Crabtree, 2002). 
Ann Shivers-McNair & Clarissa San Diego (2017) argue that social 
justice-oriented community work aims not only for cross-cultural 
communicative competence but also for advocacy and change. In 
contrast to local service learning, engaging on a virtual platform in 
an online classroom allows us to incorporate international service 
learning and work towards supporting communities su#ering through 
social injustices due to issues such as a global pandemic. 

It is prime time for TPC programs to dream bigger and develop 
meaningful partnerships with communities elsewhere in the world 
to not only prepare students for the global workforce but to also 
make students responsible citizens who serve global communities. 
International partnerships for collaborative TPC teaching are 
common. While the "eld already knows and values the importance 
of international partnerships, to take these partnerships to the next 
level TPC programs, teachers, and administrators can implement ISL 
within their classrooms as we did. These partnerships are challenging, 
time-consuming, and demanding because they require equal 
commitment from teachers, students, and community partners and 
an equal balance of reaching course goals and meeting community 
needs. Despite these challenges, instructors can successfully nurture 
these partnerships by getting involved with a potential organization 
through volunteering and service, utilizing university funding and 
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resources to bene"t community partners. Incorporating a relationship 
with a community partner in a transnational context into a curriculum, 
convincing students, and expecting them to play the role their 
instructor has envisioned are equally challenging. For these kinds of 
partnerships to work in the classroom, there should be room for errors, 
newer challenges, and opportunities for re!ection and learning for all 
stakeholders. Establishing this understanding early on for all parties 
involved is necessary because this process is not straightforward. 

 We want to acknowledge that we are highlighting these 
experiences because they are meaningful, but we recognize that 
service learning in an international context can get messy due to 
cultural di#erences and barriers, lack of student commitment, and 
communication barriers caused by remote work. These challenges, 
however, are no di#erent than the everyday challenges of teaching 
and working in a global environment. What makes these challenges 
di$cult in a 16-week semester is that some students might "nd this 
kind of learning to be an additional burden they did not sign up for. 
The asynchronous format of the course might have exacerbated this 
problem and, on top of everything, the global pandemic had disrupted 
everyone’s lives. Another obstacle arose with the mere fact that the 
class was being conducted in a virtual world. This meant that students 
had the power to turn o# their computers and phones whenever 
they wanted, terminating communication with their professor, 
community partners, peers, and projects. To address this challenge, 
Baniya allowed for deadline extensions as needed, giving students a 
voice in the group conversation where they could re!ect on their lack 
of contribution to the group project and then take charge to "nish 
the project on time. Baniya also constantly asked students to re!ect 
on how their work is connected to Virginia Tech’s motto of “Ut Prosim” 
(that I may serve), reminding them not only the importance of Code for 
Nepal and its mission but also of how concepts taught in class would 
bene"t them long-term, as an understanding of both were necessary 
for students to receive a passing grade. Baniya’s involvement invited 
students who struggled with participation to contribute to the class 
throughout the semester. According to Robert G. Bringle and Julie 
A. Hatcher (1999), the relationship between community service and 
educational aspects of service learning is not always clear. Re!ection 
activities “bridge” these concepts and “direct the student’s attention 
to new interpretations of events and provide a means through which 
the community service can be studied and interpreted, much as a 
text is read and studied for deeper understanding” (Bringle & Hatcher, 
1999, p. 112). Re!ection activities required additional time and e#ort, 
however, these re!ections encouraged student accountability and 
dedication.
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Conclusion: Addressing Complex Global Challenges in TPC 
Classrooms

In this article, we showcased an example of how virtual TPC classrooms 
can incorporate ISL and help students understand the complexities 
of global challenges. As demonstrated by student interviews and 
re!ections, and community members’ interviews, such coursework 
creates a reciprocal relationship that is bene"cial to both students 
and communities. This example also demonstrates how international 
partnerships within TPC classrooms that incorporate aspects of social 
justice can help students understand complex global challenges 
and engage in their civic responsibilities. TPC programs and classes 
can develop pedagogical interventions to address complex global 
challenges, like a global pandemic, in an e#ort to help communities 
like Nepal. In turn, students learn to be better communicators and 
develop a sense of civic responsibility and cultural awareness on 
a global scale. Students become competent in navigating remote 
project teams, which was a challenge put forth by the global 
pandemic. With many companies choosing to stay online following the 
outbreak of COVID-19, understanding digital communication tools and 
the importance of intragroup project management is necessary. 

We suggest that teachers, community partners, and 
administrators critically think about and carefully plan programs 
that allow for collaborative work across time and space, providing 
stakeholders with ample opportunities for critical re!ection. This 
action ensures the potential for clear and concise suggestions for 
those involved as both the projects and overall partnership progress 
while being equally supported by the administration. From a larger 
perspective, universities have responsibilities towards communities 
not only locally but also globally as they continue to bene"t from the 
broader international student population. While some universities 
have clear objectives for international development and partnerships, 
others might not. Therefore, starting a partnership in a space like the 
TPC classroom can demonstrate the importance of global awareness 
and collaboration and could be exemplary in addressing global 
challenges that make our lives complex. Lastly, we want to conclude 
with what one of the students expressed in an interview, “Experience 
comes with learning. Learning about these relationships, how can we 
collaborate and coordinate our e#orts with working together overseas, 
is really just a bene"cial experience to have.”
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Appendix A: Interview Questions 

Interview Questions for Students: 
1. Please tell us your experiences of service-learning in the past. 
2. How has your experiences been in your partnership with Code for 

Nepal so far this semester? 
3. What about the projects in this class have stuck out to you/made 

an impact on you?%Why?
4. How has your perception of post-pandemic digital literacy 

changed after participating in this class? 
5. What are the major takeaways from this class in terms of 

engaging with an international community, researching them, and 
preparing documents for them? 

6. How has the experiences of conducting research, understanding a 
new community, and working for marginalized communities in a 
poor geographical area in Nepal been for you? 

7. How has service-learning impacted your learning and your growth 
as a student of Virginia Tech in terms of our Ut Prosim motto? 

8. What will you remember about this one-year from now if you had 
to tell someone something about it?%Why?

9. Did you stumble upon some new or changed belief about 
something in your musing?%Describe it.

10. Do you think students’ engagement with the international 
community is necessary? If yes, why? If not, why? 

11. How can you educate others or raise awareness about this group 
or social issue or the issue of digital literacy? 

Interview Questions for Code for Nepal:
1) Describe your experience of working with our class Creating User 

Documentation? 
2) What are the challenges of the partnership with the university?  
3) Can you describe how the student work will be used in the 

community in Nepal?
4) Do you think this kind of work is impactful to the students and the 

community?
5) What do you think universities can do better in terms of working 

with the community? 
6) Oftentimes, service learning is criticized for treating a community 

as a research lab, what do you think about that? 
7) How do you see this experience with our class being bene"cial to 

you as a community-volunteer based organization?
8) What has been the most impactful work from our class that you 

think will help Code for Nepal and your communities?
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Appendix B: Re!ection Video Assignment Sheet
In 5-7 minutes re!ect on the community engagement and working 
with Code for Nepal in this class. You can use zoom to record your 
video, use presentation slides to showcase your projects and be as 
creative as you can. I am not requiring this video to be extravagant. 
But please include closed captions because that is a requirement for 
accessibility.

In your video re!ection, you will 

• Provide your introduction including what this video is about and 
what you will talk about in this video. (Example: My name is X, I am 
from X major, and in this video, I will provide you with an overview 
of ...” )

• Provide an overall experience and re!ection of assignments of this 
class 

• Re!ect on the process of completing your assignments for Code 
for Nepal. How di#erent your experience was with inclusion of 
service-learning / Community engagement in the class.

• Include personal experiences of learning.
• Look professional in this video meaning please avoid wearing 

sweatshirts as we might curate these videos professionally via the 
library or [organization name]’s website. However, you also have 
the option of walking through the slides, images and you not 
being present on the video. 

• Include Code For Nepal logos, colors, themes, and also VT logos at 
the end of the project. 

• Include that you prepared this video for our class with information 
about the class and your professor. 

Submission Details
Please submit the videos on our google drive. Also, please make sure 
that you submit a google drive link to the canvas assignment that way 
I can give you points.
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assignment designs and deployments, complemented by stu-
dent and instructor re!ections on the use of a digital archive 
in digital literacy development. We found that instructors col-
laboratively innovated learning exercises that took advantage 
of the rhetorical nature of a digital archive. Students reported 
positive experiences with the assignments and indicated 
their own digital literacy development through challenges 
encountered and ways to overcome them. Instructors re-
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in innovating pedagogical approaches to cultivate digital 
literacy. Based on these insights, we conclude that collabora-
tive inquiry and innovation is imperative for TPC pedagogy. 
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Technical and professional communication (TPC) courses have 
long been conducive sites for developing technological and 
digital literacies in students. Whether through major or service 

courses across research, comprehensive, and two-year institutions, 
TPC instructors have experimented with ways to introduce students to 
critical, ethical, and e#ective use of digital technologies so they can be 
more ready to participate meaningfully as professionals in TPC work-
places (Cargile Cook, 2002; Duin & Tham, 2018; Hovde & Renguette, 
2017; Swarts, 2011). Leveraging the existing interests in the scholarly 
community about this staple topic and the a#ordances of TPC courses, 
three instructors from the University of Minnesota formed a research 
group in Spring 2019 and began collaboration with the internationally 
known open-access digital archive, Fabric of Digital Life (https://fabri-
cofdigitallife.com) and its a$liated Decimal Lab at Ontario Tech Uni-
versity (Canada), to study the development of student digital literacy 
through exploration and contribution to the digital archive. With the 
support of a research grant from the Council for Programs in Technical 
and Scienti"c Communication (CPTSC) under the Building Digital Lit-
eracy (BDL) project––this research group quickly grew to include eight 
more scholar-teachers from seven U.S. institutions in Fall 2019. 

The scholar-instructors participating in the BDL project each de-
signed and deployed assignments that utilized Fabric to let students 
explore emerging technologies and learn about digital archiving. In 
this article, we report a study of these assignment deployments and 
the continued e#orts in helping students engage with digital literacy 
for TPC purposes. We begin by situating our overall project within on-
going discussions about digital and technological literacies for techni-
cal communicators. Then, we describe the collaborative nature of the 
BDL research and the ways instructors deployed Fabric in their respec-
tive courses. In reporting our methodological framework, we provide 
details regarding the qualitative content analysis of assignments, 
student responses, and instructor perspectives. Our results addressed 
two questions; the "rst question explored instructors’ use of Fabric as 
an archive, a resource, and a subject for building digital literacy, and 
the second question explored the ways students encountered Fabric in 
their assignments, the challenges they faced and strategies for over-
coming those challenges, as well as the instructors’ own re!ections on 
the meaningfulness of Fabric in TPC pedagogy. Our results reminded 
us that the signi"cance of continually re"ning our pedagogical frame-
works and how we understand teaching digital literacy can not be 
overstated. Including peer educators and their students in the collec-
tive development and improvement of pedagogy can lead to valuable 
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insights that advance our shared understanding of teaching digital 
literacy in TPC courses, such as the following:

• How instructors chose to include digital technologies in their 
courses corresponded to what assignment activities were af-
forded or constrained by the platform (like curating artifacts on 
Fabric, performing audience analysis, and so on). 

• However challenging new technologies might be to under-
stand and master, students emphasized social, rhetorical, and 
cultural challenges above technical challenges in relation to 
digital literacy learning, reminding TPC educators that the 
site of engagement for digital literacy development extends 
beyond the platform to the more complex paradigm that plat-
forms like Fabric were situated within. 

• Regarding challenges faced in their assignments, students pro-
vided us with three broad strategies for addressing challenges 
in novel digital environments: 1) simplifying the concept or 
problem, 2) adopting slower and more methodical e#orts to 
engage the materials, and 3) making challenges themselves 
the core focus of their learning e#orts. 

• Having instructors integrate an unfamiliar technological plat-
form into their courses promoted intentional discussions of 
technological and rhetorical e#ects within their assignments. 

Based on these "ndings, we discuss in this article the implications 
of collaborative inquiry, student agency, and instructor re!exiv-
ity on TPC pedagogy and the continued development of digital 
literacy in TPC students. 

Literature Review
Our understanding of digital literacy was informed by the trail-blazing 
scholarship presented by computers and writing researchers, including 
the works of Gail Hawisher and Cindy Selfe (1989, 1997, 1999) and Stu-
art Selber (2004). We also learned from digital rhetoricians who inves-
tigated the a#ordances of new media and networked environments 
(Gurak, 1997, 2001; Ulmer, 2003), who highlighted the importance 
of emergent literacies that cope with the evolving features of digital 
technologies. Speci"c to TPC contexts, we paid closer attention to 
the theoretical frameworks created by scholars like Kelli Cargile Cook 
(2002), Lee-Ann Kastman Breuch (2002), Rachel Spilka (2010), Jason 
Swarts (2011), and Marjorie Rush Hovde and Corrine Renguette (2017). 

Cargile Cook’s (2002) “layered literacies” framework considered 
technological literacy to be among six layers of literate practices, 
namely basic, rhetorical, social, technological, ethical, and critical. 
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This full-stack frame for literacies motivates TPC instructors to guide 
their students to be holistic professionals and position technology 
within a larger ecology of use. Breuch’s (2002) framework agrees with 
this integrated approach, stating that issues related to technological 
performance, contextual factors, and linguistic activities can give TPC 
students the mechanism to analyze rhetorical situations mediated by 
technologies. 

As computers and information technologies evolve to be more 
complex and ubiquitous in our personal and professional lives, TPC 
scholars and instructors are challenged to update their pedagogical 
approaches in response to changing needs (Spilka, 2010). By the time 
they graduate, TPC students are expected to be !uent in industry-
speci"c technologies and processes, such as coding and programming 
languages, interface design tools, collaboration and content manage-
ment platforms, among others. Swarts (2011) noted that “technological 
literacy entails the production of networks within which literate uses 
become de"ned” (p. 296). These networks are both complex and social. 

Moreover, as Eva Brumberger, Clair Lauer, and Kathryn Northcut 
(2013) and Nicholas Carrington (2015) demonstrated, students want to 
experiment with technological tools in the TPC classroom. Hovde and 
Renguette (2017) speci"cally argued that TPC courses should teach 
students both principles and practice to better prepare them for work-
place demands. Students should get hands-on training and exercise 
experience with various technologies so they can learn to assess di#er-
ent tools for di#erent TPC contexts and needs. 

Nonetheless, incorporating technologies directly into TPC classes 
presented issues in the assessment of learning. As Han Yu (2010) 
observed, the gap between TPC classrooms and workplace practices 
needs to be closed to provide students with authentic learning ex-
periences that prepare them for actual workplace performance. This 
requires ongoing attention to workplace trends and creating simula-
tions in the learning environment that foster similar environments and 
experiences. Sally Henschel and Lisa Melonçon (2014), in revisiting 
Cargile Cook’s (2002) layered frame and Robert Reich’s (1992) symbol-
ic-analytic abilities for 21st century working professionals, showcased 
the rationale for TPC as a "eld to examine “common conceptual and 
practical skill sets that will prepare students to become successful 
professionals” (p. 22). 

Hovde and Renguette (2017) warned us, however, that “the imme-
diacy of learning how to use the functional level of the software may 
distract students and faculty members from exploring and develop-
ing other levels of technological literacy” (p. 401). To address this kind 
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of challenge, Hovde and Renguette recommended that instructors 
design and deploy assignments “with technical communication princi-
ples being secondary as students created several deliverables common 
to technical or professional communication situations” (2017, p. 406). 
That way, students can remain focused on the purpose of technologi-
cal use within practical TPC settings. 

Another strategy is to emphasize the humanistic elements of 
technology for TPC students. Echoing the “humanistic rationale for 
technical writing” forwarded by Carolyn Miller (1979) decades ago, re-
cent scholarship stressed the importance of a humanistic approach to 
digital literacy development in TPC programs. Jay Gordon (2009) noted 
that TPC as a "eld should “acknowledge or integrate humanism and 
humanistic perspectives” (p. 131) for its stakeholders–public audience 
and students alike–to impart a more complex notion of techne, a prac-
tice involving reason concerned with production in TPC. Dale Sullivan 
(2013) agreed that teaching students to acknowledge what it means to 
be human amid their interactions with technologies is crucial in their 
digital literacy development. 

In sum, TPC programs and instruction have focused on holistic, 
competency-driven, yet rhetorical and humanistic approaches to 
digital literacy development. Our present research and pedagogical 
investments through BDL are informed by these above perspectives. 
This project seeks to add value to TPC programmatic scholarship 
through an examination of assignments and learning activities that 
aim to promote digital literacy in TPC students. Our study unpacks the 
motivations and strategies by instructors in helping students cultivate 
digital literacy using the digital archive Fabric. We also analyze how 
meaningful such use of Fabric is for the purposes of teaching and 
learning in TPC.

Secondarily, this project showcases collaborative research as valu-
able to TPC programs as a larger network. To date, BDL’s collaborative 
work has leveraged the critical and re!ective traditions of the humani-
ties and seeks constructive engagement with digital literacy research. 
We have continually pushed the boundaries of digital literacy concep-
tions (Davis et al.; Tham et al., 2021) and collaborative methods to pro-
mote international learning (Duin et al., 2020; Duin, Tham, & Pedersen, 
2021; Tham, Duin, Veeramoothoo, & Fuglsby, 2021). Next, to provide a 
contextual background to our study, we reveal the collaborative rela-
tionships between the instructors in the BDL project and Fabric. 

Developing Digital Literacy
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Design of Collaboration and Pedagogy with Fabric of Digital 
Life

Figure 1. Fabric artifacts at a glance. The body-based search system 
for available artifacts of technology shown on the Analytics page of 
the Fabric of Digital Life website

To provide a reference point for our analysis in this study, here we 
brie!y describe the nature of the digital archive that was deployed 
across the courses under our BDL study. The Fabric of Digital Life is a 
large digital repository that holds over 4,300 textual and visual artifacts 
(as of May 2021); 2,500+ are video clips depicting inventions, visual 
narratives, "lm clips, broadcast journalism, advertising, and other 
visual cultural artifacts. Fabric provides a relational database that ena-
bles cataloging, searching, and browsing of web-based special collec-
tions. Fabric reveals how the adoption and adaptation to technology is 
woven into culture and people’s lives. Its public web interface provides 
access to digital humanities collections, which are organized using a 

https://fabricofdigitallife.com/index.php/Analytics/Index
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humanities metadata ontology developed over several years. Fabric 
advances recent relevant work on digital humanities tools that inform 
cultural discovery of textual and visual content in digital archives and 
databases through a human-centric lens (Drucker, 2009; Fan, 2018; 
Hayles, 2012; Moynihan & Putra, 2019). Figure 1 shows the Analytics 
page on the Fabric website with a human body-based search and navi-
gation feature to the available artifacts of embodied technologies—
devices that reside on or in the body—as archived by Fabric users.

A total of 11 instructors across seven U.S. institutions1, three 
undergraduate RAs (University of Minnesota, Texas Tech University, 
Ontario Tech University), and Fabric director Isabel Pedersen and 
senior archivist Sharon Caldwell took part in the Fall 2019–Spring 2020 
(August 2019 through May 2020) BDL cohort, meeting bi-weekly to 
share insights, receiving direction on the curation process, and re"n-
ing collective understanding of digital literacy. All BDL instructors 
used the open-access Collective Access software—Fabric’s public web 
interface—to identify, collect, archive, catalogue, revise and analyze 
the discourses (i.e., articles, images, audios, videos, other artifacts, and 
events) surrounding emerging technologies. Outcomes included 1) 
development of spreadsheets, instructional videos, and guides for use 
across multiple disciplines, and 2) pilot testing (see Figures 2, 3, & 4) as 
students completed metadata to organize objects, curated collection 
pages, and showcased individual artifacts.

1 University of Central Florida, University of Minnesota, SUNY-Alfred 
State, University of Richmond, North Carolina State University, New York Insti-
tute of Technology, and Texas Tech University.
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Figure 2. Initial sorting and metadata management. Students use 
spreadsheets to identify objects in a curated collection and assign ap-
propriate metadata to each category within an object.

Figure 3. Front-end publication on Fabric. This is what a “collection” 
looks like when the students have completed a curation and published 
it to the Fabric collection page. Each collection consists of curatorial 
and editorial information, as well as an introduction that provides con-
text to the curated objects.
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Figure 4. Browsable overview of objects in a collection. Below the 
introduction in a collection is a gallery view of objects curated with 
thumbnail images of the individual objects. Viewers can click on any 
thumbnail to open the individual object page.

Because each BDL instructor has unique pedagogical objectives, we 
did not impose any assignment deployment criteria except that it 
should involve the use of Fabric in some capacity. As part of a course 
module or assignment, students might 
• Examine: learn to explore existing Fabric content through artifacts 

or analyze Fabric as an artifact; 
• Contribute: learn to archive single objects (media representations) 

and understand existing keywords meta data; and/or
• Curate: learn to archive collections of media representations 

related to a theme. Here students develop/identify a novel set of 
keywords, applicable to the collection.

During the bi-weekly meetings, BDL instructors learned from the 
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instructional units that Fabric had prepared to help students explore 
and possibly curate collections on emerging technologies. Instructors 
also shared their course learning objectives, assignment design and 
timeline for assignment activities, and invited students to complete 
surveys on how this work has in!uenced their understanding of digital 
literacy. Finally, instructors provided short re!ections on their involve-
ment with BDL and its impact on building student understanding of 
digital literacy. 

Data Collection and Analysis Methods
Our IRB-approved study is concerned with the pedagogical strategies 
BDL instructors have employed in collaboration with Fabric to build 
students’ digital literacy. Students and instructors who participated in 
this study provided informed consent to release their survey responses 
and re!ective notes. Participants were able to withdraw from the study 
at any time. 

Our study was guided by the following research questions:
• RQ 1: How do TPC instructors “teach” digital literacy using a 
platform such as Fabric? What assignments do they design and 
deploy? 
• RQ 2: To what extent are these assignments meaningful to 
both the students and the instructor? 
By triangulating the instructor’s and student’s re!ection of their 

experience with the assignment’s deployment we hope to gain an 
understanding of the role of a collaborative archiving platform in the 
overall pedagogy of digital literacy within TPC. 

Data Collection
We have collected the assignments designed and deployed by BDL 
instructors between Fall 2019 and Summer 2020 semesters. We creat-
ed a shared Google Drive folder where the instructors deposited their 
assignment descriptions and instructions, along with their own com-
mentaries about teaching the particular assignment, as well as volun-
tary student feedback on the assignment. All assignments collected in 
this study are from TPC courses or are concerned with TPC topics and 
learning objectives, focusing on rhetoric, design of communications, 
technical and professional writing, and user experience and document 
design. Table 1 documents the assignments curated and examined in 
this study.
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Table 1. Assignments curated and analyzed (N=24) from 11 instructors 
across 3 semesters.

Semester Instructor Assignnment Name(s)
Fall 2019 Duin • Collection Curation Assign-

ment - WRIT 5662 Writing with 
Digital Technologies

Veeramoothoo • Fabric of Digital Life’s Emerg-
ing Technologies for Business 
Communication

Hocutt • Exploring Instructional Tech-
nologies

Stambler • Understanding Rhetorical 
Theory

• Exploring Emerging Technolo-
gies for Technical Communica-
tion

Misak • Instruction set for using Fabric 
of Digital Life website

Davis • Fabric of Digital Life: Rhetorical 
Analysis

Ranade • Digital Literacy Project
Spring 2020 Campbell • What is Digital Literacy?

• Audience Analysis in the Fabric 
of Digital Life

• Exploring the Fabric of Digital 
Life

• Final Digital Literacy Survey
• Proposal Assignment

Duin • International Curation 
Assignment

Fonash • FoDL COVID Recommendation 
Report, 

• Rhetorical Analysis of Fabric of 
Digital Life 

• Technical Process Description
Gonzales • Community Collaboration 

Project

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YhyAnEaXyLEn2dGutvCY9PUiA-EMf4uB-cjxW6_fKqc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YhyAnEaXyLEn2dGutvCY9PUiA-EMf4uB-cjxW6_fKqc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YhyAnEaXyLEn2dGutvCY9PUiA-EMf4uB-cjxW6_fKqc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LcjAiYQ58n1m-8rAxzsQSeqn0XQMuxL0RnzZOMVd9U0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LcjAiYQ58n1m-8rAxzsQSeqn0XQMuxL0RnzZOMVd9U0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fJiXTcGFoSbsdIeYuZXvpuucH-549rDZ55TUuJBuVPE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fJiXTcGFoSbsdIeYuZXvpuucH-549rDZ55TUuJBuVPE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LG00t31voZPc9zuHsvXmUnvFN6REtuzVw4TXUS12Bw8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LG00t31voZPc9zuHsvXmUnvFN6REtuzVw4TXUS12Bw8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LG00t31voZPc9zuHsvXmUnvFN6REtuzVw4TXUS12Bw8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LG00t31voZPc9zuHsvXmUnvFN6REtuzVw4TXUS12Bw8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hVecc616Hr1qxV04js7Cfm4UL-yLdCll/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lFgAENco8ErLoFX9Vt46IoNpac4LJpa9/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lFgAENco8ErLoFX9Vt46IoNpac4LJpa9/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ONX7bHgZPyfyWsTcKj8I5U9gVPjvevBp/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ONX7bHgZPyfyWsTcKj8I5U9gVPjvevBp/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/192jBoY_WeEQNK8CKxoKSTQvMXNWZj1rt/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-h8QU8XfWLsjKlqFlJV9zLEs0z9OmTfv/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16hSYtlmZkC--R16veG5oAY1e5hQa2gs50U8fIuysSiI/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16hSYtlmZkC--R16veG5oAY1e5hQa2gs50U8fIuysSiI/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oLzMQxtOb5i-ZmD4kNFgkZxORSFiYiw2/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oLzMQxtOb5i-ZmD4kNFgkZxORSFiYiw2/view?usp=sharing
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Semester Instructor Assignnment Name(s)
Summer 2020 Tham • Technology Analysis

Campbell • Digital Literacy In Your Own 
Words, 

• What is Digital Literacy?, 
• Audience Analysis in the Fabric 

of Digital Life, 
• Proposal Assignment, 
• Exploring the Fabric of Digital 

Life

Of the 24 assignments analyzed, 20 of them were what we considered 
unique assignments. As shown in Table 1, one instructor, Campbell, 
deployed four of the same assignments in both the Spring and 
Summer semesters of 2020 for the same course.

Data Analysis
We employed qualitative content analysis relying on a case study 
methodology to examine the pedagogical strategies used by 
instructors in the assignments we studied. Because the researchers 
were also participants in the BDL cohort, our proximity to the data and 
sources has provided us a means to understand disparities between 
observations and written response in a similar way to an ethnographic 
study (Charmaz, 2006, p. 36). Our methodology accounts for three 
distinct types of textual data—practicums, "xed-questionnaire 
responses, and open-ended responses—each with their own unique 
considerations, with all data functioning as elicited texts in the sense of 
Kathy Charmaz (2006, p. 36). By using data triangulation from the three 
sources (BDL assignments, instructor re!ections, student responses), 
we sought validity based similarly to Robert Stake’s (1995) work in case 
study methodology (Bedrettin Yazan, 2015, pp. 146–147).

Analyzing assignments. Our goal in analyzing the TPC 
assignments was to establish how Fabric was used in the course 
and what core activities students were asked to perform. Instead of 
assigning codes and categories for learning activities and pedagogical 
strategies a priori, as is common in quantitative content analysis 
(Neuendorf, 2017, p. 18), we summarized each assignment into a 
description, noting how Fabric was involved and what students 
were asked to do, and then abstracted each category, thus retaining 
descriptive value to the researcher as to not introduced unnecessary 
ambiguity. Using this protocol produced succinct, yet descriptive, 
categories for understanding our research questions.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DBkTTjs_PvACk7mSiPIv16UV8x1T23_4-osMcO88RE8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OTHsLCB6S4mvcACQPdwLxyqYwH1QINTx/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OTHsLCB6S4mvcACQPdwLxyqYwH1QINTx/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1XHr-dgBbKOSdtL-RSs8k-7gZf76E0_0R/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MtJeXiibxGMx9aADcBf1GbErwzih9a61/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1MtJeXiibxGMx9aADcBf1GbErwzih9a61/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1FF2jVrHid-5WeAhcI5z8tgR0RewfUlkU/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1FyEoKVxW6702TFdJY3e4ifLI5xpACxcZ/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1FyEoKVxW6702TFdJY3e4ifLI5xpACxcZ/edit
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Analyzing student responses. We analyzed student responses to 
anonymous survey questions about the role of Fabric to understand 
their own digital literacy competencies and what challenges students 
identi"ed in the process of working with Fabric-based projects. The 
grounded theory methodology was especially conducive for analyzing 
these responses as categories of responses could be discovered 
through initial coding and then synthesized into larger, more abstract 
categories in focused coding (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). Responses to 
each of our research questions "rst underwent an initial coding where 
responses that addressed the questions or answered the question 
were collected and preliminarily given codes describing the response. 
After initial collection, responses were collected and grouped with 
similar responses using constant comparison methodology where 
similar responses were grouped together, with di#erences being noted 
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 54). A bene"t of having employed this approach 
was that the emergent and unanticipated set of responses that 
detailed how students overcome challenges could be developed into 
its own stand-alone category.

Analyzing instructor responses. To understand how this 
collaboration in!uenced our instructor-participants as well as how 
collaborative inquiry and partnerships with digital repositories 
prove meaningful to their professional and pedagogical pursuits, we 
applied a re!exive thematic analysis to study their commentaries and 
re!ections. From the narratives of 11 instructors, we noted the ways 
Fabric’s integration into the 24 TPC assignments a#ected instructor-
participant’s professional development and courses. Our protocol 
was similar to the analysis of student responses with the di#erence 
being that instead of placing responses into sorting responses into 
categories, we collected instances in the text where professional 
impact, collaborative inquiry, and pedagogical training (or learning 
on the instructor-participant’s end) were mentioned and then later 
synthesized these observations into the "ve inductively created 
themes below (Table. 7).  

Additionally, since this project spanned across the 2020 pandemic, 
we have contextualized our analysis to re!ect the in!uence of 
COVID-19 in the instructional process. In Spring 2020, instructors 
and students were challenged by the shift from traditional in-person 
and mixed online modalities into emergency remote instruction, 
predominantly deployed in fully-online modalities. We worked to 
ensure that this context is represented within our "ndings.

Findings
Our results demonstrated that how instructors chose to include 
Fabric (i.e., their pedagogical approaches) seemed to in!uence what 
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learning activity would be used, suggesting how they treat a platform 
like Fabric in the course can directly in!uence what kinds of learning 
opportunities can be designed for the course. Based on our students’ 
responses, our "ndings reinforce the notion that the social implications 
(or indeed the humanistic elements) of platforms like Fabric and 
collaboration prove more challenging than technical obstacles 
that Fabric poses. Further, students provided unsolicited methods 
for overcoming and learning a new platform, as well as how they 
resolved obstacles in collaboration. From our instructor-participants, 
our "ndings indicate that collaborative inquiry between educators 
and scholars proves bene"cial to digital literacy pedagogy and the 
TPC discipline by creating a community that fosters pedagogical and 
professional growth for participants.

How do writing instructors “teach” digital literacy using a platform 
such as Fabric?
Through analyzing the content of the deployed assignments and 
student work, we have identi"ed three main pedagogical approaches 
and "ve types of learning activities used by instructors to cultivate 
digital literacy in students.

Pedagogical approaches. In terms of pedagogical approaches, 
instructors have integrated digital literacy concepts with Fabric by 
1) having students contribute content to the digital archive, 2) using 
the existing content in the archive as a resource for their respective 
courses or assignments, and 3) having students use the archive as a 
subject for analysis and research.

Using Fabric as an archive. In this "rst approach, instructors 
guided their students in identifying potential new content for Fabric; 
instructors worked with students to contribute—or propose to 
contribute—individual objects2 and collections of objects to the 
archive. Both students and instructors learned from the editor and 
senior archivist of Fabric, about archival practices and research. Among 
the 24 assignments we analyzed, six assignments directly resulted 
in actual contribution to the Fabric database: Duin’s “International 
Curation Assignment” and her “Collection Curation Assignment” asked 
students to contribute objects for Fabric, Gonzales’s “Community 
Collaboration Project” contributed three collections, Hocutt’s 
“Exploring Instructional Technologies” contributed a collection of 
2  A Fabric object may be any digital artifact that surrounds the 
emergence of personal or embodied technologies, including concepts, 
entrepreneurial adventures, science "ction "lms, art, events, military 
innovation, video games, government ambitions, patents, news broadcasts, 
blogs, and advertising.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/16hSYtlmZkC--R16veG5oAY1e5hQa2gs50U8fIuysSiI/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16hSYtlmZkC--R16veG5oAY1e5hQa2gs50U8fIuysSiI/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YhyAnEaXyLEn2dGutvCY9PUiA-EMf4uB-cjxW6_fKqc/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oLzMQxtOb5i-ZmD4kNFgkZxORSFiYiw2/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oLzMQxtOb5i-ZmD4kNFgkZxORSFiYiw2/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LcjAiYQ58n1m-8rAxzsQSeqn0XQMuxL0RnzZOMVd9U0/edit
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instructional technologies, Veeramoothoo’s “Fabric of Digital Life’s 
Emerging Technologies for Business Communication” had her students 
propose an object to contribute to Fabric, and Stambler’s “Exploring 
Emerging Technologies for Technical Communication” asked students 
to contribute a collection of technologies for technical and business 
communication. 

Using Fabric as a resource. Instructors also used the existing 
content in Fabric as a resource for students to apply and learn TPC 
concepts. In this approach, students explored objects related to 
TPC topics or course objectives. The objects and collections in 
Fabric allowed students to apply various theoretical and analytical 
lenses to examine technologies and TPC. Nine of the 20 unique 
assignments demonstrated this approach: Tham’s “Technology 
Analysis’’ assignment, Campbell’s “Audience Analysis in the Fabric 
of Digital Life” assignment and “Proposal Assignment”, Misak’s 
“Instruction set for using Fabric of Digital Life website”, Fonash’s “FoDL 
COVID Recommendation Report” and “Technical Process Description” 
assignments, Stambler’s “Understanding Rhetorical Theory”, Davis’ 
“Fabric of Digital Life: Rhetorical Analysis”, as well as Ranade’s “Digital 
Literacy Project”, which used a collection found on Fabric, “Humanoid 
Robots”, as a resource to develop a chatbot. 

Using Fabric as a subject. The "nal approach was that instructors 
leveraged the availability of Fabric as a digital platform for teaching 
students about document and technology design. In this approach, 
Fabric as a whole (not just its content) was used as an object of analysis 
where students were challenged to think about ways in which the 
digital archive embodied a technological, cultural, or rhetorical space. 
There were four assignments that followed this approach: Fonash’s 
Rhetorical Analysis of Fabric of Digital Life and Campbell’s  “What is 
digital literacy?”, “Exploring the Fabric of Digital Life”, and “Final Digital 
Literacy Survey” assignments. 

Overall, instructors directed students to focus on emerging 
technologies, the objects and collections of objects within the archive, 
as well as the Fabric archive itself. In some cases, such as in Campbell’s 
“Digital Literacy In Your Own Words”, Fabric was not explicitly 
introduced or involved in the speci"c assignment, but the assignment 
was built with activities that interacted with Fabric. 

Learning activities. As instructors used Fabric as an archive, 
resource, and subject, they devised projects for students to develop 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DBkTTjs_PvACk7mSiPIv16UV8x1T23_4-osMcO88RE8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DBkTTjs_PvACk7mSiPIv16UV8x1T23_4-osMcO88RE8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lFgAENco8ErLoFX9Vt46IoNpac4LJpa9/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lFgAENco8ErLoFX9Vt46IoNpac4LJpa9/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-h8QU8XfWLsjKlqFlJV9zLEs0z9OmTfv/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/19TwjTG7Esvj9cFW-_sytauQWSDP8b7uACH_rYrp0CJo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fJiXTcGFoSbsdIeYuZXvpuucH-549rDZ55TUuJBuVPE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LG00t31voZPc9zuHsvXmUnvFN6REtuzVw4TXUS12Bw8/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwuQfztHu3QdaW9XLUU5ZXhvRlJNUVF5N0t3Y01NMUtibkFZ/view?usp=sharing&resourcekey=0-h0irnGJmWDslFKi15_Q5jA
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwuQfztHu3QdaW9XLUU5ZXhvRlJNUVF5N0t3Y01NMUtibkFZ/view?usp=sharing&resourcekey=0-h0irnGJmWDslFKi15_Q5jA
https://fabricofdigitallife.com/Browse/objects/key/e7ea7a9363bf62768d1a37a4a0c78efa/facet/collection/id/18/view/images
https://fabricofdigitallife.com/Browse/objects/key/e7ea7a9363bf62768d1a37a4a0c78efa/facet/collection/id/18/view/images
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hVecc616Hr1qxV04js7Cfm4UL-yLdCll/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hVecc616Hr1qxV04js7Cfm4UL-yLdCll/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ONX7bHgZPyfyWsTcKj8I5U9gVPjvevBp/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/192jBoY_WeEQNK8CKxoKSTQvMXNWZj1rt/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/192jBoY_WeEQNK8CKxoKSTQvMXNWZj1rt/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OTHsLCB6S4mvcACQPdwLxyqYwH1QINTx/edit


74

Developing Digital Literacy

digital literacy, through four types of assignments: 1) curation, 
2) audience and rhetorical analysis, 3) technical descriptions and 
recommendation reports, and 4) re!ection and sca#olding activities. 

Curation. Duin’s “Collection Curation Assignment ” asked her 
students to bridge how potential challenges or opportunities in TPC 
can be represented or embodied by an object in a Fabric collection. 
Her students learned how archiving serves as a scholarly and rhetorical 
activity and they worked directly with Fabric editor and archivist to 
curate a collection. Duin’s “International Curation Assignment”, similarly 
asked students to curate a collection, with a particular emphasis on 
how an emerging technology interacts internationally and its e#ects 
on other cultures. Gonzales assigned her students the “Community 
Collaboration Project” to partner with community organizations to 
design, prototype, and share a technology that the organizations 
could use. This project was not speci"cally designed as a curation 
assignment, however, three of Gonzales’s student groups chose to 
work with the Digital Life Institute (Fabric’s host) and thus curated 
collections that were later published on Fabric. Another curation 
assignment is Campbell’s “Proposal Assignment”, in which students 
worked in small groups to write proposals for adding a novel artifact or 
technology to the Fabric database. Although this assignment did not 
result in direct contribution of an object, it helped students engage 
with Fabric as a professional entity. Campbell’s assignment could 
be seen as a precursor or an augmenting assignment for a curation 
assignment while teaching students how to produce proposals. 
Veeramoothoo’s “Fabric of Digital Life’s Emerging Technologies for 
Business Communication” taught students about the development 
of emerging technologies for business communication, practicing 
archiving as the core learning activity. A related curation activity 
is Stambler’s “Exploring Emerging Technologies for Technical 
Communication” in which students contributed an object to a group 
collection of emerging technologies for the technical communication 
workplace. A "nal example is Hocutt’s “Exploring Instructional 
Technologies” assignment, where Hocutt oriented his students toward 
expanding the Fabric archive with emerging technologies that impact 
instruction for high school teachers.

Audience and rhetorical analysis. Many of the assignments 
within this study included audience analysis or rhetorical analysis 
as a core method for developing digital literacy. These assignments 
asked students to analyze either the user or the technology curated on 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YhyAnEaXyLEn2dGutvCY9PUiA-EMf4uB-cjxW6_fKqc/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16hSYtlmZkC--R16veG5oAY1e5hQa2gs50U8fIuysSiI/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oLzMQxtOb5i-ZmD4kNFgkZxORSFiYiw2/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oLzMQxtOb5i-ZmD4kNFgkZxORSFiYiw2/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-h8QU8XfWLsjKlqFlJV9zLEs0z9OmTfv/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mb23CDQ6Zi2V0T3M3M--c9bujchzkvAIYYvEM0XuyFk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/18iQB5rxK4HrPsvrnpc7oZ-N26B1mlmkwz0TxnN3I0kk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LcjAiYQ58n1m-8rAxzsQSeqn0XQMuxL0RnzZOMVd9U0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LcjAiYQ58n1m-8rAxzsQSeqn0XQMuxL0RnzZOMVd9U0/edit
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Fabric. Some instructors deployed stand-alone audience and rhetorical 
analysis activities, such as Campbell’s “Audience Analysis in the Fabric 
of Digital Life”. In this assignment, students navigated the Fabric 
website to read about the archive and with this information students 
were asked to identify a curated object of interest and to produce an 
audience analysis from the vantage point of delivering that technology 
to that audience. In a similar vein, Fonash’s “Rhetorical Analysis of 
Fabric of Digital Life” is an example of a standalone rhetorical analysis, 
wherein students performed a rhetorical analysis on the digital archive 
as a technical communication artifact. Students were asked to focus 
on the usability of Fabric and to write a short but detailed memo 
that presents the results of their analysis. Both Stambler and Davis 
deployed similar rhetorical analysis in their “Understanding Rhetorical 
Theory” and “Fabric of Digital Life: Rhetorical Analysis” assignments, 
respectively. In these assignments, students were asked to provide 
their analysis in a two-to-three page memo, a core di#erence being 
that Stambler provided a selection of collections that student’s had 
to choose from, whereas Davis left discovery to the students. A "nal 
analysis example is seen in a sub-component of Ranade’s “Digital 
Literacy Project” where students analyzed a speci"c collection of 
humanoid robots to develop rhetorical strategies and language 
concepts to create a chatbot program. 

Technical descriptions, recommendation reports, and instruction 
sets. In addition to the analysis projects observed above, there were 
hybrid assignments that situated technical description activities 
alongside rhetorical analysis, such as Tham’s “Technology Analysis”. 
Students analyzed a current or emerging technology curated in Fabric 
using a framework or critical lens taught in Tham’s course. Students 
were asked to both explain how the technology works and extensively 
describe the social and rhetorical a#ordances of the selected 
technology. Another assignment that similarly bridges analysis 
activities with technical description activities is Fonash’s “Technical 
Process Description”, wherein students selected an object from 
Fabric, researched a process that supported or enabled that object to 
function, and then described that process in a recommendation report. 
Following the recommendation report genre, Fonash’s “FoDL COVID 
Recommendation Report” asked students to write recommendations 
in response to a "ctional narrative involving their real local conditions 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, Misak’s “Instruction set 
for using Fabric of Digital Life website” combined several project types 
by having students analyze a curated object and develop a 15 step 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lFgAENco8ErLoFX9Vt46IoNpac4LJpa9/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1lFgAENco8ErLoFX9Vt46IoNpac4LJpa9/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fJiXTcGFoSbsdIeYuZXvpuucH-549rDZ55TUuJBuVPE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1fJiXTcGFoSbsdIeYuZXvpuucH-549rDZ55TUuJBuVPE/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1LG00t31voZPc9zuHsvXmUnvFN6REtuzVw4TXUS12Bw8/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwuQfztHu3QdaW9XLUU5ZXhvRlJNUVF5N0t3Y01NMUtibkFZ/view?usp=sharing&resourcekey=0-h0irnGJmWDslFKi15_Q5jA
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0BwuQfztHu3QdaW9XLUU5ZXhvRlJNUVF5N0t3Y01NMUtibkFZ/view?usp=sharing&resourcekey=0-h0irnGJmWDslFKi15_Q5jA
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DBkTTjs_PvACk7mSiPIv16UV8x1T23_4-osMcO88RE8/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1GR8S7HKBeNKdZ7O8gnodlHJ7inHFMhfux46BDd7fBGo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/19TwjTG7Esvj9cFW-_sytauQWSDP8b7uACH_rYrp0CJo/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/19TwjTG7Esvj9cFW-_sytauQWSDP8b7uACH_rYrp0CJo/edit
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instructional guide for a speci"c audience who might use the object. 

Re!ections and sca"olding. Many of the assignments we analyzed 
contained exercises where students re!ected on their knowledge and 
understanding of digital literacy. Re!ection is deemed a fundamental 
strategy for cultivating new literacies. An example is Campbell’s “Digital 
Literacy In Your Own Words”, where students were asked to evaluate 
the de"nition of digital literacy prior to learning any of the materials 
in class. This assignment is part of a larger series of discussion board 
posts that collectively built toward proposing a curated collection on 
Fabric. In her own words, Campbell described this assignment as a 
“sca#olding discussion” in which students were allowed to start from 
a self-de"ned point from which they could develop further on digital 
literacy knowledge and skills. Assignments that Campbell deployed 
after this sca#olding assignment include “What is digital literacy?,” 
wherein students reviewed digital literacy de"nitions from a broad 
range of academic sources, and the capstone re!ective assignment, 
“Exploring the Fabric of Digital Life,” which explicitly asked students 
to assess their own digital literacy against the signi"cance of “fabric of 
(digital) life” as a metaphor for an archive. 

Instructors who participated for more than one semester in this 
study adapted to the changing learning environment (due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic) and implemented changes into their pedagogy. 
Campbell deployed many of the same assignments from the spring 
semester, adding to the summer semester another re!ective activity, 
“Digital Literacy In Your Own Words,” while phasing out “Final Digital 
Literacy Survey” and reorganizing her asynchronous deployment of 
assignment modules. Her students evaluated their understanding of 
social action, rhetorical agency, digital archives, digital literacy, and 
how they might apply these concepts to future careers and endeavors.

The approaches and assignment activities in the available set 
of data showed that digital literacy can be taught and addressed 
in multiple ways. More importantly, the use of a less familiar 
technology such as the Fabric archive allowed instructors to discuss 
its technological and rhetorical e#ects intentionally. When learning 
activities are compared to pedagogical approaches three patterns 
appear: 1) instructors who used Fabric as an archive focused their 
assignments unanimously on curation, 2) when instructors chose to 
use Fabric as a subject, a majority (three out of four) of the assignments 
were tied to re!ection activities, 3) lastly, when Fabric was used as a 
resource, all four learning activities were used, demonstrating that 
using a platform like Fabric as a resource provided the most !exibility 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hVecc616Hr1qxV04js7Cfm4UL-yLdCll/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ONX7bHgZPyfyWsTcKj8I5U9gVPjvevBp/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1OTHsLCB6S4mvcACQPdwLxyqYwH1QINTx/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/192jBoY_WeEQNK8CKxoKSTQvMXNWZj1rt/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/192jBoY_WeEQNK8CKxoKSTQvMXNWZj1rt/edit
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and freedom in terms of curriculum design.  Next, we examine the 
extent to which the assignment deployments and use of Fabric was 
meaningful to the instructors and students in this study.

To what extent are the assignments meaningful to students and 
the instructor?

Student survey. Students were invited to share their experience 
with the assignments and Fabric through individual surveys. Four 
instructors––Duin, Hocutt, Veeramoothoo, and Davis––administered 
the survey questionnaires in their respective courses. The survey asked 
students to respond to the following questions: 

• SQ1: To what extent has your work with the Fabric of Digital Life 
in!uenced your understanding of digital literacy?

• SQ2: What were the most challenging aspects of this 
assignment? Why? How did you overcome them?

Participation in the survey was completely voluntary. From a total 42 
survey respondents, the number of students who responded to SQ1 
was 25 and SQ2 was 21. 

How did Fabric in!uence students’ understanding of digital 
literacy? In response to SQ1, 12 students explicitly claimed a positive 
experience with course topics, activities, or practices that contributed 
to their growth in information literacy and digital literacy, and 
understanding of the scope and impact of digital literacy, rhetoric, or 
emerging technologies (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Areas or concepts students (N=12) claimed improvement in. 
Topics Number of 

Responses
Representative Quotes

Understanding of the 
impact of either digital 
literacy, rhetoric, or 
emerging technologies.

7 "Archiving as research 
practice on Digital Fabric 
of Life creates a new 
perspective on digital 
literacy as it requires you 
to critically think about a 
digital technology. " [A02]

"It has made me think of 
digital literacy extending 
beyond educational 
platforms into social media. 
I had not considered 
that avenue as a way to 
understand composition, 
but now see the 
connection." [H04]

Understanding of digital 
literacy. 

3 "My understanding 
of digital literacy has 
expanded beyond my 
previous ideas, that digital 
literacy is merely tools and 
their application in the 
classroom. I now see digital 
literacy as a concept that is 
continuously changing, and 
I am more aware of what 
that shift means. " [H01]
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Information assessment 
and literacy.

2 “Working on the Fabric 
of Digital Life has helped 
me improve my ability 
to use information 
and communication 
technologies in order to 
gather information and 
evaluate its bene"ts.” [C12]

Interestingly, few students directly attributed their positive 
learning experience to Fabric, others saw Fabric mainly as a vehicle 
for their learning. A notable example is one student’s response that 
Fabric itself did not “necessarily [in!uence] my understanding of digital 
literacy. However… the Fabric of Digital Life has de"nitely in!uenced 
my understanding of what digital literacy encompasses.” This example, 
along with others, cited Fabric as a means to understanding course 
concepts or as a tool for gaining exposure to objects, student work, 
or experiences that expanded their understanding of either digital 
literacy, rhetoric, or emerging technologies. 

Eight students speci"ed the activities that helped them better 
understand course topics, as shown in Table 3. Five students described 
Fabric as a setting for developing concepts and de"nitions related 
to digital literacy and through engaging in archive-related work. 
Three students discussed how the collaborative nature of working 
with group members and Fabric was bene"cial, while also providing 
commentary on how digital literacy learning applies to professional 
and industrial pathways or how archives could serve as sites for 
professional and personal development.
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Table 3. Activities and practices students (N=8) mentioned. 

Activities/Practices Number of 
Responses 

Representative 
Quotes

Using Fabric to re"ne 
de"nitions of concepts in 
the assignment.

5 “Archiving as research 
practice on Digital 
Fabric of Life creates 
a new perspective 
on digital literacy 
as it requires you to 
critically think about 
a digital technology. 
It forces you to be 
clear, which can 
be a challenge 
especially when a 
digital artifact doesn't 
necessarily fall into 
an available category, 
like embeddable or 
ingestible.” [A02]

Engaging collaborative 
aspects of Fabric projects 
in assignments. 

3 “I developed a deeper 
understanding of 
the Fabric and the 
concept of digital 
literacy through this 
collaborative process. 
With our work on this 
project, we were able 
to dive into detail 
about the importance 
and/or potential for 
certain technologies 
to vastly improve 
communication in the 
workplace.” [C03]

Responses to SQ1 demonstrate that students were aware of the 
literacy learning objectives that have been presented to them and 
some students believed that they have improved because of working 
with Fabric. As well, some students readily cited their e#orts in 
collaboration and rede"ning concepts alongside their work with Fabric 
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as a productive learning experience. 

What challenges did students encounter? For SQ2, students 
responded with a variety of challenges they experienced in their Fabric 
assignments (see Table 4). Several of the challenges students cited 
relate to the rhetorical nature of archival work, while others focused 
on the language skills necessary to describe archive elements and 
digital literacy concepts, as well as navigating the visual components 
of the archive itself. A majority (15 out of 21) of the student’s responses 
described challenges related to rhetoric or in analyzing or designing 
arguments for archivable objects on Fabric. 

Table 4. Challenges students (N=21) experienced in Fabric 
assignments. 

Topic Students 
Cited as 
Challenging

Number of 
Responses

Representative Quotes

Concern over 
audience ability 
to understand 
objects, 
collection, etc.

5 "We often ran into issues with, 
for instance, our understanding 
of how our artifact should be 
presented to the class based 
on how we described it in the 
proposal, and thus needed to 
work extensively to ensure that 
everyone was on the same page. 
" [C03] 

"The collection was a mess and 
sometimes hard to follow, I 
suspect because it was created 
by other students. I had a hard 
time putting together thoughts 
or "ndings on the collection 
items because it wasn't put 
together in any speci"c way that 
would be conducive to readers' 
understanding." [K05]
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Understanding 
the scope and 
boundaries of a 
collection.

5 "When I was initially introduced 
to this assignment, I was not 
really sure what the collection 
really was because there were so 
many di#erent technologies on 
the website. The concept of this 
collection seemed so broad and 
I never knew that nearly anyone 
could upload to an archive." [C11] 

"I think the most challenging 
aspect of this activity was 
choosing what objects would 
best "t this project. " [C12]

De"ning 
archivability and 
deciding what 
technologies are 
“archivable.”

3 "I think that for me the toughest 
aspect is convincing others that 
my digital interactions through 
a professional Facebook page 
are meaningful enough and 
impactful enough to save as a 
“picture” of how my students 
learn to write. What is even 
more interesting is the idea 
that my very artifact will likely 
be laughable further down the 
road because the tedious job of 
seeking instructional ideas will 
probably be replaced by robots 
or something." [H01]

Semantics and 
metadata.

3 "The most challenging aspect of 
the assignment was choosing the 
metadata." [A03] 

"I would say that de"ning key 
terms and selecting certain 
categories for the artifacts within 
the metadata sheet was the most 
challenging to me." [Ann04]
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Navigation 
archive.

2 "I think the most challenging 
part was the overall format of the 
website. " [K02] 

"For myself, I would say that the 
hardest aspect was "nding the 
right artifacts. There are so many 
on the website itself that it is 
fairly di$cult to go back and "nd 
legacy content." [A01]

Having the right 
vocabulary to 
understand and 
describe digital 
literacy. 

1 "I found that I did not have quite 
enough or the right vocabulary 
to both write about the subject 
and easily understand the subject 
of digital literacy." [K07]

Subjectivity and 
rhetorical practice 
of archiving.

1 "The most challenging point of 
the assignment was building 
a su$cient argument for why 
or why not this collection did 
the job. I thought this was the 
hardest because they were 
all good, some detailed more 
than others, but it de"nitely 
varies from person to person 
based on success. Some would 
easily say that the information 
was su$cient enough while 
some others could see the 
same information and fell a 
disconnect." [K04]

Understanding 
rhetorical choices 
of curators.

1 "Something I found challenging 
is going in with limited 
information. Meaning I wouldn't 
know much about where the 
collection started or came from. 
I'd have to piece those together 
by what information is provided." 
[K01]

In addition to explaining the challenges they faced, eight students 
also volunteered descriptions of the methods they used to overcome 
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certain challenges related to Fabric and their assignments (see Table 
5). Overall, these students chose to simplify the concept or problem, 
adopt slower and more methodical e#orts to learn the materials, and 
in one case, focus their project directly on the challenges of navigating 
the Fabric archive. 

Table 5. Students’ (N=8) self-described methods for overcoming 
challenges related to Fabric.

Challenges Methods to 
Overcome 
Challenges

Number of 
Responses

Representative 
Quotes

Found navigation 
of the archive 
di$cult.

Conscious e#ort or 
meticulous detail.  

Focus analysis 
and assignment 
direction towards 
the challenge.

2 "the website was 
very confusing 
to operate and 
the info was not 
well organized. 
I overcame it by 
taking the time to 
sort through the 
info" [K06] 

"I think the most 
challenging part 
was the overall 
format of the 
website. A lot of 
the artifacts were 
not arranged in a 
meaningful way 
which made it 
hard to utilize and 
analyze. I overcame 
this challenge by 
using this as a point 
in my analysis. I 
explained that this 
was a !aw of the 
collection. " [K02]
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Having limited 
starting 
information

Conscious e#ort or 
meticulous detail.  

2 "Some things I 
found challenging 
is going in with 
limited information. 
Meaning I wouldn't 
know much 
about where the 
collection started 
or came from. 
I'd have to piece 
those together by 
what information 
is provided. 
Fourntuenly, I do 
have pretty good 
attention to detail 
so I can pick some 
of those aspects up." 
[K01]



86

Developing Digital Literacy

Understanding 
scope of project 
or concept.

Simplifying 
or narrowing 
a concept to 
a “working 
de"nition”

Simplifying 
or narrowing 
deliverables. 

2 “... it helped me 
to overcome that 
feeling of [being 
overwhelmed]; it 
was almost as if 
my mind, being 
introduced to 
something so 
large for the "rst 
time, and trying to 
understand it from 
both an insider 
and an outsider 
perspective, was 
preventing me 
from being able to 
grasp how I would 
contribute to as well 
as bene"t from it. 
So I focused solely 
on that idea of 
capturing an image, 
and understanding 
how the image itself 
both represents that 
rhetoric and is the 
rhetoric.” [H03]

Inability to 
explain or 
describe digital 
literacy concepts. 

Conscious e#ort or 
meticulous detail.  

1 "I found that I did 
not have quite 
enough or the right 
vocabulary to both 
write about the 
subject and easily 
understand the 
subject of digital 
literacy. I did a lot 
of careful reading 
on the website and 
of the artifacts in 
the collection I was 
examining." [K07]
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When H03 and C12 experienced di$culties understanding a 
concept or the scope of their project, they turned to simplifying the 
concept or narrowing the deliverables for their project into more 
manageable concepts or size. This helped to resolve ambiguity and a 
sense of being overwhelmed. When students confronted challenges 
of understanding digital literacy, project direction and focus, and 
archive navigation, students chose to adopt more meticulous readings 
of the materials and chose to spend more time with the material to 
ensure that they understood digital literacy concepts and the available 
directions their project could take. As an extension of this method, one 
student, K02, responded that when they found Fabric challenging to 
understand, they decided to focus their assignment on the challenges 
of navigating Fabric. 

In addition to the challenges posed by Fabric and digital literacy 
concepts, students also faced challenges with group collaboration. 
Overall, students did not attribute collaboration challenges to Fabric 
personnel, nor their instructors; instead, students responded solely 
about challenges in peer collaboration. Table 6 shows the speci"c 
collaboration challenges and how students attempted to overcome 
them. 
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Table 6. Students’ (N=7) self-described methods for overcoming 
collaboration challenges.

Challenges Methods to 
Overcome 
Challenges

Number 
of 
Responses

Representative Quotes

Timing and 
schedule for 
group work. 

Increased 
communication.

Breaking tasks 
into smaller 
deliverables 
and creating a 
schedule. 

3 "I think the biggest 
challenge we faced was 
having limited time and 
limited in person work 
time... However, we 
overcame this challenge 
by communicating more 
over text and group 
members asking questions 
if they were confused 
rather than not doing 
anything."[C05] 

"The most challenging 
aspect of this activity, 
maybe, was the limited 
amount of time to write 
and edit the proposal... 
However, my group and I 
overcame this challenge 
by incorporating time and 
deadlines to edit." [C06]
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Having 
an agreed 
understanding 
of or vision for 
the project. 

Increased 
communication, 
honest expression, 
and compromise.

2 "The most challenging 
aspect of this project was 
making sure everyone 
was on the same page 
and agreeing on what we 
wanted to introduce as 
our artifacts. The hardest 
part about this process 
was that none of us were 
quite sure about what the 
project was but once we 
had a clear understanding 
of what to do we were 
able to think of a few 
di#erent solutions." [C02]

Online 
collaboration 
technical 
challenges.

Trusting 
teammates to “do 
the work”.

Increased 
communication 
and choosing 
what work was 
done in and out of 
class. 

2 "The most challenging 
aspect of this activity was 
the presentation because 
it is hard to get a full run-
down of what the other 
person doing OneDrive 
was going to say. Real-
time collaboration is easy 
in a document, but going 
into a presentation with 
a person that you have 
only been able to talk to 
through a screen is hard 
to do. I could have used 
FlipGrid to see what he 
would say during the 
presentation, but I put 
enough trust in him and it 
paid o#." [C07] 

Productivity 
challenges.

Pressuring peers. 1 "Overcoming the 
Thanksgiving mood, I 
basically pestered and 
guilt tripped them." [C01]

Generally, students described the challenges in maintaining a 
productive work schedule for their assignments, creating shared 
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understandings of their project and team contributions, as well as 
timing, scheduling, and technical challenges. It should be noted that 
students in these responses placed great in!uence on increasing 
communications with peers to overcome technical, conceptual, and 
project-based collaboration challenges.

Instructor re!ections. Instructors provided re!ections in their 
shared Google Drive folder and in their bi-weekly involvement in BDL 
group discussions about digital literacy pedagogy. These re!ections 
focused on two main topics: 
• RQ1: How has Fabric impacted your course design and 

understanding of digital literacy pedagogy?
• RQ2: How did the multi-institutional collaboration a#ect your own 

understanding of digital literacy pedagogy?
Table 7 shows the sub-topics instructors re!ected on as pertained 

to both the BDL collaboration and Fabric. As BDL instructors developed 
their pedagogies and re!ected on the process, they noted that 
collaborating with peers from other institutions proved valuable in 
helping them design and deploy their own assignments. 

Table 7. Instructors’ (N=13) re!ection themes.

Sub-topics Number of 
Responses

Representative Quotes

Collaborating with 
other instructors helped 
them to develop digital 
literacy pedagogy as they 
discussed, rede"ned, and 
learned from each other.

5 “It allowed me to learn from the 
experiences of other instructors 
before my class started work on 
the Fabric assignment. Thus, it 
gave me time to learn how to 
teach my Fabric assignment to 
my class.” [Veeramoothoo]

Cross-collaboration 
between institutes 
provided a rich learning 
environment for 
themselves to improve as 
instructors, collaborators, 
and researchers. 

3 “We are not often exposed to 
pedagogy-in-practice outside 
our institutions during our 
training as teachers (and 
sometimes not exposed to much 
pedagogical diversity within our 
institutions), and as such, being 
a part of a collaboration that has 
grown to include people at all 
stages of teaching experience 
has contributed a lot to my own 
teaching style.” [Stambler]
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Working with Fabric 
shifted or helped to 
dispel assumptions 
about student technical 
pro"ciency. 

2 “Students know certain aspects 
of our digital culture, but not all 
of it, and to assume this makes 
them digitally literate in a way 
that helps them in classes does 
them a disservice, one I am guilty 
of.” [Misak]

Working with other 
instructors from di#erent 
institutions helped them 
teach their course by 
providing resources or by 
providing insights that 
helped to improve their 
assignment.

2 “When I "rst started, I relied 
on the resources that the 
team provided. One key set of 
resources were examples of 
past assignments that members 
used. Looking at these helped 
me de"ne what I wanted to do 
with my own class. Throughout 
the semester, I also learned 
about the assignments that 
other BDL members have been 
implementing in their classes. 
In my experience, this kind of 
sharing has been a key element 
to our team.” [Veeramoothoo]

"Being accepted as a participant 
in the Building Digital Literacy 
project was in many ways the 
missing piece of this puzzle for 
me. I no longer saw literature 
—Science Fiction in particular 
—as bound by literary criticism 
or traditional concepts and 
contexts. " [Fonash]

Adding Fabric to 
their course added 
additional avenues and 
opportunities outside 
typical subject areas for 
their students to pursue.

1 “Introducing Fabric to my 
students, even if they did not 
choose to create a collection 
for their project, opened up 
an avenue to discuss possible 
applications for our discussions 
on the connections between 
language, culture, community, 
and technology.” [Gonzales]

Notably, some instructors discussed how their work of integrating 
Fabric into their courses had helped them personally to dispel some of 
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their assumptions about what technical literacies students have when 
they arrive in the course, citing that they had over-estimated student’s 
abilities. This shows that using a digital platform like Fabric can provide 
a meaningful way for instructors to rectify negative assumptions 
and build assignments that better meet students at their current 
competencies. 

In addition to providing an opportunity for instructors to see 
student development as they encounter a new digital technology, 
BDL instructors also noted that collaborating with peers from other 
institutions furthered their own exposure and development of their 
digital literacy pedagogies. Five instructors described how engaging 
with and learning from their peers was valuable to developing their 
deployments. This collaborative approach to teaching and learning 
to teach with a platform like Fabric in their courses provided a unique 
opportunity for instructors to bene"t from the previous deployments 
of other instructors who deployed their Fabric assignments earlier 
in the course and during the earlier stages of this study. Aside from 
learning from instructors who had deployed Fabric assignments prior, 
three instructors also discussed how working with their peers provided 
exposure to pedagogical practices and professional development 
experiences as an educator. 

Overall, these instructor re!ections showed that the participating 
instructors found both collaborating with other BDL participants in 
curriculum design, pedagogical discussions on digital literacy, as well 
as using the Fabric archive to be meaningful for instructors in both 
professional and pedagogical capacities. 

Implications and Conclusion
Digital literacy is imperative to TPC professional development. 
Continuing the scholarly trajectory of our "eld in building frameworks 
to support student digital literacy development, we have turned to 
assignments that deployed a digital archive to understand instructor 
strategies and student responses. Our "ndings covered a broad range 
of topics; these topics present opportunities to re!ect and understand 
the various implications of digital literacy learning activities for TPC 
programs at large, including the role of technology in cultivating 
student digital literacy, sustainable scholarship, and the value of 
collaborative inquiry in TPC pedagogical innovations. 

A Sustainable Vision of Collaborative Inquiry
As stated in earlier sections, this study was a coordinated e#ort 
between seven institutes from across the United States and Canada, 
as well as Fabric sta# members. During the three semesters covered 
in this study, 20 unique assignments were deployed, 42 students 
volunteered responses, and a total of 15 archival collections were 
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curated as part of our collaboration with Fabric. As well, numerous 
publications were completed or accepted, and some are currently in-
press. Coordinating this e#ort including facilitating the discussions, 
collecting re!ections among participants, analyzing data, and 
pursuing grant work and federal funding were made possible largely 
in-part due to a shared devotion and a sense of urgency to address 
the digital literacy imperative––as TPC students face an ever-widening 
array of technologies that a#ect their personal and professional lives. 

This sense of urgency and devotion helped establish the 
collaborative spirit that participants found within the BDL cohort; 
however, shared devotion and collective identity formed out of a sense 
of urgency is only one part of the collaborative inquiry. Extensive 
record keeping and pre-emptive autoethnographic work, as well as 
leadership initiative from participants guided the results of this study. 
Pre-emptive measures to record interactions and events allowed for 
retrospective and forensic approaches to our research through video 
recordings of discussions, self-reported tracking of assignments, 
students responses, and a detailed list of contributed collections. 
This allowed researchers coordinating the study an ability to provide 
holistic accounts of activity within the Fabric and BDL community. 

Similarly, encouraging participants to not only contribute to 
discussions of pedagogy but also to engage in collaborative research 
helped produce an environment wherein participants connected 
with one another, formed professional relationships with entities 
outside their own institution, and empowered participants to engage 
in related scholarly work that included participants from this study. 
By bringing together participants who share the same urgency for 
developing digital literacy pedagogy that meets students where they 
are, by working as a group to pre-emptively facilitate record-keeping, 
and by growing a collaborative ecosystem for participating educators 
and scholars, e#orts to continue digital literacy pedagogy research 
becomes sustainable through collaborative inquiry. 

What Can Students Teach Us About Digital Literacy Development
TPC instructors are challenged two-fold to meet students where they 
are and to update their pedagogical practices to face the ever-growing 
needs of the "eld. TPC instructors may consider in what ways the 
student-centered strategies uncovered in this study could be applied 
to their own settings. As we have learned from this study, students 
are well-positioned to inform TPC scholars and instructors about the 
challenges they face in navigating and negotiating with novel techne, 
identifying where learning is occurring for them, and the strategies 
they developed to meet the challenges of TPC coursework.  

Hovde and Renguette (2017) reminded TPC instructors to 
emphasize the human condition in designing curriculum that 
integrates technical learning objectives with humanities studies. 
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Students in this study made it clear that the motivation for learning 
and the challenges in digital literacy development extend beyond 
technical pro"ciencies and the technology itself. Although students 
undoubtedly faced a steep learning curve in learning to comprehend 
and navigate Fabric e#ectively, they identi"ed non-technical 
challenges above all others and the challenges that students 
remembered most (as surveys were administered at the end of 
each assignment deployment) were those with social, cultural, and 
rhetorical aspects.

Indeed, the students have shifted and expanded our focus from 
using Fabric as a tool for building digital pro"ciency to encompassing 
various aspects leading away and toward Fabric. Fabric as an archival 
technology wasn’t necessarily the source or setting of learning, as 
students were keen to point out. Instead, their learning and digital 
literacy development occurred through tangential and deeply-
integrated activities surrounding and containing the archive itself. 
Through analyzing the objects that Fabric contains, and through 
the cultural lenses and perspectives brought to students by their 
coursework, students situated themselves, the technologies, and 
society within the larger paradigm of techne. 

In managing these complex and at times ambiguous relationships 
with techne, students sought strategies to simplify, sort, and clarify 
meanings and processes. By breaking down some of the complex 
assignments into more "nite and manageable units, students 
rearranged and simpli"ed their projects into viable deliverables. 
Through sorting objects into pre-existing schemas and by harnessing 
compartmentalized deliverables, students were able to manage the 
challenges the assignments presented. And through meticulous 
revisitation of the materials they generated with Fabric, and their 
conscious e#orts in synthesizing visions of their outcomes, students 
were able to meet the challenges that Fabric brought to their progress 
with each assignment’s learning outcomes.

Collaborate to Innovate
This study has reinforced the notion of technology-enhanced learning 
routinely emphasized by TPC scholars and instructors––that we 
need to let students experiment with di#erent technologies so they 
can cultivate new skills and literacies. In this study we focused on 
an archival technology, which has brought some refreshing but not 
necessarily dramatic insights about technology-enhanced learning. 
Indeed, (new) technology is usually a main ingredient in spicing up 
authentic learning, but what else? The nuance we learned from the 
various assignment designs and deployments, as well as the student 
and instructor experiences, is that collaborative scholarship (research 
+ teaching) makes possible innovative pedagogical approaches in 
developing digital literacy.
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Throughout our analysis, we’ve observed a variety of learning 
activities instructors adopted which relate to their approach to 
deploying Fabric in the course. In articular, it seemed that using 
archives as a resource for the course provided !exibility for course 
activities, whereas using Fabric as an archive––or more generally, using 
a technology as it was meant to be used––provided less !exibility 
in terms of what learning activity can be suitably deployed. As TPC 
instructors consider ways to involve archives like Fabric in their course, 
special considerations should be paid to the way new technologies 
are incorporated in the course and the limitations or constraints this 
kind of deployment imposes on TPC learning activities. It is also worth 
noting that with only three methods for integrating Fabric into the 
course, we observed quite a variety of possible learning activities 
designed within a short period. With more TPC scholars and educators 
participating in the BDL project each semester, we anticipate even 
greater variety in learning activities. 

Thanks to funding by CPTSC, the current study bene"ted from a 
diverse group of educators and emerging scholars who came together 
to learn and experiment with an established technological platform, 
Fabric. Out of this collaboration, instructors from multiple institutions 
and their respective students had the opportunity to take a stab at an 
unfamiliar technology––to understand how it works, who and what it 
serves, and where and how it impacts numerous aspects of work and 
life––so they can together develop greater con"dence in encountering 
emerging technologies. 

For teachers, this kind of collaboration sparks pedagogical 
innovation. They learn from one another’s approaches, adapt these 
approaches for their own contexts, and share results so others can 
repeat the cycle of shared learning. To them, innovation is not some 
kind of grand event that a person achieves. Instead, innovation is a 
byproduct of sharing resources, fostering pedagogical diversity, and 
helping others succeed. While all of these sentiments might come 
across as utopic, they were the week-to-week experiences of the 
BDL participants in this study. They were not without ambivalence, 
doubts, or curiosity, however. Notably, instructors took notice of 
their own preconceived notions of student’s competencies in areas 
of digital literacy development. As we have learned more broadly 
from the instructors’ re!ections, these participants were sensible in 
their retrospection and prudent about their own practices. Yet, they 
acknowledged the importance of being in a community of inquiry. 

Collaborative pedagogical innovation is crucial for the 
development of TPC instructions and student digital literacy 
development. Based on our "ndings in this study, we’re emboldened 
to recommend a culture of collaboration in digital literacy 
development. TPC instructors should come together through 
di#erent means to share resources, ideas, and feedback. Our scholarly 
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community needs to create a sustainable space for new and expert 
scholars to exchange insights. We need to invite and encourage 
instructors to combine knowledge, expertise, practices, inspirations, 
and methods. In other words, collaboration is imperative for 
innovation.

Future research 
Certainly, this study is limited by the number of participants who were 
willing to share their time and insights with us. It was also bounded 
by the technology we deployed. Future studies interested in the 
strategies for developing digital literacy should consider collaboration 
opportunities and innovative pedagogical approaches with other 
emerging technologies. As BDL continues to evolve, we aspire to 
investigate the digital literacy imperative involving the following 
angles: 
• How can we support collaborative pedagogical innovations in a 

programmatic way?
• How can we create stronger and more sustainable partnerships 

with emerging technologies for the purpose of long-term, 
meaningful collaboration?  

• How can we evaluate the e#ects and impact of emerging 
technologies in writing pedagogy, while giving students the 
autonomy to shape their learning? 
The BDL project continues to be informed by these questions 

and the research directions shared by its collaborators. As an open 
collaborative, we invite the Programmatic Perspectives readership to 
join us on this journey.
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Abstract. Global, national, and state proponents of open educa-
tional resources (OERs) have argued for their value based on data 
suggesting that they have saved students billions of dollars in 
textbook costs. However, cost savings are just the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to the conversations that technical and profes-
sional communication (TPC) should be having as programs and 
individual faculty evaluate adopting OER, and other free-digital 
and low-cost materials, in their courses. To create a foundation 
for a strategic conversation about OERs and TPC, this article o#ers 
"ve categories of challenges that we have identi"ed by talking to 
students and faculty at our home institution and by reviewing the 
literature about OERs in higher education. These "ve categories 
are: Awareness, Choice, Quality, E$cacy and Use. The article ends 
with suggestions for further research about OERs in TPC, especially 
in the areas of usability and user experience, and a call to a more 
coordinated "eld-level approach. 
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The following points underscore one of the major reasons open 
educational resources (OERs) have garnered so much attention among 
various media, governments, non-pro"t organizations, academic 
institutions, and research groups (our emphasis):

• In 2015, Student Public Interest Research Groups estimated 
that if every undergraduate in the United States had one 
of their traditional $100-textbooks displaced by an open 
textbook, students would save more than $1 billion per year 
(Senack, 2015).

• In 2016, nearly 5.2 million U.S. undergraduates spent a total of 
$3 billion dollars of their "nancial aid on textbooks (Senack & 
Donoghue, 2016).

• In 2020, the OER publisher OpenStax announced that over 
eight years, their collection of no-cost textbooks had been 
used by 36,000 instructors and saved 14 million college 
students a combined $1.2 billion (Falk, 2020), nearly doubling 
the $616 million saved by a combined 6.2 million students two 
years earlier in 2018 (Ruth, 2018). 

Billions of student dollars saved is a lot of money, and big-money 
numbers have made for powerful arguments, especially in higher 
education where resources for universities, faculty, and students 
are notoriously tight, particularly during the belt-tightening caused 
by COVID-19. As such, the trend towards a wider adoption of OERs 
in higher education broadly, and in technical and professional 
communication (TPC) more speci"cally, is often warranted by the 
potential to save students money. And students by and large agree: 
unsurprisingly, most would prefer a course text that they do not have 
to pay for, at least in the traditional out-of-their-pockets sense.

Cost savings, however, are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to 
the conversations that TPC should be having and needs to be having 
as programs and individual faculty evaluate adopting OER material in 
their courses. In TPC, the authoring and adoption of OERs has gained 
momentum and visibility recently in tandem with broader investment 
from states and universities in the development of OERs. Increasingly, 
it seems like a good idea, if not an ethical imperative, for TPC programs 
and faculty of introductory technical writing courses to consider 
substituting commercial textbook materials for OERs. Doing this, 
however, is not necessarily a simple substitution of two like things. On 
the contrary, the ecosystem of OERs brings with its advantages a host 
of other issues and questions. 

To further complicate the discussion, it’s also important to 
identify just what we mean when we talk about OERs. In fact, OERs 
are just one part of a larger, ever-evolving ecosystem of other free 
and otherwise open solutions. Traditional OERs coexist (or not) 
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alongside free- and open-source software, open access, open data, 
and crowdsourcing platforms. In addition to traditional open licensing 
for teaching, learning, and research materials, digital or otherwise, 
TPC instructors today pragmatically and freely use a variety of other 
resources that have no-direct cost to users but that also implement 
commercial copyright licenses, such as YouTube videos, TEDTalks, 
Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab (OWL), social media, and more. 
This also includes institution-level subscriptions through the college 
or university library (for example, our own library’s subscription to the 
IEEE Guide to Writing in the Engineering and Technical Fields) and OER-
creation platforms through o$ces of academic innovation (OAIs) and 
similar o$ces (e.g., our own OAI’s subscription to Pressbooks, a popular 
open-source WordPress OER e-publishing platform among academic 
institutions). Some new OER models also create free textbooks for 
students but then sell copies to students, faculties, and programs 
outside of the college/university. In this article, we generally adopt a 
broad scope de"nition of OERs, meaning learning resources that have 
no direct cost to students and that are usually accessed digitally. Some 
of the research that we cite, however, maintains a narrower, traditional 
de"nition of OERs, and we endeavor to clarify for the reader when 
these distinctions matter to our argument.

In order to provide a foundation for an informed discussion about 
OERs in TPC, this article o#ers "ve categories of issues, challenges, 
and barriers that we have identi"ed in the broader literature that we 
believe also face TPC faculty when adopting and adapting OERs for use 
in the online or in-person classroom: 

• Awareness: Do faculty and students know of, where, and how 
to "nd OERs for TPC? 

• Choice: Among the available OERs for TPC, how do we decide 
which ones to use?

• Quality: How do and should OERs for TPC compare to 
commercial textbooks?

• E#cacy: Are student learning outcomes maintained in current 
OERs for TPC?

• Use: How do students really use, engage with, and experience 
current OERs for TPC?

We o#er this analysis because there is currently no de"nitive place that 
faculty, students, researchers, and administrators can go to answer 
these and related questions. This article gathers what is known from 
the broader OER literature and synthesizes this into information for 
programs transitioning to, or currently using, OERs for their TPC. Below, 
we discuss our experience introducing OER texts into introductory 
TPC courses at our own institution while sorting through the broader 
literature of the open pedagogy movement. In addition, we gathered 
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voices and perspectives from our own faculty and students and put 
them in conversation with the broader literature. 

Our aim is to articulate for TPC instructors, researchers, and 
administrators alike what we found to be the most important 
challenges and opportunities that OERs bring to our "eld currently. 
Based on this information, we try to o#er ways forward for TPC to 
adopt a more informed and evidence-based value system for the 
wide adoption of OER textbooks in introductory TPC courses so that 
researchers and professional organizations can focus their energy on 
addressing the most pressing issues for the "eld.

Our Journey with OERs at Our Institution
At our institution (a large western metropolitan state university) our 
journey with OERs and TPC began as a working group of instructors 
funded by an open education initiative from our university library to 
create instructor resources for the adoption of OERs in introductory 
technical writing courses. To meet this goal, we opted not to write 
another OER on introductory TPC topics; instead, we undertook 
authoring an instructor’s guide to choosing and adapting existing 
OERs for TPC. Our aim was to reduce the primarily adjunct and 
graduate assistant instructor labor required for "nding relevant, 
quality OERs and other no-cost-to-student resources for introductory 
technical writing courses. 

After nine months of work, in May 2020 we published the 
OER Guide for WR 227 Instructors on our university’s open access 
publishing platform (Read et al., 2020). The OER Guide o#ers 
suggestions for instructors of Introduction to Technical Writing at our 
institution (WR 227) on how to choose OER resources for a technical 
writing course and reviews commonly used OER TPC textbooks. In 
addition, the OER Guide includes a topic-based resource for instructors 
searching for OERs about specialized technical writing topics that are 
often overlooked (e.g., usability, video production, etc.). 

After publishing the OER Guide, however, we felt that, given the 
length and complexity of our working group’s conversations about 
OERs and TPC, there was more to say and research about the topic. 
When we "rst embarked on the project to develop the OER Guide for 
instructors of introductory technical writing courses at our institution, 
we began our grand OER adventure with our own practical knowledge 
based on our own experiences teaching the course. However, 
what had begun as discussion about the form and content of the 
developing the OER Guide evolved into discussions driven by deeper 
questions about the value and challenges of OERs for TPC. We started 
having more nuanced conversations about not just the a#ordances 
but also limitations of using OER texts in college classrooms, and we 
realized that we needed some perspective about the adoption and 

https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1032&context=pdxopen
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e$cacy of OERs in higher education more broadly. 
Added to this need to understand the larger OER movement, along 

with feedback on drafts of the OER Guide from TPC instructors during 
professional development sessions funded by the library grant, we 
also realized that we needed to know more about both faculty and 
student experiences with, and perceptions of, OERs for TPC in order to 
advance a more strategic conversation about their value for classes at 
our institution and for TPC as a "eld more generally. Thus, the working 
group evolved into a research group.

To quickly garner more information about the range of student 
experiences with OER materials, we surveyed students from three 
sections of Introduction to Technical Writing at our institution during 
the spring and summer quarters of 2020 (despite the pandemic!) 
(24 students responded; IRB approval granted). These sections relied 
exclusively on no-direct-cost-to students and traditional OER materials, 
including a selection of topics from online texts, including Kennesaw 
State University’s Open Technical Communication textbook and David 
McMurrey’s long-running TPC site, Online Technical Writing, as well as a 
commercial textbook about engineering writing, IEEE Guide to Writing 
in the Engineering and Technical Fields, which was free to students as an 
e-book via an institutional subscription through our university library. 
We asked students to share their experiences and attitudes of the open 
TPC course material in a combination of Likert-scale questions and 
write-in questions about their awareness, perceptions, behaviors, and 
experiences. Student comments cited in the article below are quoted 
from the write-in questions in the student survey. 

In order to get a sense of the range of faculty attitudes and 
experiences with OERs, we asked the seven faculty involved in the 
grant-funded professional development sessions to share their 
thoughts and feelings in a Google Form. They were asked to respond 
to open-ended write-in questions that gave us insight into their 
current thinking about OERs, even though not all faculty had not yet 
fully implemented OERs in their sections of Introduction to Technical 
Writing. Since it was instituted as programmatic research, the faculty 
feedback form was not IRB approved. In this article we refer to the 
faculty data in summarized terms only and "ltered through our 
experiences working with faculty and OERs. Because of the small scale 
of the student and faculty research, our aim was not to report the 
frequency of student and faculty responses or to make generalizations 
about student and faculty attitudes and experiences with OERs. Our 
aim was to begin to document the possible range of responses that 
are out there, which we should be paying attention to in our work 
at our institution. Our assumption going into this research was that 
if an experience or concern with OERs was raised in student and 
faculty responses, then it was likely that at least some other students 
and faculty share the same concerns at our institution and also in 
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institutional contexts similar to ours.
In our review of literature, while charting the landscape of OERs for 

TPC against the backdrop of the OER movement, we quickly realized 
that although the broader OER movement has been documented 
(Bliss & Smith, 2017), when we looked for historical documentation 
about OERs for TPC, we could not "nd any de"nitive authoritative text. 
However, by analyzing OER networks and organizations and collecting 
textual artifacts of various OERs for TPC, we were able to use these 
artifacts to trace some of the openly licensed content back to their 
creative-license origins in the past, which revealed a decades-long TPC 
presence in the broader OER movement.

Five Challenges Facing OERs for TPC
Based on our analysis of the literature on OERs in higher education, 
along with the voices of our students and faculty, we distilled our 
discussion into "ve OER challenges facing TPC: 

1. Awareness
2. Choice
3. Quality
4. E$cacy
5. Use

These challenges are expanded on in the sections below. We begin 
each section with student and faculty voices and perceptions at our 
institution and follow this with a short literature review. In the end, our 
hope is to provide a framework for further conversations and research 
in these areas as they relate to OERs for TPC. 

1. Awareness: OER Adoption Rates on the Rise
One of the common, early conversational threads of our team during 
the researching and drafting of the OER Guide had to do with an 
awareness of OERs, understanding what they are, how they work, 
how many were out there, where they came from, and how we could 
document them in a meaningful way for instructors. It turns out that 
we were not alone. While the term ‘OER’ has formally been around 
since the turn of the century (UNESCO, 2002), awareness of OERs has 
been relatively low according to some studies. We could also not locate 
studies on the levels of awareness of OERs among TPC faculty and 
students speci"cally. However, there is mounting evidence from some 
research that more faculty are adopting and adapting OER material for 
their students at faster rates across the board. 
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What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER 
Awareness
Even though some students have anecdotally told us that they and 
other students will avoid classes with pricey textbooks, the great 
majority of students responding to our student survey indicated that 
they did not register for the technical writing course because they 
would not be required to purchase materials. In fact, most found it to 
be a pleasant surprise that they would not be required to purchase 
a textbook. Student comments also included con"dence in OER 
materials, as well as the suggestion that knowing when registering 
would have been a reason to register for the course. No student 
responded that the discovery of no-cost textbook materials was a 
negative. Students commented:

I love the use of free and low cost materials. I "nd them just 
as e#ective as the overpriced paid ones.

The free textbook is always welcome. I registered for this 
section originally because of scheduling.

Since I found out that the book was free, I was more than 
happy to stay in the class.

I wasn’t aware that the textbook is free for this course 
when I registered. However, I think it would be one of 
the reasons for me to choose the course if I knew the 
information early.

All of the emotional and economic positivity about a free textbook 
aside, this last quote in particular points to an important component 
for TPC instructors, researchers, and administrators: student awareness 
about the cost of materials for a given course is tightly tied to local 
institutional e#orts to tag courses that use OERs in the university 
scheduling and registration systems. If they are aware that course 
materials include free digital resources and low-cost hard copies, this 
could a#ect their choices. 

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Awareness  
The history of open and a#ordable course markings dates back to state 
and federal legislation in the mid-2000s concerning textbook price 
disclosure in an institution’s schedule of classes (Ainsworth et al., 2020). 
Since then, institutions that have launched initiatives to promote OERs 
for students are working to make textbook material cost information 
more visible to students. This includes our state, as an example, which 
passed legislation requiring institutions to “prominently designate 
courses whose course materials exclusively consist of open or free 
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textbooks or other low-cost or no-cost course materials” in course 
descriptions and campus bookstores (H. B. 2871, 2015, p. 2). More 
recently, House Bills introduced in 2021 introduced requirements 
for Oregon public colleges to publicize information on student fees 
and other costs (Powell, 2021). Our institution is making e#orts in 
the direction of making courses with OER materials more visible to 
students, but tagging courses for OERs in university systems is also an 
IT issue that may or may not be easy to implement, depending on the 
program. In the past, we have used workaround email correspondence 
and Google Form surveys to communicate this information. 

Student awareness is driven predominantly by faculty adoption 
and course descriptions, but OER pedagogy varies from instructor 
to instructor, and institution to institution. A 2018 study of Oregon 
students across the state’s 24 institutions of higher learning found that 
students primarily learn about OER materials from their instructors, 
although not early enough to in!uence their course selection at 
the time of registration (Freed et al., 2018). In our own pool of TPC 
instructors who helped build our OER Guide, we had a range of 
di#erent levels of awareness. One of our faculty was speci"cally 
researching OERs, and several of our faculty were also teaching TPC 
courses at local community colleges known for promoting OERs, while 
some were relatively new to OERs and a couple were novices. Our 
group spanned the gamut.

Our own awareness "ndings made us wonder if there were studies 
on OER in TPC, and while we could not "nd any literature speci"c to 
our "eld, several studies have been done over the past few years that 
point to a low-but-increasing awareness among most faculty. Here in 
Oregon, a 2018 report from the state’s Higher Education Coordinating 
Commission (HECC) (Freed et al., 2018) found that while most 
institutions had implemented designations, in particular community 
colleges, “students were not always aware of them, or the information 
had not become available to them, in time to use the designations to 
factor in cost when selecting courses” (Ainsworth et al., 2020, para. 14). 
The 2018 Oregon HECC report essentially found no consistent method 
of marking course schedules across all institutions in the state, and a 
majority of students surveyed were unaware of what the abbreviation 
OER even meant (Freed et al., 2018).  

Low overall OER awareness seems to still be a common refrain 
across the country. According to a national survey in 2017, of 2,700 
faculty across numerous disciplines, approximately one in "ve faculty 
reported that they were either “aware” or “very aware” of OERs and 
Creative Commons (CC) licensing. The level of adoption of OERs was 
less likely; only about one in ten faculty had actually adopted OERs 
(Seaman & Seaman, 2017). 

Low and !uctuating levels of awareness of OERs do not seem 
that surprising. Compared to traditional textbooks, OERs are more 
legislatively fueled and cannot rely on powerful traditional publishing 
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infrastructures and distribution channels fueled by marketing and 
PR machines. However, thanks to federal and state legislation, even 
without traditional textbook publishing mechanisms, awareness of 
OERs seems to have been trending upward over the past few years. 
According to Julia E. Seaman and Je# Seaman (2017), the open-
licensed textbook adoption rate of one in ten faculty in 2016-2017 
represented an increase over the rate of one in twenty from the 
previous year’s study. In the survey conducted a year later, it was 
reported that faculty awareness of OER across the disciplines had 
increased for a third consecutive year, jumping to 46 percent of faculty 
in 2018 aware of OERs, nearly one in two faculty (Seaman & Seaman, 
2018). 

As OERs trend up, however, the rise in choice only introduces its 
own set of unique challenges for teachers and students confronting 
the options. 

2. Choice - The Cornucopia of OER Options
The onus to "nd available OERs for TPC courses is often on instructors 
and writing program administrators, but not all instructors know 
where to "nd such resources. Commonly cited challenges include 
"nding suitable resources in the desired subject area, locating 
resources of su$ciently high quality, and knowing where to locate 
resources (de los Arcos et al., 2015). Options can also vary in type and 
include full courses and partial course modules and materials, full and 
partial textbooks, videos, sample quizzes and tests, special software, 
and many other tools, materials, and techniques used to support 
access to TPC knowledge. One of the strengths of open content is the 
diversity of choices; however, given the number, type, and mode of 
available OERs for TPC, all of this can add up to an overwhelming task 
that can spiral out of scope when developing a syllabus built on OERs. 

For example, try searching for OERs for TPC in one of the common 
platforms available. We used the website MERLOT.org, the oldest OER 
search engine and online creative-commons repository of instructional 
material, which was established in 1997 and is still running today 
(MERLOT, n.d.). Searching for “technical communication” reveals 299 
free textbook results (Figure 1)1. Using the keywords “technical writing,” 
instead of “technical communication” narrows down the number of 
results to 230. Even taking the top 10 titles presented on the "rst page 
of results is not a small amount of material to work through, which 
is what we did for our instructor’s OER guide. There are no platforms 
solely devoted to TPC that help searchers consolidate OERs for TPC 
with/by speci"c TPC standards. That is not to mention that in the end, 
MERLOT is just one of multiple OER platforms to choose from that have 
developed in the decades that MERLOT has been online.

1 https://www.merlot.org/merlot/materials.htm?keywords=technical+
communication&sort.property=relevance
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Figure 1. First Page of 299 Search Results for “Technical Com-
munication” on MERLOT.org

 

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Choice
The issue of choice looks quite a bit di#erent for faculty and students. 
For students, choice is seen primarily as one between text materials 
that they have to purchase versus text materials made freely available 
to them in class, mostly OERs, but also e-books and articles hosted by 
the library as well as free copyrighted materials available online (e.g., 
Purdue’s OWL). For faculty, the issue of choice in the context of OERs is 
related to their labor as instructors.

Responses to the student survey indicated that students would opt 
for a no-cost-to-them text over any alternative, possibly even at the 
cost of quality. And it’s not a surprise, given what studies have shown 
about student access to textbooks being a#ected directly by textbook 
costs (Grimaldi et al., 2019). One respondent was explicit about the 
priority of no-cost over quality: 

Maybe require less reading or use a di#erent textbook. I 
feel like most students aren’t understanding half of what’s 
written in the current one. But if that requires making 
students pay for a new textbook, then de"nitely don’t 
change it.

However, one student respondent did express a willingness to pay 
for quality texts. This response reminds us that there is a population of 
students for whom quality is a preference over cost, especially, we can 
assume, at institutions that enroll students of higher socio-economic 
status. However, at our institution, preference for no-cost texts does 
re!ect the "nancial constraints of the overall student body, which is 
heavily a "rst-generation and lower socio-economic population with a 
high percentage of subsidized federal aid recipients, veterans, transfer 
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students, and others on free and reduced tuition programs. For all 
faculty and programs engaged in incorporating OER texts into courses, 
it is important to ensure that quality textbooks do not become the 
privilege of only the students who can pay for them. 

Responses from the faculty feedback questionnaire regarding 
choice raised concerns about the additional workload required by 
designing a course around OER and other no-cost-to-students digital 
materials. This concern arises from the reality that there are now a 
dizzying number of full-length texts and supplementary materials 
available across the internet for introductory TPC courses. Faculty note 
how it is time consuming, tedious, and di$cult work for an instructor 
to "nd OER materials that will serve all of their course’s modules and 
assignments. In addition, most OER texts available online have been 
developed by faculty for a course at their institution and are therefore 
"nely attuned to the student population at the institution served by 
that course (e.g., they primarily serve engineering, computer science, 
or business students). 

Streamlining instructor labor for "nding and adopting OER 
materials from sites like MERLOT was one of the aims of our OER Guide, 
which suggests choosing a “base text” that serves as a resource for 
about 60 percent of the course modules and assignments and "lling 
in remaining content area gaps by searching for other sources (Read, 
et al., 2020, p. 8). In this scenario, while a so-called base text may help 
ameliorate the problem for students of juggling multiple texts, course 
planning still requires substantial research to track down and vet texts 
that will support the instructor’s unique pedagogy and assignments. 
All of this takes time, especially for new and less experienced 
instructors. 

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Choice
Choices for OERs in TPC have been developing over several decades. 
The term “open educational resources” was globally recognized in 
2002 during a UNESCO forum on the impact of open courseware for 
higher education in developing countries (UNESCO, 2002). The global 
declaration itself was the culmination of the prior decades, as the 
conceptual work of assembling digital resources into instructional 
design in the 1970s and 1980s gave way to the emergent technologies 
that fueled the Internet in the 1990s. 

The year 1994 was particularly active. Muriel Harris and David 
Taylor started the world’s "rst Online Writing Lab at Purdue (Purdue 
Online Writing Lab, 2021). Wayne Hodgins introduced the concepts of 
online learning architectures and learning objects (Wiley, 2002), terms 
that would be adopted into the IEEE’s Learning Technology Standards 
Committee (IEEE Standards Association, 2020). Notability for OER 
enthusiasts, in 1994, James Spohrer was awarded a National Science 
Foundation (NSF) grant for his work on educational object economies 
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(Bliss & Smith, 2017). This NSF grant would allow Spohrer and others 
three years later to launch the Multimedia Education Resource for 
Learning and Online Teaching (aka, MERLOT.org) in 1997. 

MERLOT was a "rst-of-its-kind network, an online-platform-turned-
creative-commons that could serve as an institutional repository of 
free and open instructional material devoted to higher education. 
Managed by California State University’s Center for Distributed 
Learning and hosted by Apple, the platform provided a shared 
framework by which the OER movement could propagate not just the 
open content but the concept and awareness of OERs (MERLOT, n.d.).

The year 1997 is also signi"cant to the history of OERs for TPC, 
as this was the year that a teaching website emerged called Online 
Technical Writing (OTW), created by David McMurrey, a former IBM 
employee, while he was at Austin Community College (McMurrey, 
2001, 2017, n.d.). OTW has become a small but long-running OER 
for TPC presence that has endured since the early days of the online 
OER movement and is still used among TPC faculty today. Over time, 
several state-supported programs have also adopted and adapted 
the OTW text into their own OERs, including the states of Oregon and 
Georgia OERs for TPC (DeSilva et al., 2017, Reardon et al., 2021). 

In the decade that followed UNESCO’s coining of the term 
OER in 2002, the movement went through a period that has been 
referred to as its “open’s adolescence” (Bliss & Smith, 2017, p. 14). 
From the beginning, the broader OER movement was buoyed by 
major philanthropic contributions like the Hewlett Foundation in 
2002 (Hewlett Foundation, 2021); however, after a decade, with no 
formal participation from countries, UNESCO renewed the broader 
conversation again with a new declaration in June 2012 during its 
World OER Congress held at the Paris headquarters (UNESCO, 2012). 

With government assistance came a precipitous rise in OER 
choices. UNESCO’s Digital Library website alone provides many 
responses to the call by various participating countries, from Australia 
to the Kingdom of Bahrain, Brazil, Germany, India, Indonesia, and 
Malaysia (Miao et al., 2016). In North America, Canada is notable 
for its open-ed frontiering. The same year of the Paris declaration, 
Canada piloted an open government license allowing for remixing 
and non-commercial uses in an Open Data project similar to the 
United States’ Creative Commons attribution non-commercial license, 
CC BY-NC (Government of Canada, 2020). Since then, the Canadian 
government has continued to build on this initiative (McGreal et al., 
2016), with Creative Commons Canada emerging in 2018 (Aesoph, 
2019; BCcampus, 2021). Several popular OERs for TPC exist, which in 
our own research group includes Suzan Last’s Essentials of Technical 
Communication at the University of Victoria (Last, 2019) and others 
(BCcampus, 2021).

The United States seems to have been slower to catch up. Even 
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though federal legislation has been championed since 2013 in the 
form of the A#ordable College Textbook Act, the bill has died in 
committee four times in Congress. The most recent version of the bill 
(A#ordable College Textbook Act H.R.2107, 2019; A#ordable College 
Textbook Act S.1036, 2019) was introduced in April of 2019 but did 
not receive a vote (GovTrack, 2021). With legislation stalled, there has 
been some federal agency participation with states. Headed by the 
O$ce of Educational Technology, the U.S. Department of Education’s 
2017 National Education Technology Plan (search hashtag #GoOpen), 
was kicked o# to support states, districts, and educators using OER 
materials (O$ce of Educational Technology, 2020). 

In the absence of federal legislative support for the OER 
movement, states have been comparatively more active, with the 
west coast states in particular leading the charge. Oregon was the 
forerunner in 2015. In 2017, Open Oregon Educational Resources 
sponsored the publication of the state’s "rst o$cial OER speci"cally 
focused on TPC called Technical Writing, (DeSilva et al., 2017), which 
even has some of David McMurrey’s OTW creative commons content. 
California soon followed in 2016, with Washington in 2017 to round 
out the Paci"c Northwest (SPARQ, 2020; Ainsworth et al., 2020). 
These regions, added to the already OER-aware British Columbia 
region, make for a large OER ecosystem. Away from the west coast, 
Georgia has also been highly active in promoting the development 
of OER materials. Most relevant to TPC, Georgia has supported 
the development of a popular OER published by Kennesaw State 
University, Open Technical Communication (OTC), formerly titled Sexy 
Technical Communication, is currently published on the A#ordable 
Learning Georgia (OpenALG) platform (Reardon et al., 2021). 

To understand where each state is in terms of adoption, there are 
state policy trackers, as well as policy playbooks for the creation and 
adoption of OERs on higher-ed campuses, such as the one provided 
by the Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition (SPARC, 
2020), which is composed of hundreds of academic and research 
libraries in the United States and Canada who promote the creation 
and adoption of OERs. According to SPARC, more than half of all U.S. 
states have considered OER legislation in past years, and researchers 
suggest that the trend is likely to continue as OERs have increasingly 
become a more popular strategy for legislators looking to make 
college education more a#ordable and e#ective (SPARC, 2020). This is 
not to mention that if the U.S. Congress decides to pass the A#ordable 
College Textbook Act, it would lead to a whole new blossoming of OER 
choices for TCP here in the United States. 

3. Quality - OER Production Costs and Perceived Value
Even if an OER is free or low cost to students, the resource still costs 
money to create, update, and maintain, not to mention ongoing web 
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maintenance with digital content. Perceptions of quality of OERs by 
students and faculty alike are sometimes the result of the varying 
levels of investment in editorial, design, and production of "rst edition 
OERs and their future editions.

Each OER varies in its production level and maintenance over 
time. Some OERs last longer than others, while other OER content can 
shift over time. One example of a long-lasting OER for TPC that has 
undergone years of updating and re"nement is David McMurrey’s 
OTW, which was launched in 1997. Another example is Kennesaw 
State’s OTC, a revised and modernized remix of OTW, that has itself has 
seen dozens of grant-cycle editing and over time has changed titles, 
platforms, and URLs in its evolution (GALILEO, 2021). In the end, the 
best of what OERs for TPC have to o#er seems to be a mix of both old 
and new: somewhat aged but established "rst-generation content 
revised and combined with newer content and pedagogy served 
through an evolving platform delivery—from David McMurrey’s OTW 
(Figure 2) to Sexy Technical Communication on GALILEO (Figure 3) to 
OTC on OpenALG (Figure 4).

Many OER projects do not have the luxury of a traditional textbook 
publisher or funding from a state agency for dozens of re"nement 
cycles. This real cost of production and maintenance will arise 
occasionally when reading through OERs o#ered on di#erent creative 
commons sites. There is content, for example, that “cannot easily be 
changed or adapted, crude simulations, poorly produced graphics, 
and designs that fail to make clear what academic concepts they are 
meant to illustrate” (Bates, 2019, para. 11). Some OERs for TPC also have 
inaccessible content, such as static PDFs without links headings for 
navigation or other accessible content like alternative text for screen 
readers. Others have unavailable content, like content hyperlinked to 
other platforms that leads to broken URLs. For example, web pages 
with embedded hyperlinks of content on other platforms in OERs 
are not uncommon, e.g., a video from a third-party video-streaming 
service, e.g., YouTube or Vimeo, but this can sometimes have unwanted 
consequences if the content from that account is no longer available 
(Figure 5). These and other legacy editorial artifacts that occasionally 
arise can sometimes confuse students, distract them from their 
reading/learning process and decrease knowledge retention and trust 
in the content.
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Figure 2. Online Technical Writing by David McMurrey

Figure 3. Sexy Technical Communication from Kennesaw State 
University on GALILEO
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Figure 4. Open Technical Communication from Kennesaw State 
University on Open ALG

Figure 5. Unavailable Third-Party Video Streaming Service 
Embedded in Technical Writing on Lumen Learning

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Quality
The issue of how students prioritize or understand the quality of 
textbooks faculty require them to acquire for courses is one where 
there is surprisingly little research, yet we found it to be the most 
interesting takeaway from our survey of students and the faculty 
feedback. What “quality” means, of course, is highly subjective and 
varies according to student and faculty perspectives.
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In the literature, we found that some faculty will equate 
low production value with OERs. One study quoted a full-time 
mathematics professor who encapsulated this perception, “I would like 
to "nd material at low cost, but high quality is more important” (Allen 
& Seaman, 2016, p. 9).

Not surprisingly however, based on our limited survey data, 
for students, quality is most easily assessed in terms of their own 
experience with, or the usability of, the textbook. This student view is 
in contrast with concerns about quality that faculty have expressed, as 
discussed below, such as whether a textbook is designed to teach, up-
to-date, in-depth, and whether it can accommodate multiple learning 
styles. 

The student survey did return limited insight into the usability of 
the course texts. Student perspectives came through in a question that 
asked students to choose their top 5 of 13 listed items that are most 
important to them about textbooks. Across all 24 respondents, these 
5 items were most frequently listed among the respondents’ top "ve 
choices:

• Easy to understand
• Low/no cost 
• Engaging/interesting 
• Easy to use
• Easy to navigate

What we found interesting about what students prioritize is that 
four of these "ve items relate directly to the user experience (UX) 
that students have with the text. Based on the students’ expressed 
priorities, the UX should be “easy” and “engaging.” While it is not really a 
surprise that students would prioritize their experience using the text, 
these priorities contrast with what faculty identify as concerns about 
quality when it comes to textbooks. In fact, items that turned out to be 
more indicative of quality for faculty were among the least frequently 
chosen of the 13 items students could choose from, including 
“Features in-depth coverage” and “Visually appealing.” This di#erence 
in how students and faculty perceive “quality” in textbooks is worthy of 
further study, especially via formal usability testing of textbooks with 
students. 

The most telling takeaway from faculty is that they all expressed 
some amount of concern with the general quality of OERs and other 
no-cost-to-students digital texts. Concerns voiced about quality 
included the depth and breadth of the content in the text, the design 
of the text, the consistency of the design and context across multiple 
course texts and how the ethos of the instructor is impacted by the 
perceived quality of the text by students. 

As we mentioned above, it’s interesting that quality is such a 



118

Open Educational Resources and TPC

concern for faculty, but apparently much less so for students, except 
when understood within the context of usability. Our limited data 
from the student survey seems to suggest that students are concerned 
that the usability of the text be “easy” in its various aspects, whereas 
instructors understand quality more in terms of the design, content, 
and consistency of the text. 

When faculty raise concerns about the quality of texts, it is often 
not just a re!ection of their concern that the content of the texts can 
adequately support their pedagogy and assignments. When it comes 
to developing an authoritative and credible ethos as a teacher of 
technical writing, the overall quality of the texts can matter as well. 
This may be especially true for newer instructors to technical writing, 
who may lean on the authority of the text as a replacement for their 
own lack of experience with the topic and/or teaching. Related to this 
issue is that student expectations for what will be taught in a technical 
writing course tend to be strong and generally highly conventional 
(focused on learning common workplace genres and style and 
grammar conventions). Instructors who have developed pedagogies 
that are less conventional often rely on a text to support the ethos of 
the course for students. This can be di$cult with some OER web-based 
or PDF texts, which may look out-of-date, be text-heavy with few 
design or graphical elements, or be clunky to navigate. While generally 
an experienced instructor can help students navigate texts with some 
problems and "ll in gaps in missing or confusing material, this is 
harder for newer instructors. Quality, then, is an issue that matters to 
instructors from the perspective of supporting their pedagogy, their 
curriculum, and their ethos in the classroom.

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Quality 
Comparable to OERs, commercial textbooks have for years set high 
expectations for production value (e.g., four-color; heavily graphic; 
complex information design) and are designed with the professional 
savvy and editorial and design expertises of the teams at commercial 
publishers that develop the polished trade editions. Publishers in 
this way have generated a type of con"dence in consumers through 
advertising, market coverage, and glossy production, which can create 
a mistrust in any materials that don’t resemble a traditional textbook. 
In an overview, and analysis of practices with OERs in adult education 
in Europe in 2013, researchers wrote that “the ability of the masses to 
participate in production of OER—and a cultural mistrust of getting 
something for nothing—give rise to user concerns about quality,” 
concluding that the “issue of scale-able ways of assuring quality in a 
context where all (in principle) can contribute has not been resolved, 
and the question of whether quality transfers unambiguously from 
one context to another is seldom surfaced. A seal of approval system 
is not in"nitely scale-able, while the robustness of user reviews, or 
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other contextualised measures, has not yet been su$ciently explored” 
(Falconer et al., 2013, p. 4 ).

The impact of design and production quality, both real and 
perceived, is not trivial, but the quality of the instructional design, the 
availability of supplemental teaching and learning materials, and the 
choice of print or digital editions all come at a cost. 

Production Value that is Designed to Teach. Commercial 
textbooks in technical communication and writing across the 
disciplines often come with a number of di#erent typographical 
elements to enhance content (both aesthetically and instructionally for 
di#erent types of in-text learning aids), including callouts, textboxes, 
running glossaries, "gures such as photographs, illustrations, diagrams, 
charts, graphs, tables, and other built-in pedagogical aids. 

In comparison, OERs can sometimes lack this type of content that 
speaks to di#erent learners, e.g., a diagram for visual learners instead 
of blocks of just text. As a result, TPC instructors may have “concerns 
about the long-term viability of open educational resources, and worry 
about who will keep the materials current” (Seaman & Seaman, 2017, 
p. 30). 

In summary, many commercial textbooks have been explicitly 
designed as teaching tools, whereas many OER texts deliver content 
without as much attention to the activity of learning. 

Ancillary Teaching Materials for Instructors and Students. 
Some commercial textbooks can include paid access to proprietary 
supplemental packages of extra instructional content, such as quiz 
assessments and other course material in formats like puzzles, 
matching exercises/games, application questions, and ready-made 
!ashcards (Gurung, 2017; Seaman & Seaman, 2017). TPC textbook 
publishers also follow this practice; McMillan’s The Handbook of 
Technical Writing, for example, has corresponding LaunchPad digital 
resources for instructors looking to enhance their TPC course (Alred et 
al., 2020). While some “pedagogical aids may not necessarily always aid 
learning” (Gurung, 2017, p. 234), and certainly add to their cost, there 
is also evidence that textbook technology supplements are associated 
with greater student learning (Becker-Blease & Bostwick, 2016; Gurung, 
2015). Some research has suggested the possibility “that students 
associate !ashy production values with quality and are more likely to 
read a book awash in multiple cartoons, graphics, photographs, and 
"gures” (Gurung, 2017. p. 234).

It is likely that students also pick up on the fact that OERs o#er few 
supplementary packages. The literature also speaks about “concerns 
on the part of faculty about the limited nature of OER materials, 
particularly the lack of associated materials like tests, quizzes, and 
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homework assignments, that are typically provided by commercial 
alternatives” (Seaman & Seaman, 2017, p. 3). 

Although open syllabi, assignment sheets, quizzes, and other 
ancillary materials TPC OER textbooks exist, they are harder to "nd 
and not as robust a resource though one example is Kennesaw State 
University’s OTC, which o#ers syllabi, quizzes, and other ancillary 
materials for technical communication instructors (Reardon et al., 
2021). The Washington State Board for Community and Technical 
Colleges also publishes sample ancillary materials with funding 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Washington State 
Legislature (Woodard et al., n.d.). 

Availability of Print and Digital Editions. There might also be 
a common perception among both instructors and students, based 
on past studies, that while many commercial textbooks are also 
available online, many OERs are not available in print due to costs. 
Some research suggests students tend to still prefer hard copy books 
(Woody et al., 2010; Millar & Schrier, 2015; Gurung, 2017). The faculty 
perception that OERs are inferior in quality has also been associated 
with concerns that students do not learn as well from electronic 
textbooks (Daniel & Willingham, 2012; Gurung, 2017).

One edge that OERs have over many commercial textbooks is 
the ease with which they can be accessed and used online, not to 
mention their adaptability and polymorphism. OERs are, as one study 
put, almost “online by default” (Gurung, 2017, p. 234). In addition to 
this, adoptions of digital textbooks have been increasing because 
of lower cost, greater convenience, and wider access to the internet 
via digital venues (de Noyelles et al., 2015; Jhangiani et. al, 2018; 
Reynolds, 2011). One 2014 study reported that 60 percent of U.S. 
college students had used a digital textbook for at least one course, 
an increase of 18 percent from 2012 (Jhangiani et. al, 2018), and in the 
report, institutions were told to “consider investing in or expanding 
their use of e-textbook and open content” (Dahlstrom & Bichsel, 2014, 
p. 3). McGraw Hill Education (which currently holds a 21 percent 
market share) saw its digital content sales surpass its print sales for 
the "rst time in 2015 (McGraw Hill Education, 2016). However, the 
adoption of digital textbooks is still impeded by non-standardization 
of digital platforms, issues with distribution and discoverability, quality 
concerns, di#erences in the reading experience, and resistance to 
change (Jhangiani et al., 2018).

High Production Values Equal Higher Cost. High production 
values come with higher costs, and of all of the above items that 
commercial textbooks o#er for a price, few OERs provide for free. With 
that said, there are also OER platforms that have tried to address the 
print desire and/or concern by bridging the gap, such as the OpenStax 
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model which provides this alternative in addition to a freely distributed 
digital version (Seaman & Seaman, 2017). More and more OERs for 
TPC provide options for low-cost print editions, often through an 
intermediary company. For example, the online OER textbook Technical 
Writing from Open Oregon Educational Resources is available in print 
on demand through Lulu, and online text on OTC from Kennesaw State 
and OpenALG is available in a low-cost paperback through Amazon. 
Some institutions provide textbooks for free to their students but then 
sell hard copies to faculty and students outside their program. Still, 
whereas some OERs provide a hardcopy version for a small charge, 
commercial textbooks are usually higher in perceptible production 
value, e.g., commercial textbooks might be hard cover versions with 
more than one color, whereas an OER might be softcover and/or one-
color (Gurung, 2017). 

4. E#cacy - OER E$ectiveness in Learning Outcomes
With issues of quality come questions of e$cacy, and from early 
in the OER literature, research has noted the “perception that free 
textbooks equal lower quality textbooks and therefore lower learning 
outcomes” (Hilton, 2020, p. 854; Kahle, 2008). The pairing of quality 
and e$cacy is also echoed in recent literature: “concerns have been 
raised about the quality and e$cacy of open textbooks” (Vander Waal 
Mills et al., 2019). In one national survey in 2014, 60 percent of 2,144 
respondents cited “proven e$cacy” the most among a list of 15 criteria 
for choosing OERs, with the related concern about “trusted quality” a 
close second at 50 percent (Allen & Seaman, 2014, p. 8). This had been 
a thread of conversation in our own research group that we found 
echoed in the broader OER literature. The perception that OERs a#ect 
learning outcomes seems natural, and it is real, but we did not really 
understand how real. 

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER E#cacy
All faculty expressed concern about whether OER or other no-cost-to-
students texts are good for students. Overall, the e$cacy of OERs for 
student learning is intimately tied up with students’ preferred mode of 
learning and the features that OER texts have to support student study 
habits.

Unsurprisingly, and similarly to issues of quality regarding OER 
materials, relevant student responses about e$cacy are focused on UX 
of course textbook materials. Two aspects of course texts mentioned 
by students as obstacles to their use as a learning tool are length 
and density. Our review of OERs for TPC revealed to us that many 
textbooks (e.g., Open Oregon’s Technical Writing) can be text-heavy 
and include less graphical presentation of material and examples than 
a commercial text (whether print or digital). Reading dense pages of 
printed text can be challenging for any student, but it’s made much 
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worse via digital modalities; this is compounded by the fact that many 
students enrolled in TPC courses are international students, as at 
our institution the computer science and engineering majors attract 
a sizable number of students from abroad. One student succinctly 
summed up the challenge they face with the text: “English reading.”

While the obstacles of length and text density are not unique to 
OER resources, they are likely intensi"ed by the fact that most OERs are 
available digitally and our student survey results suggest that very few 
students print them out, particularly younger students. Additionally, 
when it comes to digital OERs (whether web-based or PDF), it is likely 
that screen reading (especially on small screens, such as phones) 
makes interacting with text heavy materials even more di$cult and 
likely has an impact on the e$cacy of the text for a student. 

On the plus side, however, students speci"cally mentioned 
features of digital or electronic texts (which most OERs are) as 
assets for supporting their learning, including keyword search, 
copying and pasting, and the navigation panes in PDF readers. This 
takeaway speaks to how digital texts can support ways of reading 
and study habits for some students that print-only texts do not. 
For some students, these tools enhance their ability to engage the 
text. In addition, screen readers are an accessibility feature of digital 
environments that can support students in accessing di$cult texts, 
especially students for whom English is not their "rst language.

Finally, several students mentioned video as a preferred mode 
over text for accessing course content and instruction. While not 
necessarily connected to any singular course text, video can easily be 
linked to digital course texts like OERs, or be embedded right in them, 
an a#ordance that print texts do not have. While our TPC students vary 
in ages, for the majority in the younger generation, searching YouTube 
for how-to video clips is more natural than reading a print manual, a 
point we believe has signi"cant weight. 

What We Learned from the Literature about OER E#cacy
In 2019, seventeen years after UNESCO’s "rst declaration and twenty-
two years after McMurrey published his OTW textbook, there seems to 
still be some astonishment about the lack of e$cacy studies: “To our 
surprise, despite the ubiquity of textbooks in higher education, there 
are few studies examining the e#ects of textbooks in general (both 
OER and non-OER) on learning outcomes” (Grimaldi et al., 2019). The 
same is true for TPC; there is not a robust body of e$cacy research.
When it comes to e$cacy research today, studies of OER impacts on 
learning outcomes seems to be a fairly new conversation compared 
to the two decades as a global movement initiated by UNESCO. 
The relative age of research is perhaps best summed up in the 
early-developmental metaphors that have been used throughout 
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the literature to indicate the level of maturity. After UNESCO’s 
endorsement in 2002, for example, OER’s "rst decade has been 
referred to as “open’s adolescence” (Bliss & Smith, 2017, p. 14). More 
than a dozen years later, at the opening of the 2016 Open Education 
conference, founder David Wiley remarked that the annual family 
reunion had entered its “teenage years” (Jhangiani, 2017, p. 141).
Although the OER movement was by that time indeed in its teens, 
chronologically speaking, research on the e$cacy of OERs (the study 
of their negative and positive impacts) is much younger. In 2017, one 
researcher characterized the “research age” on OERs and textbook UX 
as “still in its infancy” (Gurung, 2017, p. 235), and some research has 
painted the OER movement in a picture of “adolescent identity crisis” 
(Jhangiani, 2017, p. 144). 

It comes down to the question: Are OERs just as e#ective for 
achieving learning outcomes as commercial textbooks, or do they hurt 
students? It turns out the story is mixed. Most studies have shown null 
e#ects, and studies that found a neutral or positive impact on learning 
outcomes were more common than negative outcomes (Grimaldi et 
al., 2019). 

The “best studies” use standardized or similar exams that “show 
no di#erences in exam scores between OER users and STB [standard 
textbook] users” (Gurung, 2017, p. 235; for example, also see: Allen 
et al., 2015; Hilton et al., 2013;). One study synthesized an analysis of 
36 previously published studies between 2015 and 2018 that looked 
at OER in!uence/impact on student e$cacy in higher education 
settings and the perceptions of college students and instructors who 
have used OERs. The combined data represented 121,168 students 
and instructors, concluding that more than 95 percent of published 
research indicates “OER does not lead to lower student learning 
outcomes,” and “the vast majority of students and faculty who have 
used both OER and CT [commercial texts] believe OER are of equal or 
higher quality.” (Hilton, 2020, p. 873)

This positive-to-null outcome result for OERs in terms of learning 
outcomes was essentially the same result as earlier studies (Vander 
Waal Mills at al., 2019; Jhangiani et al., 2018; Hilton, 2016). That said, 
OERs are not without some impact. Of what research there has been 
over the years on how OER use impacts student learning (Allen & 
Seaman, 2014), there has been questionable e$cacy in some OER 
e$cacy studies and a thread of conversation about “statistical and 
design limitations taint existing research” (Gurung, 2017, p. 235). 
These "ndings have been echoed elsewhere as well: “Most real world 
educational research is plagued by instructor artifacts, confounding 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Jc4I64GaVEcyIG0lNAGsyAATxXTWpZNJ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Jc4I64GaVEcyIG0lNAGsyAATxXTWpZNJ/view?usp=sharing
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variables, and random di#erences between groups,” and some “argue 
that the standard approach taken in past research on OER e$cacy is 
severely limited in its functional ability to properly evaluate the impact 
of OER” (Grimaldi et al., 2019, p. 3).

This skepticism about e$cacy studies for OERs seems to 
support faculty who perceive OERs as less-than e#ective, hindering 
e#ectiveness, or having a negative impact on learning outcomes. 
When some marked di#erences in ACT scores showed up in a study 
between OER users and nonusers, one conclusion to draw is that 
we “should temper enthusiasm for OER adoption or at minimum 
necessitate the focused comparison of learning outcomes when 
adopted” (Gurung, 2017, p. 245). 

In the end, the question as to whether OERs are e#ective for 
student learning and can be trusted remains open, especially in TPC. 
While robust forms of analysis have been created to compile study 
data and authoritative results about the e$cacy of OERs for student 
learning outcomes, there are still too many factors to draw any certain 
conclusions. In many ways, courses are black boxes, meaning it is 
di$cult to know exactly what variables are the most impactful in any 
given course to factor into and also confound e$cacy (instructor, 
pedagogy, curriculum, text, home life, technology, pandemic, etc.). 
While comparisons of e$cacy of commercial textbooks and OERs for 
TPC may show the same e$cacy, in the end, all these factors and the 
choice of using an OER or a conventional textbook may not be that 
impactful on learning e$cacy in TC courses, but at this point we just 
do not know.

Whichever way you cut it, textbook prices disproportionately 
impact community college students, who traditionally use more 
"nancial aid than peers at four-year institutions. One study found 
that 50 percent of students report using "nancial aid for books at 
community colleges, compared to 28 percent at four-year public 
schools (Senack & Donoghue, 2016). When comparing and contrasting 
OERs to commercial textbooks, student access to text materials is key 
to understanding the bene"ts and drawbacks of OER adoption and 
adaptation. This phenomenon has been called the “access hypothesis,” 
which states that, “OER bene"ts learning by providing access to critical 
course materials, and therefore predicts that OER should only bene"t 
students who would not otherwise have access to the materials” 
(Grimaldi et al., 2019, p. 1). In other words, the more likely a textbook—
any textbook—will help a person from a group whose members are 
hindered from possessing (often through buying and owning) the 
knowledge, for instance by costs and economic situations, the more 
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likely an e$cacy study will see positive bene"ts from OERs. What this 
means is that the results of studies that do not account for access 
when comparing OER versus non-OER learning outcomes may be “just 
as likely to detect a real e#ect of OER as they were to detect a false 
e#ect of OER” (Grimaldi et al., 2019, p. 1). 

While there is evidence that OERs increase average grades for 
new and continuing students, student factors like demographic 
background and educational experience have a far greater impact 
on course grade and likelihood of passing or withdrawing than an 
instructor’s use of an OER text. Given that the rate of textbook access 
will vary across contexts and student populations (Grimaldi et al., 
2019), studies have shown evidence that the a#ordability of OERs can 
support at-risk learners who are engaged in learning (de los Arcos 
et al., 2014; Farrow et al., 2015; Winitzky-Stephens & Pickavance, 
2017; Colvard et al., 2018). One large-scale study of 21,822 students 
measured the impact of course-level faculty adoption of OERs, and 
the results indicated that OER adoption a#ects students beyond 
just the lower-costs; OER adoption improved end-of-course grades 
for all students, and at greater rates for Pell recipient students, part-
time students, and populations historically underserved by higher 
education (Colvard et al., 2018). 

Given these "ndings, OER researchers suggest that future research 
should focus on the longer-term impacts of OER on retention, 
completion, and transfer (Winitzky-Stephens & Pickavance, 2017) and, 
in particular, on OERs as “e#ective methods for improving retention for 
at-risk students” (de los Arcos et al., 2015, p. 7). All these data reinforce 
how the socioeconomic context of students cannot be separated from 
questions about the e$cacy of OERs for students.

5. Use - Student and Faculty User Experiences with OERs
Understanding how we experience OERs for TPC today necessitates 
a closer look at how faculty and students use them. With the advent 
of digital platforms over the last two-plus decades giving rise to 
OER publishing has come the ability to track user data in ways 
that print textbooks cannot. This goes well beyond PDF, EPUB, and 
other downloadable "le rates and moves into areas of detailed 
UX dimensions and metrics (e.g., navigation behavior, page views, 
time spent on parts of pages, page-by-page !ows, bounce rates, 
demographic data, and a toolbox of other features and their 
combinations) to gather and analyze data from custom analytics goals 
that can be con"gured for di#erent use cases. 

Usage and UX research using analytic software is not by any 
means new, and like developing a website, pretty much anyone can 
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start learning its ins and outs, and it gets easier every day (i.e., more 
automated and more fully featured). Still, “there is little to no empirical 
evidence about students’ actual usage of OERs” (Arnet, 2018, p. 207). 
This is perhaps partly because, like the old HTML pages of McMurrey’s 
OTW, the technology that exists today for analytics still requires not 
only a basic understanding of how the backend of a website works, but 
also an understanding of how to use analytics in support of other data 
and information gathering methodologies for UX, like focus groups, 
surveys, and interviews with individuals.

What We Learned from TPC Students and Faculty about OER Use
Our limited survey study did not collect quantitative data about the 
time students spent with course materials. For the course surveyed, 
however, student responses suggested that they had spent time using 
the textbook as a learning tool. Several students commented, too, that 
their positive experience of the course was related to the substantive 
instructional support o#ered by the instructor, including instructional 
videos, presentations of the textbook material and extensive course 
documentation. In the end, the textbook may not have been the main 
learning tool in the course for many students, but merely a supporting 
resource. One student summed it up in some learned practical 
wisdom: “Don’t rely too much on remembering the textbook. It’s more 
of a guide than a piece you have to remember and study.” 

For faculty, the issue of textbook use by students is one that they 
think about in di#erent ways. On the one hand, faculty view assigning 
textbook reading as a way to prepare students for class activities 
and discussion. Additionally, faculty rely on textbooks as a source 
of authority when it comes to presenting content to students. This 
is perhaps more true for new instructors and instructors without a 
background in TPC. Both of these viewpoints assume that students are 
engaging with the textbook regularly, which may or may not actually 
be the case. Faculty views on use included a reluctance to assign an 
expensive textbook given that students may not actually read it and 
also the countervailing view that if students are asked to invest in a 
textbook then they may be more likely to read it. However, like most 
of the student respondents, most faculty commented that the issue 
of reducing cost for students was more important overall than their 
assumption about students being more motivated to use purchased 
textbooks. 

Another major use concern of instructors is internet access, since 
for digital texts access to both a computing device and the internet 
is required (at least initially to download). It is true that there is still a 
proportion of students who have limited access to the internet when 
not on campus, a problem which the pandemic exacerbated. Related 
to this is faculty concern about the technology that students will utilize 
to access course materials, especially if some students are limited 
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to using their mobile phones. We found that our limited survey of 
students did not support this worry. The student survey suggests that 
about 50 percent of students access course materials on their mobile 
phones, although not necessarily exclusively, often as a response to 
having no wireless router access and using the mobile carrier to access 
the internet. Respondents could choose multiple options and most 
respondents indicated that they access materials on a laptop computer 
(over 87 percent) or other types of devices (desktop, table, e-reader). 
This suggests that most students we surveyed do have access to 
larger-screen technologies to access course materials, even if they are 
also using their mobile phones for access some of the time. For these 
reasons, the development of OER and digital texts cannot ignore the 
fact that most students will be using them exclusively or partly on 
small screens and therefore OERs need to be designed for those use 
contexts (e.g., responsive design, low-memory digital content, mobile-
browser friendly). 

What We Learned from the Literature about OER Use
UX testing and usability studies of OERs for TPC are not proli"c, but 
there is some indication in the literature that OER use is an issue. One 
analysis of backend Google Analytics data gathered from users of the 
OTC textbook at Kennesaw State University, for example, found that 
many students did not use the OER; only a small number of students 
accessed the OER regularly; a small number accessed it occasionally; 
and both the number of pages accessed per session and the average 
session lengths were low, suggesting that all students who used the 
OER had essentially skimmed the contents of these pages (Arnett, 
2018). 

Perhaps most resonant for us during researching the literature was 
the disparity between faculty perceptions and student perceptions 
that resonated in our results. Student textbook use does not often 
align with faculty expectations. Quality, it turns out, isn’t the issue 
at all; one study found that students and faculty perceived the open 
textbook as “equal in quality to other textbooks,” but only 30 percent of 
students in that study reported reading their textbooks compared with 
a much di#erent 85 percent of faculty expecting students to read the 
textbook (Vander Waal Mills et al., 2019, p. 8). In some cases, there may 
even be a higher expectation that OERs will be used because of their 
easy accessibility (no/low-cost, device friendly, etc.); in that same 2019 
study, the faculty who did implement open textbooks expected the 
textbook to be used more often for reference and review compared 
with faculty who use traditional commercial textbooks (Vander Waal 
Mills et al., 2019). 

However, there is not much data and information available on 
“use,” a topic for further research that we pick up in the conclusion. 
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Conclusion
In this article, we have consolidated and summarized literature about 
OERs in higher education and synthesized this with the speci"c case of 
OERs for TPC. Our aim has been to lay out the landscape of challenges 
that shaped both our journey and our conversation about the place 
of OERs in TPC going forward. We o#er our experience and these 
takeaways as more TPC institutions and individuals move forward with 
adopting more informed and evidence-based value systems related 
to OERs, which are becoming more competitive year by year with 
commercial TPC textbooks of the same subject. While money-savings 
for students is an important, ever-present aspect of the conversation 
around OERs, our own research and our review of the literature found 
both challenges and opportunities for the more strategic adoption of 
OERs in "ve categories:

1. Awareness: Overall, awareness of OERs is on the rise in 
higher education; however, the A#ordable Textbook Act 
still sits in the U.S. Congress unpassed.

2. Choice: Despite a proliferation in OER resources for TPC, 
there is no centralized, stable, peer-reviewed and curated 
list, repository, or database of these resources.

3. Quality: Faculty and students have di#ering viewpoints 
on quality. Faculty are more concerned with the depth and 
relevance of the text to the course curriculum, whereas for 
students, quality is more related to the textbook’s usability, 
user-interface, and online reading experience. 

4. E#cacy: The impact of OER textbook use on student 
learning outcomes can be hard to measure, since student 
use of any textbook is more bene"cial than students 
having no textbook resources due to prohibitive cost or 
poor accessibility. 

5. Use: With a general lack of studies in the overall literature, 
but the growing capability to track UX metrics with 
analytics, there is potential for more research in the 
category of use.

Although all "ve categories o#er salient insights relevant to taking 
a more strategic approach to OER adoption in TPC, our experience 
and research suggests the need to pay more attention to one issue 
in particular: use. While in a simple sense, the issue of use refers to 
how often and for how long students and faculty actually use OER 
materials, we would like to propose linking this category with that of 
quality by reframing “use” as “usability.” 

As we have discussed above, from the student perspective, quality 
is inextricably linked to the usability and the UX of a text. Somewhat 
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surprisingly, however, we were not able to "nd usability testing studies 
of materials in the OER literature in general or for TPC speci"cally. We 
feel that this is a signi"cant gap in the conversation about OERs and a 
site where TPC researchers can make a particular contribution. In short, 
the most up-to-date and in-depth OER, or no-cost-to-students digital 
textbook, will not have any usefulness if students "nd the design and 
presentation too di$cult to navigate or interact with. In addition, the 
text will not be adopted by instructors either unless their criteria for 
usability are also met: the materials are easy to "nd and acquire; the 
content supports their pedagogy; the content is credibly presented to 
support the instructors’ ethos; and the text is comprehensive enough 
to cover most of their course content modules. Knowing more about 
the usability and UX of speci"c texts for students and faculty would 
be useful for shaping a more strategic, "eld-level discussion about the 
value of OERs for TPC.

As a way to start feeling out how it would be possible to use the 
opportunity of introductory TPC courses to do usability testing on 
OERs for TPC, a pilot usability study was designed around selected 
chapters in the OTC textbook (Covey, 2021). Students were asked, for 
example, about the experience and to self-report about the ease and 
e$cacy of Chapter 2.6, “Instructions,” in completing that chapter’s 
Exercise 1 (also notable is that this chapter in OTC is an adapted, 
“remixed” version of McMurrey’s decades-old OTW). Students were 
asked to complete a survey about their experience of using the text 
to complete their assignment. In the survey, students commented on 
the interactivity of the text and expressed a preference for alternative 
ways to engage with the text in addition to reading them for content. 
Additionally, come in the course commented, without knowing the 
history of the text, on inconsistencies in tone and terminology that 
are the outcome of the text’s adaptation over time from institution 
to institution. Finally, students commented extensively on the 
navigational tools that structure the OER. They expressed ideas for how 
navigation could be more integrated and seamless, to make moving 
between content areas and chapters easier and more intuitive. They 
also suggested new technologies and functionalities that would add 
to their experience of the text. These informal "ndings suggest that 
interactivity, textual cohesion, navigation, new functionalities, and 
other UX areas are key areas of usability that merit further attention.

Given that there is no one best solution that suits all people and 
situations, we feel it is time to move conversation about the value of 
OERs in higher education away from arguments about whether OER 
adoption saves students money, increases access, threatens quality or 
is more or less labor intensive for instructors. Instead, we look forward 
to further research that builds on the expertise of TPC, especially in the 
areas of usability and UX. In addition, we hope to see more strategic 
conversation about ways that the "eld of TPC can centralize the 
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organization of OER texts to make them easier to "nd, update and vet 
for quality. Overall, TPC "nds itself at a point where it has a wealth of 
OER resources, but it is just at the very beginning of knowing how to 
make them strategically integrated into our research and teaching.
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Technical communication has greatly changed since Katherine 
Staples and Cezar Ornatowski (1997) published Foundations 
for Teaching Technical Communication 24 years ago. Program 

administrators and instructors must address social concerns about 
accessibility, social justice, and globalization; they must keep 
pace with rapidly developing technologies; they must integrate 
innovative, virtual collaborative methods; and they must continually 
assess curricula and programs to better prepare students for highly 
specialized, distributed technical workplace environments. To help 
instructors address these changes in their curricula and programs, 
Michael Klein’s (2021) edited volume, E!ective Teaching of Technical 
Communication: Theory, Practice, and Application, brings together 
contemporary theories and pedagogies of established and emerging 
technical communication teachers and scholars. The book’s primary 
goal is to augment Staples and Ornatowski’s (1997)  foundational 
text so that instructors can enhance their knowledge of current 
teaching practices. For the most part, Klein’s collection achieves its 
objective, nicely balancing chapters on pedagogical methods with 
those on workplace applications and theoretical critiques. 

Klein divides the 16-chapter text into four parts: pedagogy, 
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curriculum, technology, and community. In the "rst part, “Expanding 
Pedagogy,” chapter authors Jennifer Bay, Liz Lane, Kira Dreher, and 
Derek Ross re!ect on the ways that instructors can integrate social 
justice issues into their teaching. Bay’s “Beyond Situated Learning: 
Rethinking Internship Theory and Practice in the Distributed 
Workplace” encourages instructors to see internships as opportunities 
to teach soft skills. Such skills, Bay notes, are rhetorical in that they 
require students to interpret and to “respond e#ectively” (p. 14) to 
others in diverse situations and contexts. Emphasizing these skills 
in internship courses allows instructors to promote discussions 
about gender, sexual harassment, race, and microaggressions in the 
workplace. In the book’s second chapter, “Interstitial Design Processes: 
How Design Thinking and Social Design Processes Bridge Theory and 
Practice in TPC Pedagogy,” Lane argues that instructors should teach 
students about interstitial design, which combines social design 
theory with design thinking processes. Lane contends that interstitial 
design can help instructors address social justice issues because social 
design theory examines how design methods create social change and 
the design thinking process requires students to empathize with users, 
de"ne user needs, ideate solutions to those needs, prototype their 
ideas, and test ideas and products. Perhaps the most controversial 
chapter in the section for some readers is Dreher’s “Engaging Plain 
Language in the Technical Communication Classroom.” Dreher 
acknowledges that plain language has been historically tied to issues 
of “race, class, and linguistic privilege” (p. 54) but suggests it can 
also be used to support social justice issues because it emphasizes 
“prioritizing and protecting users” (p. 62). Dreher includes discussion 
prompts that require students to re!ect on how plain language can 
be used as a tactic to disrupt power structures. In the last chapter, 
“(Teaching) Ethics and Technical Communication,” Ross overviews 
ethical models of decision-making and shares a scenario used in his 
classes to help students analyze the ways di#erent ethical frameworks 
a#ect actions and outcomes. Ross encourages instructors to teach 
not just traditional ethical models but also indigenous ethical models 
and feminist models. In this "rst section, then,   authors do show 
how technical and professional communication pedagogies can be 
enhanced to address current social issues. They describe assignments 
and activities in enough detail for other instructors to apply them 
easily in their courses, but they do not provide comprehensive lesson 
plans. Additionally, because the section’s goal is to expand current 
pedagogies, some readers may feel that the treatment of social justice 
issues is peripheral.

In the book’s second part, “Shaping Curriculum,” authors with 
varying levels of technical communication teaching experience share 
the di#erent ways they’ve successfully revised courses and programs 
to better bridge students’ academic experiences with professional 
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workplace skills. For instance, in “Creating the ‘Through-Line’ by 
Engaging Industry Certi"cation Standards in SLO Redesign for a 
Core Curriculum Technical Writing Course,” Julianne Newmark and 
Joseph Bartolotta describe how they integrated nine competencies 
from the Society for Technical Communication’s Foundational 
Certi"cation Exam into their program’s student learning objectives. 
Similarly, in “Regenerating a Once Fallow Ground: Theorizing Process 
and Product in 21st-Century Technical Communication Ecologies,” 
instructors Adrienne Lamberti and David Grant discuss the ways 
they redesigned a software- and skills-based program into one that 
incorporated theory-based learning and community engagement. 
While these authors discuss revisions at the programmatic level, 
Chen Chen’s “Trial and Error: Designing an Introductory Course to 
Technical Communication” notes the challenges she encountered 
while trying to design a face-to-face course at a four-year university 
that had no technical communication program or instructors. Unlike 
other chapters in the section, Halcyon Lawrence and Liz Hutter’s 
theoretical chapter “Confronting Methodological Stasis: Re-Examining 
Approaches to Technical Communication Pedagogical Literacy 
Frameworks” takes issue with Kelli Cargile Cook’s (2002) layered literacy 
framework, often used by programs to develop curricular (and course) 
competencies. Lawrence and Hutter maintain that Cook’s framework 
is undertheorized and problematic, and they attempt to develop 
a more inductive “framework that is responsive, multidimensional, 
and sustainable” (p. 107). The collection of essays in Klein’s second 
section will be most valuable for administrators looking to design or 
redesign their technical communication programs. Chapter authors 
carefully walk readers through their processes, and they include 
substantial discussions about the strengths and limitations of those 
redesigns. Some, like Lamberti and Grant, discuss how they acquired 
interdisciplinary and community partnerships, which administrators 
will also want to consider.

The third section of Klein’s book “Incorporating Technology” 
introduces technologies instructors are using in their classes to 
prepare students for the virtual workplace, but it also includes 
chapters relevant to online learning and assessment. For instance, in 
“The Rhetoric, Science, and Technology of 21st Century Collaboration,” 
Ann Hill Duin, Jason Tham, and Isabel Pederson discuss how 
online collaboration platforms, such as Slack, and collaborative 
online repositories, such as GitHub, can be used in technical 
communication classrooms. Elisabet Arnó-Macià and Tatjana Schnell’s 
“Preparing Future Professionals in and for a Global Context: A Case 
for Telecollaborative Educational Initiatives” discuss their class’ 
engagement with the Trans-Atlantic and Paci"c Project (TAPP), a global 
network of university instructors and students who virtually partner 
and collaborate on “complex projects that involve writing, translating, 
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and usability testing of technical documents” (p. 233). Although Luke 
Thominet’s “Designing a Team-Based Online Technical Communication 
Course” does not focus on collaborative technologies, he does show 
how instructors can e#ectively implement teamwork in online 
classes. In a similar vein, Julie Watts’s “Using the Community of Inquiry 
Theory to Assess Online Programs and Help Students Analyze Their 
Learning” shares a theoretical approach she used as an administrator 
to assess online technical communication programs at her institution. 
Ultimately, the chapters in this section will inspire instructors to use 
various collaborative technologies even if they are somewhat hesitant 
to do so. 

The "nal section of Klein’s book, “Engaging Communities,” takes 
a broad look at di#erent forms of community engagement. Elise 
Hurley’s “Visual Communication in Community Contexts” recounts 
her class’s partnership with the Pima County Juvenile Court Center 
(PCJCC) and their revision of brochures and other documents to 
improve PCJCC’s community image. Elizabeth Angeli’s “Technical 
Communication Pedagogy and Layered Literacies in Workplace 
Training Courses” o#ers insight into the workplace writing practices 
of "re"ghters, who integrate “embodied and multisensory” (p. 289) 
literacies (among others) when writing patient care reports . Similarly, 
Jessica McCaughey and Brian Fitzpatrick’s “Hidden Arguments: 
Rhetoric and Persuasion in Diverse Forms of Technical Communication” 
demonstrates how a certi"ed public accountant, a labor and 
delivery nurse, and a physician’s assistant subtly integrate argument 
and persuasion when completing standardized workplace forms. 
Additionally, Lisa DeTora’s “Competing Mentalities: Situating Scienti"c 
Content Literacy Within Technical Communication Pedagogy” asserts 
that students need to develop scienti"c literacies in addition to those 
described in Cargile Cook’s (2002) layered literacies framework. The 
chapters in this "nal section will help instructors make connections 
between class assignments and competencies and the documents and 
literacies that technical communicators practice in their workplaces.

Ultimately, Klein’s collection will be a valuable resource for both 
technical communication instructors and administrators. Together, 
the chapters in the collection not only illustrate the "eld’s growing 
complexity and the challenges faced by 21st century technical 
communication instructors, but they also o#er strategies and ideas to 
address these challenges in the classroom. 
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New media has a deep, rich history, much of which has either 
faded or lies outside the periphery of many writing instructors. 
In the last three decades, the computer has come to dominate 

new media pedagogy narratives, eliding a great deal of new media 
instruction that predates the computer’s recent in!uence. Ben 
McCorkel and Jason Palmeri’s 100 Years of New Media Pedagogy 
collects and delivers that rich history through a "ttingly accessible 
multimodal resource. The authors note that they read a corpus of 
766 scholarly articles from English Journal or “100 years of English 
Journal, so you don’t have to” (2021, Chapter 1, Trailer, 1:25). The 
open-source digital text is organized into nine chapters which can 
be navigated linearly using the “Next Page” button at the bottom 
of each page, or, readers can jump around the chapters and their 
subsections through the ever-present menu at the top right. For 
example, Chapters 3-8 encourage nonlinear movement with their 
many audio, video, and interactive elements. Throughout the book, 
McCorkel and Palmeri employ a wide range of methods, “thin 
description, data visualization, media archaeology, and multimodal 
performance methodologies,” to capture English Journal’s 100 years 
of new media publications (2021, Chapter 1, Introduction, para. 2). 
Utilizing this wide range of methods allows the authors to recover 
some lost pedagogies as well as warn against some past new media 
pedagogical missteps. 
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One such misstep, McCorkel and Palmeri argue, is the predominant 
move toward new media reception instruction over production 
instruction. As new media are introduced, their newness often invites 
production-based instruction (e.g., designing podcasts, creating 
instructional "lms), but as media become more popular, production 
often shifts to experts and instruction tends toward reception (e.g., 
analyzing video, using computers to facilitate instruction). The 
authors call for new media instructors to “embrace amateur models 
of new media production” in lieu of taking an exclusively receptive 
approach (Chapter 3, Zooming Out, para. 4). Adopting playful, amateur 
approaches to production in new media pedagogy invites the 
construction of fresh genres and avoids siloing new media in service of 
alphabetic literacy. McCorkel and Palmeri adopt a whimsical  approach 
in their methods of coding, data visualization, and multimodal 
production. In Chapter 2, “Methodological Play,” the authors introduce 
Royster and Kirsch’s (2012) “tacking in and tacking out,”  which in turn 
inform the authors’ thin and thick description (p. 75). The authors also 
draw on Branstetter’s (2016) concept of “a ‘promiscuous’ approach to 
historical methodology that is ‘performative, playful, and mischievous’” 
(p.18). McCorkel and Palmeri’s videos, podcasts, and other multimodal 
productions, placed strategically throughout the book, display this 
“promiscuous” attitude to historiography while shifting between thin 
and thick description.  

Writing for university instructors, historiographers, and K-12 
educators, McCorkel and Palmeri blend text with video, podcasts, 
images, graphs, infographics, memes, emails, and web pages both 
to analyze new media pedagogies and to demonstrate new media 
production. The authors have created several humorous videos 
that extend the text and visually represent the wide variety of new 
media used in classroom instruction over the past 100 years. The 
focus of their corpus analysis, and many of their videos, centers on 
the instruction and use of four primary media: “radio, "lm/video, 
television, and computer” (2021, Chapter 3, Introduction, para 1). In 
Chapter 3, McCorkel and Palmeri note trends across the history of 
these four media; most notably that the instruction of new media 
often follows predictable patterns, that new media operate and evolve 
in broad ecologies, and that new media often settle into the service of 
alphabetic writing instruction. 

One way the authors work to draw out some of these patterns 
is through close reading and coding of the 766 articles. They follow 
up their initial coding inquiries with full corpus word frequency 
searches using Voyant, an online textual analysis toolkit. In Chapter 
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3, the authors use a video to demonstrate their Ngram viewer of 
word frequency in the corpus. An Ngram, jokes McCorkle, “Might have 
something to do with charting the relative frequency of individual 
words contained within a corpus” (Chapter 3, Word Frequencies by 
Decade  , Ngram Video Tour, 0:15, emphasis added). In other words, 
Ngrams are data analysis tools used to examine the number of words 
across a corpus. Large corpus analyses don’t necessarily allow for 
de"nitive conclusions, the authors argue, but instead open the door 
to questions about relationships between the data. Some questions 
in McCorkel and Palmeri’s data visualizations emanate from apparent 
correlations between the rise and fall in popularity of terms like 
television and radio, reading and writing, and computer and technology. 
New media researchers will "nd McCorkel and Palmeri’s Ngram viewer 
generative, especially given that the timeline in the viewer contains 
links to English Journal articles that use the speci"c terms. 

After the introduction of a playful approach to data visualization, 
and modeling visualization as an analytic method, Chapters 4-7 
provide an analytic history of the book’s four main media categories. In 
Chapter 4 the authors explore the history of radio and its implications 
for digital audio instruction. The recent rise of the podcast has created 
a renewed interest in audio composition and the rhetorical importance 
of sound, but the long history of radio’s use in new media theory and 
instruction has been largely forgotten. Collecting this history and 
analyzing many of its insights and problematic tendencies presents 
new media instructors with a fresh take on critical audio production 
and reception. Chapters 5 and 6 explore the a#ordances of visual 
pedagogy through the histories of "lm and television, respectively. 
Through thick description, corpus coding, and video production, 
the authors o#er a broad view of visual rhetorical practices and the 
instruction methods they engage with. As with the history of radio, 
the authors point out that the history of video is tainted with ableist, 
sexist, and racist perceptions of students and technology. New media 
scholars intersecting with disability studies and accessibility will "nd 
many problematic examples in past audio and video instruction, 
including views that certain voices are un"t for audio, certain bodies 
do not belong on screen, and certain identities are susceptible to the 
evils of various media. Chapter 7 explores the history of the computer 
from its early introduction in the 1960s, to its rise in prevalence during 
the 1990s, and its ubiquity in the 21st century. The sections of the 
chapter are creatively presented through the computer interfaces 
of each of these time periods. It is easy to see through McCorkel and 
Palmeri’s digitally rich multimodal performance how the computer 
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evolved to dominate new media narratives. 
McCorkel and Palmeri’s production, insightful in its rigorous 

methods and inspirational in its delivery, leaves new media scholars 
with an abundance of jumping o# points. One such point is the 
correlation between the rise of various terms like computer and 
technology. Researchers might investigate the spike in the use 
of computer in the early 1980s versus the steady rise of the word 
technology beginning in the 1970s. Instructors might further glean 
interesting pedagogical insights from the authors’ thorough analysis 
of computer use in classrooms during the 1980s. Another point new 
media scholars and instructors could employ is McCorkel and Palmeri’s 
critique of instructors’ problematic—but published—depictions of 
students as “stupid” and “lazy,” of female students as un"t for radio, or 
of students with disabilities as incompatible with many technologies. 
As the authors note, we can see similar depictions in both past and 
recent scholarship that views students as unwilling or unable to learn 
because of a given technology. Technical communication program 
directors might consider these problematic historical depictions and 
their contemporary parallels in course and program descriptions, as 
well as instructor trainings and curricular development. Accessibility 
training for example, might use the authors’ historical examples 
of ableist pedagogy to contrast ways newer technologies can 
accommodate a wide range of bodies. Finally, instructors might learn 
more equitable approaches to new media instruction by watching 
the authors’ videos and be inspired to create their own videos for their 
students. Researchers might also be inspired to use production as an 
analytic method both providing the researcher with valuable insights 
and presenting their "ndings in fresh and engaging formats. In all, 
McCorkel and Palmeri o#er a historical examination of the past 100 
years of new media instruction and use that is interactive, meticulous, 
and entertaining.  
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For technical and professional communication (TPC) faculty who 
are involved in community engagement work, Rachel W. Shah’s 
Rewriting Partnerships raises some di$cult questions. Many 

TPC programs have created partnerships, course projects, and/or 
internships with local community organizations, or in other words 
community engagement work (Allen & Benningho#, 2004; Krammer-
Simpson & Simpson, 2018; Matthews & Zimmerman, 1999). This work 
has allowed administrators to demonstrate a commitment to local 
communities (Peeples et al., 2007), provided teachers a way to o#er 
more immediate considerations of social-justice issues (Jones, 2017), 
and has a#orded TPC students opportunities to use their skills and 
knowledge outside of typical TPC industries (Mathis et al., 2016). In 
Rewriting Partnerships, Shah argues that while all those things are 
valuable, they also often come up short from the perspective of 
the community partners. Those approaches are often single-sided, 
only bene"ting the program, the professor, and/or the students. The 
community partners who do receive documents, minimal "nancial 
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support, and opportunities to engage students (Kimme Hea & Shah, 
2016) do not get the things they actually need or value. 

Thus, Rewriting Partnerships calls for TPC community-engagement 
partners to be actual partners. They should have their values, needs, 
and wants made a central part of any community engagement or 
service-learning work. To make this point, Shah builds upon her prior 
work with Amy C. Kimme Hea in their 2016 article “Silent Partners.” 
In that article, she and Kimme Hea interview several community 
partners and learn that TPC service-learning courses focus too much 
on creating deliverables. This focus leads the community partners 
to being relegated to a “de"cit” position wherein the professors and 
students are the knowledge creators, bestowing knowledge onto 
the community partners (Kimme Hea & Shaw, 2016, p. 51). As Shah 
emphasizes in Rewriting Partnerships, the actuality of most community 
engagement situations is that the knowledge holders and producers 
are the community partners, or at the very least are co-producers of 
knowledge. So, Rewriting Partnerships outlines ways to radically expand 
how community engagement is both approached and understood. 
Speci"cally, Shah articulates a model that centers community partners’ 
voices, needs, and knowledges.  

In Rewriting Partnerships, Shah presents an epistemology for 
community engagement, Critical Community-Based Epistemologies, 
that aims to expand how administrators, teachers, and students 
approach community engagement. The epistemology draws 
together the community-focused theories of John Dewey, Cornell 
West, bell hooks, and others. Through her theory-building, Shah 
develops a broad framework that situates community partners as 
active knowledge producers, particularly when it comes to their own 
communities. Shah then enacts her framework by speaking with 
community partners she previously worked with, learning ways to 
make her framework more responsive to the needs and experiences 
of community partners. She interviews 83 past community 
partners, speaking with heads of non-pro"ts, queer activists, and 
high school students. Out of her interviews, she identi"es three 
speci"c epistemologies, each of which engender new approaches 
to community engagement: the “Epistemology of Experience,” the 
“Epistemology of Participation,” and the “Epistemology of Assets.” 

Each of Shah’s three epistemologies seeks to expand the ways 
everyone – administrators, teachers, students, community members, 
and universities - participates in service learning. Each epistemology 
alters how administrators, professors, and students understand 
community partners; each also provides community partners with 
new forms of agency over service-learning projects and community-
engaged programs. First, the “Epistemology of Experience” enables 
instructors and students to center the emotions and ideas of 
community partners. This approach calls instructors and students 
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to work with and value community partners’ emotions and ideas in 
their projects. Second, the “Epistemology of Participation” outlines 
how knowledge that is useful to multiple groups arises through 
collaborations. This approach enables individuals to situate community 
partners as co-producers of knowledge. Third, the “Epistemology 
of Assets” holds that marginalization can bring special insights that 
often cannot be seen from privileged positions. This approach urges 
individuals to learn from and work with the insights and experiences 
of community members, particularly those from marginalized 
communities. Through this framework, community partners can be 
situated as important leaders for community-engaged projects. Shah 
then dedicates a chapter to each epistemology, outlining application 
in common community engagement or service-learning sites.

Of particular interest to TPC teachers, Shah devotes “Chapter 3: 
Networks” to writing for nonpro"t service-learning projects. Writing 
for nonpro"t projects has become a common TPC service-learning 
project (Cargile Cook, 2014; Krammer-Simpson & Steveson, 2018). 
Enacting her epistemologies, Shah provides the perspectives of the 
nonpro"t leaders, sta#, and volunteers that her University of Arizona 
students worked with. The leaders, sta#, and volunteers explain that 
the deliverables created for their nonpro"ts have had signi"cant 
issues. The community partners revealed that the deliverables often 
failed to speak from a nonpro"t perspective, thus needing to be 
substantially rewritten or abandoned. The community partners then 
o#ered several ideas on how to correct this issue in future service-
learning and/or writing for nonpro"t courses. The partners said that 
students should spend more time researching the organizations they 
work with and that students should be taught to be more direct in 
their communications. The pedagogical insights that Shah gained from 
speaking with community partners demonstrates how her framework 
can be used to focus student service-learning projects so that they are 
more generative for and respectful of community partners.

TPC administrators would bene"t from “Chapter 5: Rewriting 
Architectures,” which details how to enact Critical Community-Based 
Epistemologies in the management of community-engaged programs. 
Shah argues that community-engaged programs are typically only 
held responsible to a university’s self-serving “upward” metrics 
(2020, p. 130). So, Shah articulates ways to enact more “downward 
accountability” that responds to the needs of community partners 
(2020, p.131. Shah articulates an approach to program management 
that focuses on interrogating institutional structures to generate 
better accountability for community partners. Shah then demonstrates 
how she developed this approach through her work on community 
advisory boards for her various community partners. She also outlines 
how this work can be enacted through participatory program 
evaluations and community grading of student work. 
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While o#ering much-needed frameworks, Shah’s epistemology 
seems rooted largely in the possibilities of individuals working at 
R1 institutions. In the book’s conclusion, Shah acknowledges that 
“overworked faculty, sagging department support, unrecognized 
labor, [and] job insecurity” (2020, p. 180) are all barriers to community-
engaged work, but then suggests that overworked and underfunded 
faculty simply "nd time to get co#ee with community members. 
Thus, Rewriting Partnerships has blind spots around the possibilities of 
teachers with heavy teaching loads and/or administrators managing 
programs with little institutional support. For example, how should 
instructors, who do not have the funds to transport students, properly 
engage community partners? Thus, Rewriting Partnerships is both 
needed and incomplete. Signi"cant questions remain about how 
individuals with little support, time, and/or resources can enact Shah’s 
epistemologies. Hopefully, individuals in those positions can read 
Rewriting Partnerships and develop projects that address these gaps. 

Ultimately, Rewriting Partnerships empowers TPC administrators 
and teachers to address some of the inequities in their service-learning 
work. For teachers, the book o#ers a framework that enables them to 
rethink how they approach service-learning projects. Teachers can use 
Rewriting Partnerships to revise how they generate service-learning 
projects and how they situate community partners during those 
projects. For administrators, the book provides several approaches 
for re-seeing community engagement and its value. Administrators 
can use Shah’s work to develop tactical infrastructures that situate 
community partners as knowledge-producers whose needs should 
be addressed through program work and assessment. Rewriting 
Partnerships o#ers new and needed frameworks for community 
engagement work. 
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