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A PEDAGOGY OF FLUENCY IN A DENSELY WOVEN WORLD 
by Gregory W. Graham, 2010 

 
 

ABSTRACT 

 
Evidence indicates that literacy and critical thinking of high school 

and college graduates is in decline. This paper asserts that a primary 

cause of this decline is ubiquitous media technology. Students are 

exposed to a constant stream of entertainment, information and digital 

sociality, which tends to fill all the gaps of their lives. Historically, these 

gaps have provided opportunities for engaging in “meaning-making” 

activities like personal banter, storytelling, sitting down with a good 

book, or contemplating matters of personal importance. This thesis 

proposes two keys for getting literacy and critical thinking back on track 

through the first-year writing classroom: 1) emphasizing the recovery of 

fluency through students’ personal narratives presented in an oral, face-

to-face context, and 2) sharpening students’ attentional skills by 

fostering the meditative pause in the classroom and equipping them for 

“desert island discourse,” which composition teacher and theorist Peter 

Elbow defines as “the ability to talk reflectively to ourselves.” 
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PREFACE 

Now that we are more than halfway through the 1990s and closing 

quickly on both the end of the millennium and the fiftieth 

anniversary of CCCC, it no longer seems like we are riding the 

wave of history; instead we appear to be caught in a riptide that 

is carrying us away from where we want to go. (Faigley 4)  

As then-chairman Lester Faigley speaks these words in his landmark 

opening address at the 1996 Conference on College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC), he points to a ―riptide‖ that is pulling the field of 

rhetoric and composition away from our foremost objectives (4). Much of his 

message focuses on the primary undercurrent: the digital revolution. While 

acknowledging the impressive expansion of the field of rhetoric and 

composition in the second half of the last century, as well as the progress 

related to research and scholarship, Faigley astutely observes that the 

challenges ahead are greater still. He examines the digital revolution in light 

of what he calls the revolution of the rich. Though these two may appear to 

have opposite impacts, with one expanding and the other contracting access, 

Faigley asserts that ―we may eventually come to see them as different aspects 

of an even larger scale change‖ (5). He posits that there is a widening divide 

between rich and poor in our country, and though many claim that the digital 

revolution is narrowing this divide, in fact ―the revolution of the rich has been 
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facilitated by another related revolution: the digital revolution of the 

electronic communications technologies‖ (7).  

So Faigley explicitly identifies the digital revolution as a major part of 

the problem rather than the solution it appears to be; yet the remainder of his 

address can best be described as messy grappling with this very complicated 

subject. For instance, he lauds the plans of his university (the University of 

Texas) to teach ―the great majority of our writing courses in networked 

classrooms by 1998‖ (8) without stopping to consider the ramifications of a 

―networked‖ writing classroom. Toward the end of his speech, Faigley 

speculates that CCCC goers might attend a convention ten years later in which 

the essay ―is no longer center stage,‖ which he shrugs off as adaptation to ―an 

increasingly fluid, multimedia literacy‖ (13).   

Thirteen years later, the essay has withstood the digital storm, but one 

can‘t help but notice Faigley‘s ambivalence. While acknowledging that literacy 

has been the vehicle by which ―civic virtue, just community, and social 

equality‖ have been delivered, he seems to think that literacy as we have 

known it is no longer getting the job done; perhaps we need a new literacy, or 

at least a remodeled one. He asks ―can we promote a literacy that challenges 

monopolies of knowledge and information?‖ but admits that he has few answers 

(14). 

I open with this reflection on Faigley‘s presentation to make one central 

point: we are in danger of missing the forest for the trees. Changing literacy in 
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response to the digital revolution is akin to changing the earth in response to 

the industrial revolution. If, as is chronicled in the upcoming pages, reading 

and writing skills among incoming and outgoing college students in our country 

are diminishing even as access to resources is rising, then that is the riptide 

that writing instructors are swimming against. This thesis is a an effort to offer 

a clear-eyed assessment of the challenges before the field of rhetoric and 

composition in regard to our primary task: teaching writing, raising up rhetors 

empowered with the gifts of literacy for their own personal gain and for the 

betterment of the wider world.  

Thirteen years ago Dr. Faigley peered into the fog surrounding the digital 

revolution and literacy; we are still clumsily grappling for answers. Truthfully, 

we can‘t even seem to agree on the right questions to ask. From the 

perspective put forth in the following pages, the preeminent questions facing 

the field of rhetoric and composition today are simple: what is causing the 

current decline in literacy, and how must we respond? All other questions pale 

in comparison.  
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INTRODUCTION  

Like everybody else, I come to the topic of literacy and new media 

technology with my own biases. Above all, my thinking is shaped by my 

experience teaching first-year writing since the fall of 2007. The population 

with whom I work is generally on the lower end of literacy compared to college 

freshmen around the country. This is especially true with Comp Fundamentals 

students, a mere 6% of whom end up graduating from college1. My conception 

of the first-year writing classroom is no doubt influenced by this working 

context.   

Another bias of mine is that I am a lover of quiet. In The Manchurian 

Candidate, Raymond's wife walks into the kitchen and turns on the TV. 

Raymond says, "There are two kinds of people in this world: Those that enter a 

room and turn the television set on, and those that enter a room and turn the 

television set off." I definitely fall into the latter group. This is not to say that I 

am a Luddite by any stretch. As proof, I can point to my cell phone, my laptop, 

and my Facebook account. I have not deprived myself of the advantages 

afforded by media technologies; nevertheless, for most of my adult life I have 

placed a high value on shutting out all the noise in deference to thinking, 

conversing, reading, writing, praying, and so on.  

                                                           
1
 This 6% figure is a sampling derived from the number of Comp Fundamentals students who 

entered UALR in Fall 2002 and had graduated by spring of 2008. This is according to Sylvester Cartwright 

of UALR testing services. 
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When I came into the field of rhetoric and composition in mid-life (my 

40‘s), I was stunned to discover that scholars like Ong and Freire, researchers 

like Britton and Emig, and practitioners like Elbow and Murray were proposing 

an approach to literacy, learning, and life that I had been practicing for two 

decades. So you might say I come into the field backwards.  

The same kind of backwards practice-before-theory path led me to the 

main emphasis of this thesis. I was planning to write about Jim Corder‘s 

―meditative pause‖ (167) and promote what Keith Roberts calls ―deep 

structure learning‖ (1). Indeed, the final section of this thesis does finally get 

around to fulfilling that goal. However, while researching for my thesis, I fell in 

love with the work of Barry Sanders, particularly his book A is for Ox. I was so 

taken with it that I emailed Sanders; he was kind enough to correspond with 

me about my final project.  

As I engaged with Sanders‘ insight into the work of Walter Ong and his 

understanding of the interplay between orality and literacy, I had a eureka 

moment. He was explaining the things that were working for me in the 

classroom better than anyone ever had. As was the case before I came into the 

field, I had been using certain practices before I had the theoretical 

underpinning. Don‘t get me wrong—the great majority of my pedagogy and 

practices were passed on to me through the faculty of the UALR Department of 

Rhetoric and Writing, starting with Dr. Sally Crisp‘s Composition Theory course 

that introduced me to the stalwarts in the field. Additionally, my involvement 

with the Little Rock Writing Project, including participation in the Summer 
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Institute, further strengthened my understanding of the best practices to 

promote a transformational literacy.  

But the unique contribution that I hope to make with this thesis, 

particularly related to the importance of orality and narrative for today‘s 

students, comes from an approach to the classroom that has worked for me and 

was confirmed through the thinking of Barry Sanders and the subsequent 

research spurred by his ideas. This is not to say that these practices are unique 

to me. On the contrary, I expect that many will have the same reaction to this 

information that I had: yes, that makes perfect sense; I have seen it work in 

the classroom just as you say.  

In one sense, my goals are very modest. I simply want to point to the 

pedagogy and practices that have worked in the first-year writing classroom for 

the last half century and explain why they are more important than ever. In 

another sense, my goals are very bold. As I pointed out in the preface, I fear 

that the field of rhetoric and composition is in danger of losing its way, 

unaware of the threat to literacy that looms like a thick fog over our culture. 

Like the boiling frog that doesn‘t realize it‘s boiling until it‘s too late, my 

concern is that our field might allow the slow but sure erosion of the 

foundations upon which a transformational literacy is built.  

Despite my biases, I have attempted to produce a solid piece of writing 

here that presents hard data from numerous recent research studies, along 

with analyses and theories from multiple disciplines. On top of this, I have 

added personal insight from my experience in the classroom. 
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My objective in the first chapter is perhaps the most difficult. I define 

literacy and evaluate the state of literacy based on that definition. I also 

analyze the increasingly popular notion that we need to teach multiple 

literacies, and that these ―new literacies‖ are part of an empowering new 

ethos arising in postmodernity. Chapters two through four are the key chapters 

where I detail my perspective on the reasons for a declining literacy. More 

importantly, I lay out a formula for reversing that decline and restoring a 

fluent, transformational literacy in the first-year college writing classroom.  
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THE STATE OF LITERACY 

There are many views regarding the state of literacy in our nation today, 

particularly when evaluating the impact of the digital revolution (also referred 

to as the information age, new media technology, etc). Some laud the 

increased access and interactivity, while others foresee a ―coming dark age‖ of 

distraction and inattention (Jackson 14).  

To some extent, this is the same debate that has raged since television 

became ubiquitous in the 1950‘s. In those days, scholars like Jerry Mander and 

Neil Postman warned of the devastating impact of television upon literacy, 

while Marshall McLuhan offered a mixed review. McLuhan recognized that 

television was changing everything, but he held out hope that the change 

would be good, that we were moving into a new era of the ―global village.‖ It 

appears that McLuhan‘s ambivalence about the long-term impact of media won 

the day. Many people in the U.S. have similarly mixed feelings about the ever-

increasing presence of media technologies; they are excited about the 

possibilities, yet vaguely aware of a potential negative effect.  

Similarly, there is little consensus today regarding the state of literacy, 

even among scholars. Research data is difficult to get a handle on, leading to 

vastly divergent interpretations. Yet something is up, because attention to 

literacy appears to be on the rise, with more research commissioned and more 

legislation proposed every year.   
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Writing First! 

Most studies on literacy put the spotlight on reading, while writing 

(which is the focus of this thesis) plays second fiddle. Even casual use of the 

word literacy (as well as use in policy and legislative dialogue) tends to refer to 

reading only (Elbow, ―Write‖ 9). This is a shame, because writing is the most 

potent tool at our disposal for the development of literacy. As Peter Elbow has 

put it, ―Nothing can be read unless it is first written‖ (―Write First” 9). Indeed, 

as Janet Emig explains, writing is a ―uniquely powerful multi-representational 

mode of learning,‖ as it simultaneously utilizes enactive, iconic, and 

representational forms of learning (10). Writing invariably slows down thought 

and, as Jerome Bruner says, ―forces a remoteness of reference on the language 

user‖ (qtd in Emig 13).  

Evidence that writing is the ideal tool for learning can be seen in the 

practices of young children. Donald Graves and others have recently 

demonstrated that ―very young children can write before they can read, can 

write more than they can read, and can write more easily than they can read—

because they can write anything they can say‖ (qtd in Elbow Writing First! 9).  

The good news is that writing has received more attention recently, with 

a couple of major research projects (which I will cite later) focused on writing 

published in the last few years. In the end, one cannot separate reading and 

writing; they are forever joined. And both of these components of literacy are 

in the midst of epochal change. 
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Some believe these changes are for the better. After all, we do more 

writing, send and receive ever-increasing amounts of written communication, 

and are exposed to far greater volumes of information than ever in human 

history. Ignacio Ramonet asserts that ―a single copy of the Sunday edition of 

the New York Times contains more information than a cultivated person in the 

eighteenth century would consume during a lifetime‖ (qtd in Eriksen 71).  

At the same time, there is substantial evidence that we are currently 

experiencing a decline in literacy. Yes, students today spend more time 

strumming their computer keyboards or cell phone key pads than past students 

spent pecking at their typewriters or scribbling in their notebooks, but the 

language being used is increasingly phatic, serving primarily to maintain a 

―connected presence‖ or exchange basic information with friends and family: 

Where are you? What are you doing? Having a bad day! Mad at my boyfriend! As 

students visit social networking sites and other websites on the Internet, and as 

they send and receive text messages or ―Tweets‖ among their inner circle, 

they certainly are engaging in a rudimentary form of rhetoric and are working 

with the written word, but are they truly becoming more literate? In order to 

answer that question, I must first address what it means to be literate.  

Defining Literacy 

If literacy is, as Lankshear and Knoble state in The New Literacies 

Sampler, ―socially recognized ways of generating, communicating and 

negotiating meaningful content through the medium of encoded texts within 

contexts of participation in Discourses‖ (4), then we are indeed a more literate 
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society. For instance, one assumes that flipping through TV channels with a 

remote control might be ―negotiating meaningful content.‖ This view of 

literacy is described by Roberts as a ―particularist construct,‖ where the 

emphasis is on literacies rather than literacy. Roberts explains: ―There is, in 

this way of thinking, no single definition of literacy, but rather multiple 

constructs that serve to describe particular examples of literacy X, literacy Y, 

and so on‖ (34).  

Clearly, an expansion of the definition of literacy has been occurring for 

some time and continues to gain ground in academia. From Lankshear and 

Knobel‘s point of view, photoshopping, vodcasting, podcasting, and gaming are 

all literacies (6). This evolving view of literacy is not endorsed in this thesis. 

Even though ―new literacy‖ values such as increasing access to information and 

enlarging the scale of collaboration are clearly positive developments, and 

enabling competence with new media technologies is a must, redefining 

literacy is unnecessary and unhelpful—more a part of the problem than the 

solution.   

Critical engagement with word and world 

The perspective emphasized in this thesis is that literacy must include, 

as Paulo Freire put it, a ―critical engagement with word and world‖ and ―a set 

of practices that functions to either empower or disempower people‖ (Freire 

and Donaldo, ―Literacy: Reading‖ viii). Building on Freire‘s work, Lankshear  
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and Lawler assert that forms of literacy are either ―proper‖ or ―improper‖: 

Proper literacy enhances people‘s control over their lives and 

their capacity for dealing rationally with decisions by enabling 

them to identify, understand, and to act to transform, social 

relations and practices in which power is structured unequally … 

Improper literacy either fails to promote, or else actively 

impedes, such understanding and action. (74) 

Though I am oversimplifying the literacy debate with this statement, I 

want to assert that writing (first) and reading, which are the conventional 

components of literacy, are far more effective pathways to critical 

engagement, personal empowerment, and transformative action than any of 

the other so-called ―literacies.‖ Writing and reading stand alone as the pillars 

of an ennobling literacy. These are the tools that changed the world, and we 

equate them with other ―literacies‖ at our peril.   

Freire and the new ethos 

I draw on Freire to buttress my assertion that media technology is the 

primary culprit behind the decline in literacy. However, some theorists have 

taken the opposite position and cite Freire to support the idea that literacy is 

thriving under a ―new ethos‖ related to these technologies. From their view, 

the information revolution has leveled the playing field and threatened the 

long-existing structures of power and domination, thus fulfilling the dreams of 

Freire and others.  
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One such theorist is Colin Lankshear. As I researched Freire, literacy, 

and new literacy, I found Lankshear‘s name to be prominent in these areas of 

study. I also discovered that his views appear to have shifted rather 

dramatically. In 1974, he co-authored a book entitled Literacy, Schooling and 

Revolution that advocated the implementation of Freire‘s radical theories into 

the U.S. classroom. The passage I quoted above came from that book and was 

useful for clarifying the Freirian view of literacy. However, in Lankshear‘s 

latest publication (The New Literacies Sampler, 2008), he attempts to place 

Freire‘s stamp of approval on Web 2.0.: 

What we call ―new ethos stuff,‖ then, comprises the spirit of Web 

2.0 values and priorities like inclusion—reaching out to the long 

tail of the Web (Shirky 2003)—active collaboration and 

participation, leveraging collective intelligence via practices like 

eliciting user annotations, distributing and wilfully sharing 

expertise, decentering authorship, mobilizing information for 

relatedness, hybridization, and the like. This is profoundly 

different ―stuff‖—a different essence—from that which constitutes 

the paradigm literacies of bookspace. We see this as an historical 

trend. It may even be an ―epochal‖ trend in Freire‘s sense of the 

word (1972), if we think of postmodernity as marking an epochal 

shift from modernity, and if we see the second mindset as an 

aspect of the postmodern spirit (Lankshear and Knobel 20).  



11 
 

 

This is all the more interesting when noting that Lankshear co-authored 

a work ten years ago that urged caution in regard to the impact of new media 

technology. Joined by Michael Peters and Michele Knobel, the journal article 

entitled ―Information, Knowledge and Learning: Some Issues facing 

Epistemology and Education in a Digital Age‖ conveys an ambivalence about the 

changes rapidly occurring at the turn of the century. On the one hand, the 

authors acknowledge a concern over the ―fetishing of information,‖ but they 

also express excitement about the manner in which the Internet has ―defied 

the centralization‖ that initially characterized it (18). In the end, it is clear 

that the authors are taking a critical posture toward new media and the powers 

behind it: 

As educationists we neglect investigating the possible 

epistemological significance and implications of practices 

involving new Information and Communications Technologies 

(ICTs) at our peril. This would be to hand the game over 

completely to the 'visions' of neoliberal policymakers, techno-

scientists and corporations who stand to gain from technologising 

educational provision in the image of computing hardware and 

software. (Lankshear, Peters, and Knobel 21) 

Despite these concerns expressed in 2000, Lankshear‘s latest work 

wholeheartedly embraces the ―new ethos‖ of the information age. Apparently 

he has converted from skeptic to believer, and now regards the information 

superhighway as the road to a Freirian paradise. In order to better understand 



12 
 

 

the change in Lankshear‘s thinking (and that of many like him in the field of 

rhetoric and composition), one must look at the underlying mindset. 

Cyberspatial-Postindustrial mindset 

Lankshear and many others believe that postmodernity has ushered in a 

new ―cyberspatial-postindustrial‖ mindset, which offers ―new ways of being‖ in 

the world (Lankshear and Knobel 10). This new mindset is displacing the old 

―physical-industrial‖ mindset and its corrupting capacity for power and control.  

However, it seems to me that Lankshear and Knobel have set up a false 

dichotomy. Some believe their ―new way of being‖ in the world is not so new 

after all. Many sociologists have begun to question the usefulness of the term 

―postmodernity,‖ preferring ―hypermodernity‖ to identify the spirit of the age. 

Zygmut Buaman has said ―postmodernity is modernity minus its illusion‖ (qtd in 

Abrahamson 171); likewise, I would say that the cyberspatial-postindustrial 

mindset is the physical-industrial mindset minus the illusion. Rather than the 

issues of power and control being eliminated through the liberating impact of 

the Internet, a more sinister kind of control has come into place—much more 

subtle and much less idealistic. The vast network of digital lords who are 

designing and policing our digital playground only share one objective in 

common—making as much money as possible by any means possible. To think 

that the positive developments associated with Web 2.0, such as the 

collaboration and sharing taking place on Wikipedia, are part of a ―new way of 

being in the world‖ seems naïve.   
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The emerging digital media space 

In A New Literacies Sampler, Lankshear and Knobel assert that under the 

old paradigm ―the book mediated social relations of control and power‖ (13). 

In other words, they view print text as an inflexible, closed system easily 

controlled and abused by those in authority. Lankshear asserts that these 

problems of control and power—foremost concerns of Freire—have been 

alleviated in the ―emerging digital media space‖ (14). He would have us 

believe that we are now living in the glorious freedom of Web 2.0, where 

―there is no text paradigm‖ (14).  

Here again I believe Lankshear and Knobel have proposed a false 

dichotomy, which I will depict in the following manner: 

Book (conventional literacy) = physical-industrial mindset 

Web 2.0 (new literacies) = cyberspatial mindset 

The problem with this dichotomy is that it stuffs literacy into the 

physical-industrial box, where it does not belong. Indeed, Ntiri points out that 

―Some social historians have argued that literacy precedes a nation‘s 

development, especially industrial development, and not the other way 

around‖ (100). In other words, literacy existed and flourished long before 

modernity.  

This point is important because to lump conventional literacy in with the 

physical-industrial mindset is to diminish its place in world civilization. If 

conventional literacy is, as Lankshear and Knobel have stated, part and parcel 

of the physical-industrial mindset, then it only makes sense that educators 
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should embrace the new ethos associated with new literacies. However, if 

literacy precedes and supersedes the physical-industrial mindset (which it most 

certainly does), then the task for Lankshear and Knobel is more challenging: 

they must prove that the new ethos associated with new literacies is superior 

to the world-transforming ethos of critical engagement with word and world. 

On the contrary, the evidence presented in this thesis indicates that the new 

ethos perpetrated by new media technology is weakening critical literacy 

rather than strengthening it.  

I emphasize this point because the views of these advocates of the new 

ethos could shape the future of composition and rhetoric, not to mention all of 

education. If rhetoric and composition departments adopt what Lankshear and 

Knobel blithely call ―wider and looser‖ (4) ideas of what constitutes literate 

practices, then they will be joining in the cultural regression away from critical 

engagement with word and world.   

More cumulative than adversative  

I believe that these two mindsets are more cumulative than adversative. 

In other words, the physical-industrial mindset started literacy on a path that 

has continued to deteriorate, picking up speed as we moved into the 

cyberspatial mindset. In fact, I will detail in this thesis how modern man has 

been moving away from a Freirian type of engagement for over a century.  

Perhaps the truest thing that can be said when comparing the two 

mindsets is that the good has gotten better while the bad has gotten worse. 

The good? Access and collaboration increased via the printing press; they have 
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increased all the more through Web 2.0. The bad? Loss of context, decline in 

reflection, mediated contact replacing human contact, the artificial 

supplanting the organic, the compression of time, and the commodification of 

knowledge and relationships. All of these changes occurred with the onset of 

modern technologies, but the degree and pace of change has increased 

dramatically with the arrival of new media technologies. 

The core of Freire’s message 

Though Freire‘s goal was political revolution, his means to that end was 

critical engagement with word and world. He sought to instill a literacy that 

awakened people to the world inside them and around them—knowing that this 

kind of transformational literacy was the only way to change the world. He 

warned educators in the U.S. against using texts that would lead to ―further 

de-skilling‖ and result in ―domestication of the mind‖ (Freire 441). The 

overwhelming evidence presented in the following pages will indicate that, 

rather than promoting a fluent literacy, new media technology is leading to the 

de-skilling and domestication of the mind about which Freire warned.   

The core of Freire‘s message regarding literacy and education was 

promotion of critical engagement and rejection of simple memorization of 

facts. Though he advocated greater access for the illiterate, he knew that 

access alone was not enough. Regarding today‘s university student in the 

United States, concern about access pales in comparison with concern over a 

lack of critical engagement. Undoubtedly, there have been significant 

breakthroughs in access, collaboration, and participation (tearing down of the 
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hierarchical teacher/student system) due to the revolution in information 

technology. However, the fundamental question, as it relates to Freire and 

literacy, is this: is critical engagement increasing or decreasing due to the 

overwhelming influence of new media technologies?  To promote new media 

technologies or multiple ―literacies‖ based on the work of Paulo Freire is akin 

to promoting war based on the teachings of the Bible; in both cases, the 

followers have gotten so far off the path they are actually working against the 

original objective. 

Simple, Consistent, and Alarming 

If one holds to this critical view of literacy, then research clearly 

indicates that literacy is declining. Whatever one sees as the source of the 

problem, a growing mound of research points to a decline in reading and 

writing skills in today‘s students. In 2007, the National Endowment for the Arts 

released a report with these foreboding words: 

The story the data tell is simple, consistent, and alarming. 

Although there has been measurable progress in recent years in 

reading ability at the elementary school level, all progress 

appears to halt as children enter their teenage years. (U.S.)  

Of course, not everyone buys what the NEA is selling, claiming ulterior 

motives. Some view them as vanguards of a dying allegiance to print media, 

but the statistics speak for themselves: when the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) last gave their writing exam in 2002, they found 

that ―72% of 4th-grade students, 69% of 8th-grade students, and 77% of 12th-
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grade students did not meet NAEP writing proficiency goals‖ (Graham 8). 

Additionally, the ACT reported in 2005 that a third of high school students did 

not meet the writing benchmarks set for incoming college freshmen (Gram 9). 

Most of these unprepared students end up in two-year community colleges, 

who struggle to meet their remediation needs. Grubb et al, Perin and Charron 

point to this situation as potentially stunting the overall academic quality of 

these institutions (qtd in Graham 9).      

The NAEP reported in 2004 that a mere 24 percent of twelfth graders 

were ―capable of composing organized, coherent prose in clear language with 

correct spelling and grammar‖ (qtd in Baron 202). The NAEP identified a lack of 

effective writing instruction (in both quantity and quality) in grades K-12 as 

part of the problem (Baron 203).  

This past decade has seen a rise in awareness of literacy problems from 

all sectors of society. In 2002, the College Board established the National 

Commission on Writing due to ―growing concern within the education, business, 

and policy-making communities that the level of writing in the United States is 

not what it should be‖ (National). In an assessment published by the 

Commission in 2005, they found that ―the teaching and practice of writing are 

increasingly shortchanged throughout the school and college years‖ (Neglected 

―R‖ 14). Among other recommendations, they urged doubling the amount of 

time students spend writing in the classroom. Even though 90% of midcareer 

professionals point to effective writing as extremely important in their daily 

work (Neglected ―R‖ 11), there is clearly a lack of emphasis on writing in the 
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schools that are supposedly preparing them for their occupations. While 

enrollment numbers in demanding high school math and science classes has 

increased in the last ten years, English composition enrollment has decreased 

(Neglected ―R‖ 14).  

 Maggie Jackson tells of one college that has paid particular attention to 

the researching and writing skills of their students. The New Jersey Institute of 

Technology (NJIT) performed an internal assessment of the writing portfolios of 

a representative sample of seniors and found that they scored an average 6.14 

on a scale of 12, which was just below ―satisfactory‖ (Jackson 165). The school 

administration concluded that ―students could find and cite sources better than 

they were able to judge their relevance and authority, and were even less able 

to use information they gathered to support their arguments.‖ NJIT faculty 

expressed deep concern over the ―lack of authentic engagement‖ in their 

upcoming graduates (qtd in Jackson 165). Unfortunately, the findings of this 

university are not the exception, but the norm.  

Addressing the problem  

Very little has been written in the field of rhetoric and composition that 

addresses the decline in literacy related to the influence of new media 

technologies. The great majority of what has been written focuses on using 

these technologies in the classroom. Though there is a vast amount of research 

being done in fields as diverse as neuroscience and anthropology related to the 

impact of information technologies upon human life, that research has not 
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been brought into sharp focus by scholars or theorists in the field of 

composition and rhetoric.  

In the following pages, I will argue that the primary culprit behind a 

declining literacy is a loss of fluency. Though there are several factors 

contributing to this loss of fluency, paramount is the pervasive influence of 

new media technology. At the same time, the situation is exacerbated by many 

well meaning teachers, administrators, and politicians who are misdiagnosing 

the decline in literacy and mistreating the patient.  

Chapter 2 will explain what I mean by fluency and how we are losing it. I 

will also look at a common misdiagnosis that I believe is exacerbating the 

situation. In Chapter 3, I will point to orality and narrative as the keys to 

overcoming the debilitating impact of digital sociality on fluency. And then 

Chapter 4 will propose focused, reflective writing as the path that will lead our 

students through the numbing information glut and into a transformational 

literacy. 
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THE LOSS OF FLUENCY 

Fluency is a term used by Walter Ong and elaborated on by his former 

student Thomas Farrell in an article entitled ―Literacy, the Basics, and All That 

Jazz.‖ Simply stated, fluency refers to a comfort level that one reaches with 

his own words. Farrell took Ong‘s understanding of fluency as vital in the 

historical development of rhetoric and consciousness and applied it to the 

development of student writing and awareness (446). As humankind built on 

the foundations of knowledge passed along via oral traditions, rhetoric grew in 

fluency until, with the birth of the alphabet, fluency flourished into a world-

changing literacy. Similarly, each person‘s movement from concrete to abstract 

thinking, from rudimentary recitation of facts to articulate expression of 

complex thought processes, is the blooming of fluency. Farrell explains: 

The use of language in rhetoric, which is fluent, extended, and 

ordered, seems to expand our thinking capacities and interior 

resources, and when the rhetoric is written, the language is 

selected and mulled over in an even more deliberate manner that 

further enhances thinking and consciousness. So fluency is 

instrumental in the development of rhetoric, and rhetoric is 

central to the emergence of consciousness from a magical-

mythical state. (447)     

The magical-mythical state of which Farrell speaks is a reference to Jean 

Piaget‘s four stages of human cognitive development. Piaget saw the 
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emergence from ―magical thinking‖ as key to one‘s maturity from child to 

adult. Indeed, if we aim to see students develop rhetorical awareness and 

critical thinking—the two loftier goals established by the Council of Writing 

Program Administrators—then our foremost concern must be their development 

of fluency.   

So what’s the problem? 

In one sense, fluency comes to every child as she learns how to speak. 

This is something that occurs naturally, with very little intentional effort from 

caregivers. As the child grows up, her fluency continues to develop through 

active participation in a flesh-and-blood world filled with conversations, 

stories, jokes, and other forms of personal banter with family and friends. At 

least that is what should be happening. Increasingly, the modern child is raised 

in an artificial, virtual environment, with substantially less active participation 

in an oral (face-to-face) world. This is critical, because—as Barry Sanders 

explains—orality is foundational to literacy:  

Orality supports literacy, provides the impetus for shaping it. The 

skills one learns in orality are crucial because literacy is more 

than a series of words on paper. It is a set of relationships and 

structures, a dynamic system that one internalizes and maps onto 

experience. A person‘s success in orality determines whether or 

not he or she will ―take‖ to literacy. (―A‖ xii) 

Unfortunately, many students entering our classrooms are not only 

suffering from a declining literacy; they are experiencing a kind of cultural 



22 
 

 

regression unique to our time – a decaying of the foundation upon which 

literacy is built, a loss of orality.  

This is creating a new category on the literacy scale, which Sanders calls 

―post-literates‖ (75). Sanders asserts that numerous young people today have 

little or no oral foundation; they lack fluency and have little narrative 

awareness of themselves. Narrative, or storytelling, is the heart of orality and 

the bedrock of civilization, but the vast majority of narratives to which most of 

today‘s students are exposed are on a screen. These mediated stories offer no 

real-life connection or opportunity for real-time participation in the telling of 

the narrative. Quoting Alasdair MacIntyre, Walter Fisher describes man as a 

―story-telling animal‖ (375), but many today are cut off from their story telling 

selves. In that condition, the chances of their critically engaging with word and 

world are drastically reduced. To get to a proper literacy they must go through 

orality, which is the birthplace of fluency. 

Robbed of fluency 

A pedagogy of fluency is desperately needed today because we live in a 

culture that is robbing our students of fluency at every step. For generations, 

thinkers in numerous fields have warned of the crippling effect of technology 

on our minds and souls. As is usually the case, the poets, artists, and writers 

have prophesied our future with sometimes surprising clarity. Orwell stunned 

us with 1984 and Bradbury jarred us with Fahrenheit 451.  

This past decade seems to have produced an increase in popular stories 

that wrestle with the tension between virtuality and humanity. In 1999, 
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Hollywood blew American viewers away with The Matrix, a mind-bending movie 

in which people are little more than batteries powering machines, sedated by a 

false virtual world into which they are plugged. The people are physically 

disabled and captured by the machines in a tiny prison. The real world is a grim 

place, but humans are kept happy by being plugged into an alternative reality. 

The Matrix was just the beginning. Just this past year there have been 

several blockbuster movies along these lines. For example: 

 In the animated movie Wall-E, people have become mindless, physically 

disabled blobs who live in order to consume. They live separated from 

the earth and anything natural, pushing buttons on their floating chairs 

and experiencing life completely through the screen right in front of 

their faces (eerily reminiscent of the experience of folks in Bradbury‘s 

Fahrenheit 451). Interestingly, the machines in the movie are more 

human than the people. 

 The blockbuster Avatar has been hailed as the most expensive movie 

ever made with a total price tag close to $500 million (latimes.com). 

The tension between virtual and real is more complex in this movie. 

Human beings plug into a system that enables them to control an Avatar, 

which is constructed by bioengineers using a combination of human and 

Na‘vi DNA. The Na‘vi are human-like natives of the planet Pandora, 

which is being threatened by industrialized human greed.   

 In 2010, the movie Surrogates enjoyed modest success. The depiction of 

the dehumanizing affect of media technology is blatant. In the story, 
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everyone stays inside his home plugged into a machine that looks like a 

dentist chair living through their surrogates. The surrogates can have any 

appearance, and usually look much better than the real thing. The 

exception to this virtual existence is a group of renegades who live in 

―The Colony.‖ These people, led by ―The Prophet,‖ are holding on to 

their humanity with gusto.  

From Orwell to Bradbury to Ishiguro, these stories have one thing in 

common: they reflect a growing concern that the overwhelming presence of 

media technology and/or virtuality is robbing us of our fluency, our voice, our 

humanity. 

I take the space to summarize these movies to support one simple point 

that is key to this thesis: ubiquitous media technology is such a reality in our 

lives today that we no longer see it, like the person who drives the same route 

to work every day and eventually stops noticing the scenery along the way. 

Though movies, TV shows, books and journal articles are sounding the alarm 

regarding a lack of engagement with word and world and the loss of fluency, 

most fail to make the connection that this situation is a considerable part of 

today‘s literacy problem and should factor prominently in our pedagogy. 

Misdiagnosing the situation 

As the facts regarding a decline in literacy are coming to light, one 

would think that the solution would be simple: focus on reading and writing in 

schools and universities. But such an emphasis has been in place for years—to 

no avail. In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLBA) was passed with the 
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intention of bringing schools ―back to the basics‖ by holding them responsible 

to achieve certain measureable results in student performance. Accountability 

is not a bad thing, and there have been some good programs put in place 

empowering reading and writing in elementary age children (National Writing 

Project), but it has been well documented that the NCLBA has produced mixed 

results as teachers are forced to ―teach to the test.‖  

Without a thorough understanding of our cultural situation, most people 

today have a predictably short-sighted reaction to the news that students‘ 

strength in reading and writing is diminishing. They are frustrated and want 

somebody to pay. A society that has come to expect complicated matters to be 

explained in sound bytes—with everything separated into nice little black and 

white categories—is easily seduced by strong talk from politicians and school 

administrators who promise to raise the standards and hold schools 

accountable. This has resulted in multiple ineffective solutions. The most 

common misdiagnosis is that all we need is to get back to the basics.  

Back to the basics 

This is the battle cry that will not go away. I mean, who wants to oppose 

going back to the basics? Certainly no politician does. Like most mistakes, this 

idea has plenty of truth in it. Certainly every writing teacher wishes each of his 

students had flawless writing mechanics; but it has been well established by 

numerous theorists in the field of rhetoric and composition that a focus on 

mechanics does not in itself produce good writers.  
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Most secondary teachers feel caught in a trap; pressured to ―teach to 

the test,‖ they use formulas to produce functional writers. But these very 

formulas thwart the engagement all educators are seeking from their students. 

As Vicki Spandel explains, ―Formulaic writing encourages vacuous thinking and 

freedom from personal investment. In short, it undermines the very soul of 

what we seek to accomplish through writing instruction‖ (125). Though 

undoubtedly forged from the best of intentions, a back to the basics approach 

moves students further away from fluency, and thus literacy. As Barry Sanders 

says: 

The problem is not that young people have a difficult time 

becoming literate. They have a difficult time becoming literate 

when things fall apart—the connections to family, the connection 

to voice, the connection to play. Their difficulty is compounded 

by schools that treat literacy as a commodity and use a delivery 

system to satisfy its consumers, and diagnostic testing to measure 

overall success. Instead of treating reading and writing as dynamic 

processes that evolve out of orality, institutionalized delivery 

systems reduce reading and writing to a credential called 

―literacy.‖ Such an attitude enables teachers to deliver literacy 

to passive recipients called students. (228) 

Indeed, those who advocate going back to the basics are proposing that 

the house be rebuilt on a broken foundation. The only kind of literacy they will 

produce is an anemic one that offers little of the transformative power 
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normally associated with literacy. It is only upon the foundation of fluency that 

the structures of a truly educated individual can be securely built. 

Diagnosing the misdiagnosis 

To fully understand the cultural dynamics behind the standards 

movement, one needs to pull back to see the bigger picture. We need to ask 

what it means to be educated, or better yet, what the purpose of an education 

is. The great majority of students see an education as nothing more than a 

necessary step toward their occupational and income goals. This is especially 

true with students from low-income households who have the lowest levels of 

literacy. Because of this mentality, most of today‘s students view a college 

writing class as an inconvenience forced on them by an out-of-date educational 

system. Many in academia seem to agree, as schools de-emphasize liberal arts 

and the humanities, focusing more and more on technical training to prepare 

students to enter the marketplace. U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan 

was recently quoted regarding states‘ testing proficiency standards for 

students: ―At a time when we should be raising standards to compete in the 

global economy, more states are lowering the bar than raising it‖ (Howell A9). 

Setting aside the issue about standards, I am more concerned with the 

Secretary‘s use of ―competing in the global economy‖ as a frame of reference, 

as if that is the universally accepted end of education.  

Consciously or not, Secretary Duncan has allied himself with those who 

treat knowledge as first and foremost a commodity, where ―knowledge ‗ceases 

to be an end in itself‘; it loses its use value and becomes, to all intents and 
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purposes, an exchange value alone‖ (Lankshear 171). As Jean-Francois Lyotard 

points out in his commentary on knowledge in postmodern societies,  

the primary concern of professionally oriented students, the 

state, and education institutions will be with whether the learning 

or information is of any use—typically in the sense of ‗Is it 

saleable?‘ or ‗Is it efficient?‘—not with whether it is true. (qtd in 

Lankshear 171) 

Clearly, this has become the culturally prevalent mentality. Even the 

thinking of incoming college students has changed dramatically over the last 

few decades. Maggie Jackson reports: 

A disturbing thirty-five-year longitudinal study by Alexander Astin 

reports that 80 percent of incoming college students in the 1960s 

called ―developing a meaningful philosophy of life‖ their most 

essential goal, while 45 percent chose ―being very well off‖ as 

their primary aim. Today, their values have shifted markedly. 

Nearly 74 percent of freshmen rate being wealthy as essential, 

while 43 percent choose life philosophy as most important. (234) 

So writing, particularly essay writing, is slowly but surely losing status as 

an effective means of preparing students ―for the global economy.‖ Ironically, 

this emphasis on more ―practical‖ goals and means for ―being very well off‖ is 

producing less capable graduates entering the workforce. In recent research, 

employers and governmental agencies identified writing as the skill most 

lacking in their employees. According to a 2007 report produced by the 
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National Endowment for the Arts, competent reading and writing are the most 

highly valued skills by the majority of employers. But when employers were 

asked what skills were most deficient in job entrants, writing was the most 

common answer: 81% of high school graduates and 28% of college graduates are 

regarded as inadequate writers (United States 14). 

I will avoid getting further bogged down in the debate on national 

standards. For the purpose of this thesis, I am simply pointing out that the vast 

majority of our academic culture (of which Secretary Duncan and NCLBA are 

but a tiny sliver) is knowingly or unknowingly inculcating the values inherent in 

new media technology over and above the humanistic values upon which 

civilization was built and has thrived. Though many insist that modern 

technology is value-neutral, a closer look reveals numerous underlying 

assumptions. Developmental psychologist William Crain points to three values 

that reign supreme in modern life: the future, speed, and efficiency (146). 

These technological values often clash with the ―wisdom of the ages‖ values 

that serve as the starting place for much of our liberal arts and humanities 

education, most especially the writing classroom, where students are still 

allowed the luxury of exploration, reflection, and self-discovery.  

The following chapters will detail the specific battlefields on which 

these clashes are taking place:  

Chapter 3, The Recovery of Fluency 

Chapter 4, A Fluent Literacy 
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 In each of these areas I will illuminate the manner in which fluency is 

being attenuated; then I will map out the pathway to a restored fluency and a 

subsequent empowered literacy.  

 

 

  



31 
 

 

THE RECOVERY OF FLUENCY  

In this chapter, we will look at the impact of digital sociality on fluency 

and how the power of narrative—particularly in a face-to-face context—can 

awaken students to the sound of their own voices. The term digital sociality 

refers to the myriad of ways that people today interact through the use of 

digital media, including cell phones, texting, Twitter, and online social 

networks. 

Always On 

Bridal Shower 
by George Bilgere 
 
Perhaps, in a distant café, 
four or five people are talking 
with the four or five people 
who are chatting on their cell phones this morning 
in my favorite café. 
 

And perhaps someone there, 
someone like me, is watching them as they frown, 
or smile, or shrug 
at their invisible friends or lovers,  
jabbing the air for emphasis. 
 

And, like me, he misses the old days, 
when talking to yourself  
meant you were crazy, 
back when being crazy was a big deal, 
not just an acronym 
or something you could take a pill for. 
 

I liked it 
when people who were talking to themselves 
might actually have been talking to God 
or an angel. 
You respected people like that. 
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You didn't want to kill them, 
as I want to kill the woman at the next table 
with the little blue light on her ear 
who has been telling the emptiness in front of her 
about her daughter's bridal shower 
in astonishing detail 
for the past thirty minutes. 
 

O person like me, 
phoneless in your distant café, 
I wish we could meet to discuss this, 
and perhaps you would help me 
murder this woman on her cell phone, 
 

after which we could have a cup of coffee, 
maybe a bagel, and talk to each other, 
face to face. 

Many laud the great connectivity that is enjoyed in the world today 

through astounding advancements in new media technology. It cannot be 

denied that endless possibilities for personal communication and collaboration 

have been opened up through the internet and personal communication 

devices. Examples abound: 

 In the summer of 2009, many credited historical revolutionary activity in 

Iran with communication that took place via Twitter and cell-phone 

text-messaging. 

 Doctors in remote villages seek assistance from specialists in centers of 

advanced learning halfway around the world.  

 Loved ones thousands of miles apart stay constantly in touch via 

technologies such as Skype, Twitter, and text-messaging.  

 Parents keep tabs on the whereabouts of their children through GPS in 

their phones or, better yet, implanted in their skin.  
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 An increasing number of romantic relationships today are initiated 

through online dating services or other forms of online contact.  

 Colleges and universities are expanding their student base through 

distance learning, with professors responding to students through email 

or various new tools such as Blackboard.  

With all of this astounding ―connectivity,‖ how could one possibly assert 

that new media technologies are dampening fluency rather than nourishing it? 

Though there are clearly some ways in which these products are connecting 

people, the assertion here is that these mediated connections differ 

significantly from face-to-face contact. Technological developments almost 

always have unintended consequences, and our astounding ability for non-stop 

instant personal communication is no exception. Rather than simply 

supplementing our normal daily interaction, these technologies are 

fundamentally changing the way we communicate and relate to one another; 

this is especially true with young people who have been raised with these 

technologies.  

Linguist Naomi Baron believes that our 24/7 connectivity is leading to a 

phenomena she calls ―the end of anticipation‖ (226). Where we once 

anticipated hearing the stories friends and family would tell about what 

occurred in their lives while away, now this information is shared through a 

constant stream of emails, social networking updates, Tweets and text 

messages.  
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When we are always on, we have the ability to live in other 

people‘s moments. Relationships can be maintained through 

running discourse rather than reflective synopsis. . . 

Contemporary language technologies are poised to redefine our 

longstanding notions of what it means to communicate with 

another person. (Baron 226) 

More at issue is the impact these language technologies are having on 

our in-person interaction. One of my students lamented that texting had 

destroyed the whisper. Two people whispering among a group of friends once 

indicated something special was being said that others were not privy to. Those 

days are over, she said, as her group of friends always text the messages to one 

another that were previously whispered, like ―so and so is checking you out!‖  

Though subtle, the differences are real. I‘ve even seen this with my own 

family. When I put wireless internet access (wifi) in my home a couple of years 

ago, I underestimated how much more difficult it would be to maintain the 

same quality and quantity of personal interaction for our family of five. Today 

we have a total of eight different devices that use our wifi and clamor for our 

attention (plus two televisions, four cell phones, and a landline). In the fight to 

maintain our connection as family, we have designated times when anything 

electronic is off-limits; additionally, we hang on to certain traditions with all 

our might: sitting around the dinner table together (no texting allowed), taking 

regular camping trips (in tents!), and wrapping up each day with family prayer. 

 This is simply one family‘s experience of the challenges that started 
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accumulating in our culture when telephones were first placed in the home. 

Surely Alexander Graham Bell had no idea that his invention would one day 

morph into a pocket-sized device that would enable users to maintain contact 

with pretty much any population center on earth. One cannot deny the many 

wonderful opportunities for connections available today like the ones listed 

above, but at what price?  

The near feel very far 

In a poignant op-ed piece in the New York Times, writer Thomas 

Friedman tells of a taxi ride he took from the Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris. 

He laments the lack of conversation shared between him and the driver; he 

worked on his laptop and listened to his iPod while the driver talked on his 

phone and watched a movie as he drove. Reflecting on the commute, Friedman 

regretted missing the opportunity for enlightening interaction with the young, 

French-speaking African. More and more lately, he has been feeling the 

alienating impact of technology: ―Yes, technology can make the far feel near. 

But it can also make the near feel very far. For all I know, my driver was 

talking to his parents in Africa. How wonderful! But that meant the two of us 

wouldn‘t talk at all. And we were sitting two feet from each other‖ 

(Friedman).  

Technologist Linda Stone coined a term ―continuous partial attention‖ to 

identify this spreading tendency to be everywhere except where we actually 

are physically (Friedman). One writer described this phenomenon as turning our 

world ―into a never-ending cocktail party where you‘re always looking over 
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your virtual shoulder for a better conversation partner‖ (Baron 219). An 

elementary teacher told me recently that her colleagues no longer value 

bringing parents along on field trips because they typically spend half of the 

time texting or talking on their cell phones.  

Notwithstanding the problem with parents, today‘s teenagers and young 

adults are the biggest culprits. Just this Thanksgiving my mother commented 

that our extended family‘s interaction didn‘t seem as engaged; among the nine 

teenage cousins present, many of them sitting around my parent‘s large living 

room were poking their cell phones or staring into one of the many available 

laptops. This scene is more the norm than the exception. Today‘s students 

have come to view ―multitasking‖ people as normal. Though they acknowledge 

that face-to-face visits are more enjoyable than instant messaging via various 

social networking sites, they still prefer IM because it allows them to talk to 

more than one person at a time. As one Pittsburgh-area teen said: ―It kind of 

keeps you busy. It‘s kind of boring just talking to one person cause then like… 

you can‘t talk to anyone else‖ (Jackson 34).  

This problem spills over into the classroom, where teachers are finding it 

harder and harder to get students to turn off their cell phones during class. 

Around the nation, middle and high schools are grappling for an appropriate 

policy related to cell phones; NYC schools recently received a firestorm of 

protest when they chose to issue a ban on cell phones and other electronic 

devices such as iPods. The students and their parents objected that they were 

losing their ability to communicate with one another, but Mayor Michael 
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Bloomberg and School Chancellor Joel Klein held their ground (Clark). Not that 

it really matters. Students across the globe defiantly hide their phones in their 

pants, their lunches, their shoes; whatever it takes to be able to stay ―plugged 

in‖ at all times. These kinds of problems have only just begun. 

Despite all this connectivity, ―one quarter of Americans say they have no 

close confidante, more than double the number twenty years ago‖ (Jackson 

22). Social commentator Robert Putnam points to a study that showed 

friendships in the 1990‘s were fewer, weaker, and more fluid when compared 

to the 50‘s. He describes the phenomena as ―social surfing,‖ which he suspects 

is a by-product of media multitasking (Putnam 226). Some believe relationships 

don‘t have the density they once had, and people are merely a random 

collection of ―friends‖ displayed on one‘s Facebook wall or MySpace page, with 

no context serving as an anchor to hold them in place.  

A global village? 

This decontextualization, or what George W.S. Trow calls The Context of 

No Context (qtd in Birkerts 11), is something many thinkers saw as a great boon 

for world civilization, an opportunity for folks around the world to bypass 

traditional centers of power and control and communicate with one another 

like never before through the wonder of modern media technology. And there 

have been countless barriers crossed as governmental, economic, and media 

strongholds have been overwhelmed by swarming masses of newly empowered 

free lance communicators.  
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However, if one surveys the media landscape in all its manifestations, 

the reality is that market forces rather than high ideals hold sway. And these 

market forces by their very nature are pushing our densely woven world toward 

nichification and tribalization. We are clumping together in more tightly wound 

enclaves, exposing ourselves even less to those outside our ―interest group,‖ 

each day barreling further away from McLuhan‘s beloved global village. Rather 

than a person from one community swapping stories with a person from 

another community, thus enriching both communities, the common experience 

today is embodied by the students walking across our campuses with headsets 

in their ears and their heads down, texting cryptic, quippy messages to their 

buddies across campus or back home—buddies who likely look, act, and think a 

lot like them. This is but one example of the decline of fluency.     

Database Orientation 

In a 2008 article entitled ―New Media, Networking and Phatic Culture,‖ 

sociologist Vincent Miller identifies the changing nature of personal 

communication by reviewing a large amount of the research produced since 

texting and social networking exploded onto the scene in the late 1990‘s. He 

points to a seismic shift that has begun in just the past decade due to these 

technologies. The shift is from ―dialogue and communication between actors in 

a network, where the point of the network was to facilitate an exchange of 

substantive content, to a situation where the maintenance of a network itself 

has become the primary focus‖ (Miller 398). Miller identifies several troubling 

trends: 
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 Network sociality – ―Instead of gaining security through ‗trust‘ and self-

disclosure within the late modern context of mobility and 

disembeddedness, network sociality is an instrumental or commodified 

form of social bonding based on the continual construction and 

reconstruction of personal networks or contacts‖ (Miller 390). 

 Informational social relations – Communications between people is 

becoming increasingly informational rather than narrative, with more 

ephemeral exchanges of data and fewer deeply meaningful exchanges of 

shared observations or life experiences. 

 Flattening of social bonds – ―The concept of a ‗friend‘ on something like 

MySpace becomes horizontally flattened. Close members of one‘s inner 

circle sit alongside strangers under the same banner in an endlessly 

expanding horizontal network, thus compressing social relations and 

eliminating context. The only context present is the egocentric nature of 

the network itself‖ (Miller 393). 

 Connected presence – This term coined by Christian Licoppe refers to the 

blurring of presence and absence created by our almost constant 

availability, resulting in ―relationships becoming webs of quasi-

continuous exchanges‖ (Miller 394). 

 Phatic Technologies – These technologies have triggered an avalanche of 

the type of communication Malinowski referred to as ―phatic,‖ with the 

intent of maintaining contact and expressing sociality rather than 

exchanging meaningful information. Young people put a great deal more 
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effort into sustaining as many contacts as possible than in developing 

deeper relationships, or deeper thinking or self-awareness for that 

matter (Miller 395). 

 Commodification of relationships – One of the most disturbing 

components of our growing bond with communications technology is the 

increased influence of the marketplace in relationships. ―Friends‖ and 

other ―products‖ are recommended via social networking sites based on 

market research of our personal information. This may seem harmless, 

but the trend is toward a greater infusion of market forces into the way 

that we human beings exist in relationship to one another. Market forces 

are deeply enmeshed in our increasingly complex social networks. 

Ironically, Miller points out that the Internet originally prompted a 

revival of narrative and substantive dialogue via blogs; but blogs have been 

supplanted by social networking sites. These sites are far and away the forum 

of choice for young people today, replacing a narrative orientation with a 

database orientation. The great majority of teenagers today will never know 

what a blog is; most of their interaction will be through increasingly smaller 

handheld devices sending messages back and forth that contain increasingly 

smaller sentences and words. When media technology is in use, the movement 

is away from fluency rather than toward it. The only way to get to fluency is 

through a vibrant orality, which above all entails the wholesomeness of 

unfiltered human communication. 
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Telling Stories Face-to-Face 

Swapping stories is as old as human history itself. ―Indeed, telling other 

people about events that have happened to oneself may well be a cultural 

universal‖ (P. Miller et al 292). The ideal milieu for this cardinal human 

interaction is face-to-face. No innovation of humankind will ever match the 

power of face-to-face interaction from one person to another. Despite this, we 

modern human beings are constantly inventing newfangled mechanisms 

designed to replace being in the presence of one another. We must ask why. 

We are daily dazzled by new innovations that enable us to communicate 

in contexts other than face-to-face. Rare is the person who is not allured by 

each new product promising to bring us closer to the science fiction world of 

The Jetsons and Star Trek. And once we take the bait, the hook is set. Dr. John 

Ratey, a clinical associate professor of psychiatry at Harvard, finds evidence of 

some of the qualities of addiction in new media users. 

Mr. Ratey began using the term ―acquired attention deficit 

disorder‖ to describe the condition of people who are accustomed 

to a constant stream of digital stimulation and feel bored in the 

absence of it. Regardless of whether the stimulation is from the 

Internet, TV or a cellphone, the brain, he said, is hijacked. 

―I liken it to a drug,‖ Mr.Ratey said. ―Drug addicts don‘t 

think; they just start moving. Like moving for your BlackBerry.‖ 

(qtd in Richtel) 



42 
 

 

As writer Matt Richtel puts it, new media technologies such as email, 

answering services, texting and Twitter seduce their users by generating ―a 

feeling of validation, inclusion and desirability‖ (Richtel). Christine Rosen tells 

of a 24-year-old woman who admitted in a New York Times essay that she 

regularly passes up human contact for the ―more reliable high of smiles on 

MySpace, winks on Match.com, and pokes on Facebook‖ (31). Rosen comments: 

That she finds these online relationships more reliable is telling: 

it shows a desire to avoid the vulnerability and uncertainty that 

true friendship entails. Real intimacy requires risk—the risk of 

disapproval, of heartache, of being thought a fool. Social 

networking websites may make relationships more reliable, but 

whether those relationships can be humanly satisfying remains to 

be seen. (31) 

Indeed, most of us have avoided a personal encounter in public, only to 

later wonder why. Not surprisingly, our avoidance of personal interaction as a 

culture in on the rise. Cultural anthropologist Thomas de Zengotita informs us: 

Guess what? They‘ve done research, and it turns out that more 

and more people prefer dealing with automated phone services 

for the same reason they prefer ATMs to bank tellers. They want 

to avoid the little psychic shock that necessarily accompanies any 

engagement, however fleeting, with another human being. If you 

deal only with digital interlocutors, it may take more time, but 
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you can do it in your underwear, figuratively speaking as well. 

(―Mediated‖ 175) 

De Zengotita is pointing out the tendency that we have to hide in the 

virtual, to avoid face-to-face in favor of safely contained mediated interaction. 

That is why online education will always have limitations, especially when it 

comes to the development of fluency. It is the contention of this thesis that 

teaching first-year college writing online in highly inadvisable, especially in the 

case of ―remedial‖ writing classes. Engagement with others in a richly textured 

oral environment is a key component in a pedagogy of fluency. Rather than 

supplying students with a virtual buffer and a mediated experience, we must 

pull them into the psychic shock of a living, breathing community of fellow 

writers and enfold them into a safe place where they learn to speak and hear 

anew.  

The economic pressure to teach online 

Make no mistake: the hallowed halls of education are not immune to the 

eminence of new media technology. Economic pressure is on universities today 

to go online and move away from the face-to-face interaction that is one of the 

fundamental building blocks upon which education is built. In a recent article 

published by National Review, educational analyst Dan Lips gushes over the 

potential for declining tuition rates due to the growth of online instruction: 

A combination of trends may lead to the ―popping‖ of what some 

observers have called the higher-education ―bubble.‖ The first is 

the growing popularity of online learning. The second is the 
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increasing availability of free higher-education content online. 

The third is the emerging market of credit-by-examination options 

that allow students to work toward a college degree through 

independent study. (Lips) 

Lips boasts that online college courses grew by 17% in 2008, with one fourth of 

students now taking an online course. Though the current cost of online classes 

is similar to traditional classes, Lips asserts that this is bound to change, and 

soon (Lips). Online class prices will drop quickly, putting traditional education 

in a pinch.  

This pressure is bound to increase. Decisions that most would have 

thought unimaginable a few short years ago are already being made. For 

instance, in the fall of 2009, it was announced that the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill‘s introductory Spanish classes will now be taught 

exclusively online. Administrators admit that the decision was made in order to 

save money, but point to evidence that online classes are just as effective as 

traditional classes (Kolowich). If officials can convince themselves that a 

fundamentally oral subject like learning a foreign language can be taught 

equally well online, how long before first-year-writing classes follow suit?    

Here‘s the tricky part regarding teaching writing online: for those who 

have already attained a fluent literacy, online instruction can be an excellent 

venue. One of my favorite writing courses as a graduate student was taught 

online. The remoteness inherent in writing, along with the subsequent 

capability for abstraction, can be enhanced through the online course. The 
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teacher can come alongside the student in the more removed, less intimidating 

role of editor, making notes and writing comments within the student‘s digital 

text. I can‘t deny that this type of online instruction for advanced writers can 

be a useful tool, but I still see limitations from an educational perspective, 

even for the highly literate; it ideally serves a complementary role. However, 

my main concern is that highly literate professors and administrators might fail 

to recognize the substantial difference in how online instruction is experienced 

based on the level of fluency/literacy, allowing their subjective experience to 

dictate their views without considering the growing empirical evidence 

regarding fluency, literacy, and new media technology.   

Another perspective: In praise of digital sociality 

It should be noted that many scholars disagree with the preceding 

critique of new media technologies. These scholars are leery of what they 

perceive to be typical dystopian perspectives on technology. For instance, 

Thompson and Cupples dismiss tendencies to ―understand machines as 

troublesome companions,‖ and instead assert that texting and social 

networking have launched a new era of ―digital sociality.‖ Rather than 

doubting network sociality, they celebrate it: 

This network seems to facilitate rather than destroy proximal 

contact. The machine and the human, in a cyborgian sense, meld 

to develop new and complex workings of space and the social 

which suggests mobile technologies are not as damaging to young 

people as many have suggested and calls for preventative 
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approaches to this technology might need therefore to be 

rethought. (95) 

Drawing on McLuhan‘s statement that ―all media are extensions of some 

human faculty—psychic or physical,‖ Thompson and Cupples point to the 

resilience of young people to withstand the ―incessant circulation of dystopian 

discourses‖ and embrace a ―prosthetic sociality‖ (99). They cite young people‘s 

unapologetic attachment to their cell phones (―I just can‘t imagine myself 

without a cell phone now‖) as the continuing advancement of the ―cyborg as an 

entity which is part biological and part machine‖—something they believe 

McLuhan foresaw when he described ―electric technology (such as the 

telephone) as an extension of the central nervous system‖ (Thompson & 

Cupples 100).  

This is an advancement of the Posthuman point of view, which views 

information as ―the primary element of the universe‖ and as ―an entity unto 

itself without regard to its carrier‖ (Hayles 11, 2). Thus, humans and intelligent 

machines are essentially similar because they are both ―information-processing 

entities‖ (Hayles 7). It is hard to refute the cyborgian paradigm without 

plunging into a philosophical/theological discussion on what it means to be 

human in the world. Posthumanists find the idea of consciousness itself to be 

vastly overrated (Hayles 3); thus, on a theoretical level, it is hard to imagine 

reconciliation of these two views (though many, such as N. Catherine Hayles, 

have made a valiant effort). However, it is easier to address the practical 

implications of the proposals offered by the likes of Thompson & Cupples.   
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The only clearly evidenced advantage of digital sociality that I see in 

Thompson and Cupples‘ research is that those students who struggled with 

face-to-face interaction were able to say things via text or instant messaging 

that they otherwise would have never said (99). Even though this ―benefit‖ 

gives rise to a slew of new questions, it is hard to dismiss the socially awkward 

student who feels empowered by these technologies to go where he has never 

gone before. In a classroom discussion on new media technology, one of my 

students articulated very persuasively how these technologies had helped him 

overcome his social awkwardness and initiate relationships previously out of 

reach. Granting this legitimate benefit (as I did that day in class in response to 

this student‘s quivering but wonderfully assertive voice), one still has to ask if 

this tool is equally beneficial to all. In other words, we can rejoice when a 

person who has lost the use of her legs receives an electric wheelchair and is 

able to expand her horizons; but that doesn‘t mean that all of us should use a 

wheelchair. What is empowering to the disabled minority would be debilitating 

to the rest of us. One can‘t help but wonder if academics and intellectuals, 

who are notoriously socially awkward, are oftentimes drawn to this fringe 

cyborgian point of view for this very reason.  

The acceleration of life  

In fairness, one can reject the cyborgian point of view and still be 

skeptical about the red flags raised in this thesis. It‘s true that the concerns 

expressed by Miller and others are not new; a critique of technology can be 

traced back to Plato‘s complaints about writing. For an amusing critique of 
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technology, see Robert Louis Stevenson‘s essay ―A Plea for Gas Lamps.‖ People 

always resist change, the argument goes. However, the difference is the speed 

at which these changes are now occurring—a concern not easily dismissed.  

The changes in the nature of human interaction and communication 

wrought by today‘s media technology is something that started with the 

telegraph, picked up speed with the television and telephone, and kicked into 

hyper-drive with the Internet. As anthropologist Thomas Eriksen put it, ―When 

the wireless telegraph was launched, just before the last turn of the century, it 

could indeed be said that mere cosmetics (or, actually, electronics) remained 

before the Internet was a reality‖ (55). Speed is a recurring theme in this thesis 

and in any thoughtful commentary on today‘s society, because the acceleration 

of life has changed all the rules. ―Global communications based on real time 

create a framework for human existence which differs radically from that of all 

earlier technologies‖ (Eriksen 53).  

Actually, thinkers since the late 1800‘s have noted the impact of 

acceleration. It was during that time that Nietzsche observed: ―With the 

tremendous acceleration of life, mind and eye have become accustomed to 

seeing and judging partially or inaccurately, and everyone is like the travelers 

who get to know a land and its people from a railway carriage‖ (qtd by Jackson 

39). Many would point to observations such as Nietzsche‘s as proof that these 

types of concerns are nothing more than a long line of naysayers whose fears 

proved to be pointless. But the view taken in this thesis is that we are seeing 

the culmination of trends begun with modern developments such as the train 
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and telegraph—that the prophecies issued by countless thinkers over the last 

century are coming home to roost as students scramble into our classrooms 

punching messages on their phones, expecting little more than a few more 

hoops to jump through as they continue on their path to their desired income 

level.  

We teachers who enter the first-year writing classroom have a unique 

opportunity to give our students the tools they need to lift their heads out of 

the numbing soup in which they are swimming; we will do this through a 

pedagogy of fluency that brings them together on a journey of self discovery 

through oral and written narrative practices. 

The decline of storytelling 

The concern here is not limited to the movement toward mediated 

interaction rather than personal encounter; it extends to the fate of that 

intrinsic human act: storytelling. The potential negative impact of media 

technology on storytelling was noted long before the Internet became a reality. 

Over fifty years ago, Walter Benjamin wrote: 

If the art of storytelling has become rare, the dissemination of 

information has had a decisive share in this state of affairs. Every 

morning brings us the news of the globe, and yet we are poor in 

noteworthy stories. This is because no event any longer comes to 

us without already being shot through with explanations. In other 

words, by now almost nothing that happens benefits storytelling; 

almost everything benefits information. Actually, it is half the art 
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of storytelling to keep story from explanation as one reproduces 

it. (qtd in Sanders 201) 

Nowadays, the decline of storytelling is attracting attention in high 

places. In 2008, scientists from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

teamed up with Hollywood veteran Robert Kirkpatrick of Plymouth Rock Studios 

to create the Center for Future Storytelling with the goal of ―protecting the 

traditional tale from oblivion‖ (Macintyre). While acknowledging that 

―storytelling is at the very root of what makes us uniquely human,‖ the Center 

proposes to  

. . . revolutionize how we tell our stories, from major motion 

pictures to peer-to-peer multimedia sharing. By applying leading-

edge technologies to make stories more interactive, 

improvisational and social, researchers will seek to transform 

audiences into active participants in the storytelling process, 

bridging the real and virtual worlds, and allowing everyone to 

make their own unique stories with user-generated content on the 

Web. (Center) 

This feels a lot like the major oil companies purporting to save the 

environment. The co-directors for the Center consist of experts in object-based 

media and interactive television, in human-robot interaction, and in the 

development of new imaging, display and performance-capture technologies 

(Center). These experts in cybernetics—men and women whose ideal is the 

synthesis of human and machine—are out to salvage that which in its purest 
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form always has and always will be a face-to-face endeavour. This is comical, 

but not surprising.  

An ambivalence regarding the relationship of man and technology is as 

old as the hills. It is true that movies and television, for instance, can be 

excellent vehicles for storytelling. It would be hard to find a person who has 

not been deeply moved by a narrative she has seen on the screen. At the same 

time, it would be almost as hard to find disagreement with assertions that too 

much television is bad for children, or that kids don‘t play outside as much as 

they used to, or—though they might not use this language—that today‘s 

omnipresent media technology is hampering the natural act of storytelling in 

unprecedented fashion. 

A Culture of Fluency in the Classroom 

From ―Leavings‖ 
By Wendell Berry 

 
I tremble with gratitude 
for my children and their children 
who take pleasure in one another. 

At our dinners together, the dead 
enter and pass among us 
in living love and in memory. 
And so the young are taught. 

 
As previously stated, fluency originates, or at least is meant to originate, 

in a community of care. It is through the sounds and stories of loving caregivers 

that a child is meant to come into language. After all, speaking is a skill that 

doesn‘t have to be taught; rather, it is caught. Many of today‘s young people 

are suffering from a diminishment of flesh and blood sounds and stories and are 
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subsequently not entering into a place of comfort with their words that we call 

fluency. In order to recover this fluency, we must start again with a flesh and 

blood community of care.  

Vygotsky said ―Development in thinking is not from the individual to the 

socialized, but from the social to the individual‖ (qtd in Elbow, ―Closing‖ 56).  

And so, one can make the case that the path to literacy starts in community, in 

connection with others. In oral cultures, people know themselves primarily in 

relation to their world and their community—not separate from it (Ong, 

―Orality‖ 43). And so it is with children and the increasing population of post-

literates. Their sense of self, their fluency, starts and is built upon a group 

fluency. After all, it is in the living, breathing company of other voices that 

each of us finds our own voice. It is in hearing the narratives of others that we 

begin to sputter forth our own narrative.  

Time and again I have witnessed students come alive to their own 

narrative, their own voice, as they interact in that safe place where a great 

variety of other stories are coming forth, sometimes spoken informally and 

inarticulately, other times written eloquently.  And many of the students 

realize that something significant has happened in the process. At the end of 

last semester, one of my students commented that she felt very comfortable 

with the others in the classroom because ―some very open stories were 

shared.‖ Another student said that the class functioned like a support group, 

where everybody got to know each other through their writing. As a matter of 

fact, he said that this was his only class where he ―really felt connected‖ with 
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his classmates. These kinds of comments are typical in writing classrooms 

where personal narratives are shared. 

So, we must create for our students a climate of fluency, incorporating 

an oral, story-telling place into our teaching strategy, and encouraging their 

newly found voices to spill out on paper with power they never imagined was 

possible. In many cases, the elementary schools—through the work of the 

National Writing Project and others—are leading the way in this. However, 

recent studies disturbingly indicate that even though literacy rates are 

increasing for elementary age children, the trends are decreasing for teenagers 

and young adults (Graham 8). So whatever work is being accomplished in 

elementary students seems to be crumbling in subsequent years.  

Apparently, these post-literates need a pedagogy of fluency each step 

along the way, especially at that crucial juncture fresh out of high school when 

they are deciding who they are and where they fit in the world. In her book 

promoting literacy in the age of information, Naz Rassool cites Giddens and 

points to literacy as an ongoing means of self-identity: ―Giddens maintains that 

self-identity ‗is not something that is just given, as a result of the continuities 

of the individual‘s action-system, but something that has to be routinely 

created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the individual‘‖ (qtd in 

Rassool 217). So I do not apologize for proposing an approach to the college 

classroom that Kathleen Pfeiffer calls ―a weepy world of confessions and 

revelations‖ (qtd in Anderson & MacCurdy 12). There is too much at stake to be 

dissuaded by the hackling of skeptics.   
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A note about Ong’s secondary orality  

Walter Ong introduced the term ―secondary orality‖ into the 

conversation about orality and literacy: ―This is the orality induced by radio 

and television, and it is by no means independent of writing and print but 

totally dependent on them‖ (Ong, ―Literacy‖ 5). This secondary orality, he 

stated, is ―both remarkably like and remarkably unlike primary orality‖ (Ong, 

―Orality‖ 136). Ong was not referring to the Internet, for it had not yet come 

into existence. 

Though Ong actually said little on this topic, and though he clearly put 

any form of written communication in a separate category, numerous 

advocates of Computer Mediated Communication have pointed to Ong‘s 

concept of secondary orality as advocacy of an idea that found its fulfillment in 

the World Wide Web. To these proponents, the Internet has introduced a new 

era of secondary orality that incorporates the best of both worlds (orality and 

literacy). For instance, Richard Lanham cites Ong and enthuses: ―the 

interactive audience of oral rhetoric obviously has returned in full force… The 

electronic audience is radically interactive‖ (qtd in Talbott 3). It is my opinion 

that the thinking of Lanham and others like him is misguided. Though the 

ability to participate with others within a given field of study or interest is a 

wonderful gift, to take the leap and claim, as Robert Fowler has,  that we have 

recaptured the ―exotic aspects of primary orality‖ (34) is a huge leap.  

As a matter of fact, Ong anticipates this question and answers it 

unequivocally: ―What of those students who come from the world of secondary 
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oral culture? Does the oral world of radio and television drive all its denizens 

back from literate culture to the primary oral noetic culture? Of course not‖ 

(Ong, ―Literacy‖ 7). Lest there be any confusion, Ong continues: 

Secondary orality, in other words, is to varying degrees literate. 

In fact, a residual primary orality, literacy, and secondary orality 

are interacting vigorously with one another in confusing complex 

patterns in our secondarily oral world. (Ong, ―Literacy‖ 8) 

It is true that Ong thought secondary orality resembled primary orality in 

its ―participatory mystique‖ and its ―fostering of a communal sense‖ (―Orality 

136), and the same could certainly be said about much of the interaction on 

the Internet, but even these positive characteristics are fundamentally 

different in primarily oral cultures. As author and senior researcher at The 

Nature Institute Steve Talbott states: 

It‘s not at all clear that the computer is about to replace 

television or book-reading; but it is all too clear that we can now 

execute in relative passivity many tasks that formerly required us 

to get up and engage people. This does not look like the return of 

interactivity ―in full force.‖ (3) 

Talbott goes on to point out that the more we choose to encounter the 

world via the Internet, the more we are moving away from the real-life 

experience of oral cultures. In other words, ―to the extent we replace the 

world with images of the world, we move dramatically toward abstraction‖ 

(Talbott 7). Ong stated that ―the world of secondary orality is a media-
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conscious world‖ (―Literacy‖ 8). And where media technologies are involved, 

the movement is away from the essence of primary orality, not toward it. As 

Barry Sanders said when asked about this topic, ―I do not use the words 

technology and orality in the same sentence.  Orality for me is quite distinct 

from any technology.  Orality requires vocal cords, a mouth, and so on.  I do 

not need to plug anything into anything else‖ (Sanders ―Ong‖). Likewise, 

Michael Kleine reports that in a personal interview, Ong stated that ―he would 

NEVER use email, for he believed that in its posturing as a return to some sort 

of orality, it in fact could never give us what he would want to call ‗the 

presence of the word‘‖ (Kleine).   

 In the end, the only sure-fire way to move toward the real-time, real-

life perspective inherent in oral cultures is through unmediated face-to-face 

interaction.  

Three cheers for the personal narrative! 

All of this talk about orality and personal interaction could be taken the 

wrong way; after all, the topic is literacy and the context is the writing 

classroom. Make no mistake about it; the goal is to move beyond an oral 

fluency and into a literate fluency. Since writing will be a continual activity 

from the first day of class, the oral underpinning is being installed or 

strengthened ―on the go,‖ much like highway construction crews repair 

overpasses even as vehicles continue to drive across them. Spoken stories have 

their own place and power, which I have tried to establish, but written 

stories—personal, expressive writing—lift fluency to otherwise unimaginable 
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heights. As Ong said, ―Both orality and the growth of literacy out of orality are 

necessary for the evolution of consciousness‖ (―Orality‖ 175).  

James Britton and Janet Emig provided compelling research in the 

1970‘s that cited expressive, personal writing as the best way to develop 

student‘s writing abilities. Numerous composition theorists have followed in 

their footsteps to offer a strong defense of the personal essay. In an essay 

published in Healing and Writing entitled ―Language, Power, and 

Consciousness,‖ Guy Allen tells the fascinating story of how he stumbled upon 

the effectiveness of the personal essay in teaching writing to college students.  

In 1982, Allen was a writing teacher discouraged by the lack of authentic 

engagement or style in his student‘s writing. Their writing was flat and 

disconnected from their lives. Then, Allen says, the students taught the 

teacher. In particular, one student improvised upon an assignment and wrote a 

personal narrative that was bursting with meaning. Allen read it to the class, 

which prompted others to follow suit. The students started acting more like 

writers, with Allen responding ―like an editor, more ally than judge‖ (254). 

Allen found that the personal essay provoked the meaning-making he wanted 

for his students, which in turn pushed them to wrestle with language as never 

before. He explained: 

The personal essay solved a problem that dogs university writing 

courses: the absence of real content. Under the new format 

students became directly responsible for content. Students 

reflected on themselves and their experience. Students came to 
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recognize that their lives and the lives of their families contained 

meaning that could be the subject of writing. (255) 

As Allen suggests, students need to believe that their lives contain 

meaning—that they have a story to tell. Some students will complain that their 

lives are boring with nothing worth telling. One effective way to convince them 

otherwise is to share interesting published stories written about ordinary lives. 

Peter Schreffler of Bowling Green University faced this challenge with his 

students, who mostly hail from small towns and moderately-sized suburbs. He 

found Garrison Keillor to be an excellent model for the personal narrative. He 

starts with audio stories from News From Lake Wobegon and then moves on to 

written accounts in Keillor‘s book Lake Wobegon Days. Keillor‘s homespun 

humor and wit resonates with Schreffler‘s students and opens their eyes to 

their own potential as storytellers. Schreffler concludes, ―When we allow our 

students to hear and see what is possible, many of them discover that writing 

can be a glorious expedition into the self and into the world around them‖ 

(85). 

In the introduction to Healing and Writing, Anderson and MacCurdy make 

the case for the capability of personal narrative to do more than ignite fluency; 

it can also enable trauma survivors to deal with their trauma: ―Through the 

dual possibilities of permanence and revision, the chief healing effect of 

writing is thus to recover and exert a measure of control over that which we 

can never control—the past‖ (Anderson and MacCurdy 7). Though healing is 

beyond the scope of this thesis, the power of personal narrative illuminated by 
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Anderson and MacCurdy buttresses the contention that such writing is the 

surest path to a truly transformational literacy, one that critically engages with 

word and world. And yet the academic world often misses the connection 

between critical engagement with word and world and exploring/telling one‘s 

own story. Anderson and MacCurdy point to this oversight in the field of 

rhetoric and composition: 

Our own professional discourse and its history [may] render us 

unable to recognize that our students‘ public and private worlds 

are inextricably connected. For them (and us, too, if we are truly 

honest about it), the pain of divorce, the loss of a loved one, the 

memory of an attack on a dark street are the sites at which the 

dissonance of lived experience creates authentic opportunities for 

significant political and personal change. When teachers exclude 

lived experience in favor of more abstract or distanced concepts, 

concerns, and representations of reality, they rob students of 

genuine opportunities to engage in the very individual and 

collective work such teachers expect them to do (13). 

Walter Fisher makes a similar point in his treatise on the narrative 

paradigm. He challenges the Aristotelian paradigm of rational man and offers 

narrative man as a more accurate point of reference (378). One of the 

intriguing aspects of Fisher‘s narrative paradigm is the leveling of the playing 

field. Narrative is much more natural, much less dependent on knowledge or 

intelligence. Indeed, it is usually my students with less knowledge of 
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conventions who write the most gripping narratives. Those who are sufficiently 

tamed by conventional methods seem much more likely to bore me to tears! 

Fisher states: 

The actualization of the narrative paradigm does not require a 

given form of society. Where the rational world paradigm is an 

ever-present part of our consciousness because we have been 

educated into it, the narrative impulse is part of our very being 

because we acquire narrativity in the natural process of 

socialization. (383) 

So, the personal narrative not only promotes critical engagement by 

synthesizing student‘s public and private worlds; it also promotes fluency by 

liberating the student from the domesticating influence of the academy. 

However, the fact remains that some students enter the classroom with more 

fluency under their belts. Rather than seeing this as a problem, it is better to 

view this discrepancy as an opportunity. 

Storytellers 

All humans are storytellers, but it goes without saying that some are 

better storytellers than others. Some first-year writing students have grown up 

with a rich oral inheritance that has flourished into a powerful literacy. These 

students are the writing teacher‘s greatest allies in creating a community of 

writers. They will be the ―master storytellers‖ who will establish what Sanders 

calls the ―fluency of the group‖ (8). Together with the teacher, they will set 

forth the narrative currents which their post-literate classmates will be able to 
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navigate in the safety of their fellows. This may seem idealistic, but I have 

seen it work in the classroom time and time again.  

As I have sought to establish here, it all starts with the personal 

narrative essay. Though this old staple of the first-year writing classroom has 

been battered and bruised for decades by scholars in rhetoric and composition, 

it continues to be a favorite of first-year writing instructors. Why? Skeptics say 

that it is sensationalism or emotionalism or some other ism, but perhaps it is 

because we teachers love to see our students come alive to the world of 

writing and, as Janet Emig and James Britton found, there is no better way to 

light the literary fires than through personal, expressive writing.  

A culture of fluency in the classroom 

A pedagogy of fluency requires ample time to hear and respond to the 

stories of the students. An awareness and acknowledgement of the bubbling of 

fluency should be modeled by the teacher. Vicki Spandel articulates the 

importance of this quite well: 

I cannot hope to convince anyone that I care about voice, for 

instance, if I do not choose selections that resound with voice, if I 

read in a sort of battle fatigued manner, or if I never laugh aloud 

or sigh or tear up. When students see us react to the writing of 

others they gain a sense of the power their own writing may 

wield. (47) 

Spandel has captured a snapshot of the teacher‘s role in establishing a 

culture of fluency in the classroom. In my classroom, we take more time with 
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the personal narrative than any of the other essays. The students are told from 

day one they will read their personal narratives to the entire classroom and 

receive peer response. We work on several workshops the first couple of 

weeks, hearing other stories from outside the classroom and responding to 

them in the process. Along the way, a culture of fluency is beginning to take 

root; a belief that this is a place where voices are heard, where everyone has 

something to offer, where playfulness with words is practiced, where tales are 

swapped, and where stories of all kinds are celebrated – from the devastating 

to the egocentric to the Pollyanna to the hilarious. In the process, fluency 

begins to emerge.  

Far too often the writing classroom has been complicit with the 

pulsating machinery that fills our student‘s lives and dulls their voices. Ivan 

Illich called this dulling an impoverishment of vernacular:  

A growing percentage of personal utterances has become 

predictable, not only in content but also in style. Language is 

degraded to ―communication‖ as if it were nothing but the human 

variety of an exchange that also goes on between bees, whales, 

and computers. No doubt, a vernacular component always 

survives; all I say is that it withers. The American colloquial has 

become a composite made up of two kinds of language: a 

commodity-like, taught uniquack, and an impoverished vernacular 

that tries to survive. (qtd in Sanders 123) 
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Ironically, though we have tools at our disposal that offer more venues 

and greater sophistication for creativity than ever, the overall result is a 

blandness, a sameness of expression. Of course there are exceptions—

screenplays and books that blow us away with their originality—but the 

overwhelming majority of movies attended, television shows watched, websites 

visited, and books read today are painfully formulaic and trite. Is it any wonder 

that the students who enter our classroom are practitioners of ―uniquack‖?  All 

the more reason we must offer them a place where they can discover and 

develop their very own fluency, where their unique voices are applauded.  

Precious accidents  

Are there dangers in this kind of classroom? Yes, there are the painfully 

shy – those with social anxiety who must be considered. (No one should ever be 

required to read if it makes her too uncomfortable.) There are those who may 

dominate. The class can easily stray from the subject of writing, like the time 

one of my students read a short piece written in response to a prompt; it was 

about a friend in junior high whose finger got sliced off when her teacher 

slammed the door on it. That story solicited plenty of oohs and aahs, followed 

by an outpouring of ―lost digit‖ stories. One student told how he sliced the end 

of his finger off while working on his house, and how a friend picked it up and 

took him to the hospital to try to get it sewn back on. Alas, it didn‘t work; this 

was proven to us as he held up his hand with four and a half digits for our 

inspection. There were more oohs and aahs, followed by more exaggerations, 
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whooping and hollering. It was a great day for oral culture. Indeed, this is the 

nature of orality. It is messy and full of surprises.  

In his pessimistic book Mediated, de Zengotita says that our only chance 

for having a truly authentic, unmediated experience is through ―accidental 

moments‖ (37). Though I‘m not so pessimistic, I thought ―Yes!‖ when I read 

that—that’s what I‘m aiming for in the writing classroom: precious accidents. A 

couple of years ago, I asked my students at the end of the semester if they 

could recall an essay read by a peer that was memorable to them. Several of 

the African-American students surprised me when they recalled the essay of a 

young man from Belarus who had written about being ripped away from his 

grandfather and his homeland when his father moved the family to the land of 

opportunity. Early in the semester, this young man had taken the risk of 

reading his nostalgic, sometimes painful narrative before this class of 

strangers. I remember the day well, because he choked up as he read the last 

paragraph, which confessed his mixture of happiness with his new home and 

regret over the grandfather whom he misses every day. In his transparency, in 

the purity of this ―accidental‖ moment, we all sat silent for just an instant, 

holding our breath. Then the moment was gone, and we moved on to the next 

essay. But here, several weeks later, these students remember, and stretch 

one last time toward a fellow student – one who comes from a completely 

different ethnic, social, and economic class than they – and all of us have 

become a little bit better writers, students, listeners, and human beings in the 

process.  
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The risks of writing and teaching for surprise are worth taking, because 

to achieve a truly fluent culture where story-telling is celebrated is to see 

students come alive, to see the light of consciousness come on, and the 

rhetorical fire begin to burn. This is why we teach, and it is well worth the risk.  
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A FLUENT LITERACY 

The whole [tapestry of virtuality] is so densely woven and finely 

stranded that no mind could possibly comprehend it, escape it, 

govern it. (de Zengotita, ―Numbing‖ 40)   

This chapter will address how the onslaught of information lint—endless 

fragments of information that fill the gaps in our lives—is further dampening 

fluency, and how we must seek to sharpen skills of attention in order to 

engender a fluent literacy capable of critically engaging with word and world. 

While Chapter 3 dealt with the impact of media technology on the way we 

relate and communicate, Chapter 4 will address the effect upon our thinking. 

We are moving from a focus on the beginnings of fluency in orality and 

narrative to the maturation of fluency achieved in more sophisticated writing.  

Can I have your attention please? 

―Attention‖ is a term that has come up repeatedly during this research 

project. Like most of the concerns expressed in this thesis, an interest in 

attention has existed for quite some time, dating back to the beginnings of 

modernity. One of many breakthroughs in the late 1800‘s was the birth of 

modern psychology. William James, one of the fathers of modern psychology, 

wrote extensively on the subject of attention. It is no coincidence that with 

the burgeoning of technological developments, attention became a concern of 

philosophers and scientists. In his pivotal work The Principles of Psychology, 
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James wrote: 

Everyone knows what attention is. It is the taking possession of 

the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one out of what seem several 

simultaneously possible objects or trains of thought. Focalisation, 

concentration, of consciousness are of its essence. It implies a 

withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with 

others. (qtd in Gallaher 6) 

Research by neuroscientists has confirmed many of James‘ observations; 

namely, that ―attention‖ is the dispatch hub of the brain, directing traffic, 

deciding where our mind goes and what it avoids. Neuroscientist Michael 

Posner refers to attention as an organ system, like the respiratory or 

circulatory system (Jackson 14). In her recently published book entitled Rapt: 

Attention and the Focused Life, behavioral science writer Winifred Gallagher 

suggests that most of us have the nagging feeling that ―if you could just stay 

focused on the right things, your life would stop feeling like a reaction to stuff 

that happens to you and become something that you create: not a series of 

accidents, but a work of art‖ (Gallagher 2). I don‘t think many of us need to be 

convinced of the truthfulness of that statement; we‘re well aware of the 

difficulty we have focusing our attention.     

There is great concern today among thinkers in a variety of fields that 

we are suffering an erosion of attention due to our fast-paced, sensory-loaded, 

multitasking lives. In a 2007 article published by Johns Hopkins University 

Press, neurophysiologist Michael Hagner states that ―as a direct effect of the 
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omnipresence of the new media, attention has become a central focus of 

interest.‖ He continues:  

Since the spectrum of visual stimuli and entertainment has 

become so broad, curiosity, pleasure and admiration are no longer 

regarded as virtues and passions to be stimulated and satisfied. 

The problem is rather how to acquire and manage more and more 

information in shorter and shorter periods of time. In this 

situation, attention is so precious and expensive, because it 

cannot be increased at one‘s discretion and it is a target for 

anyone who wants to ―sell‖ goods, ideas, knowledge, or ideology. 

(Hagner 670)  

Indeed, in an information society, attention is our most precious 

commodity. More and more suppliers of information are utilizing more and 

more outlets to clamor for our attention. A little over one hundred years ago 

there was no portal from the outside world into the private home; then along 

came the telephone. Almost half a century later, that single point of entry into 

the home became three with radio and television. These three portals were in 

place for close to another half century until the floodgates were opened. Now 

no space is private; wherever we are, most of us have multiple media tugging, 

pinging, flashing, singing at us with the singular intent of getting our attention. 

That is why authors such as Georg Franck speak of an ―economy of attention‖ 

and argue for an ―ethics of attention‖ (qtd in Hagner 670). 
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A failure to focus 

The other side of the attention coin is a diminishing capacity for focused 

attention. Research supports what many already suspect: all of the distraction 

is taking a toll, especially on young people. ―Nearly a third of fourteen to 

twenty-one year olds juggle five to eight media while doing homework‖ 

(Jackson 18). At the beginning of every semester, I ask my students how many 

media they use while doing homework, and their answers confirm these 

findings. Out of a class of twenty-five, usually only one or two still value 

shutting everything off and focusing completely on their work. Surely it is no 

coincidence that ―U.S. fifteen-year-olds rank twenty-fourth out of twenty-nine 

developed countries on an Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development test of problem-solving skills related to analytic reasoning‖ 

(Jackson 18). Numerous studies indicate a decreasing capability for critical 

thinking in today‘s students. Apparently, the increased access to information 

and the growing number of tools for manipulating and processing that 

information is not adding up to smarter students. In fact, the opposite is 

occurring. Why? Because the best tool we have at our disposal is our own minds 

and the ability to bring them into sharp focus or deep thought and, 

unfortunately, those abilities are waning.   

A densely woven world  

Sharp focus and deep thought are waning because of neglect. With 

unlimited streams of information coming at us from every direction, urging us 

to join this group, buy these products, or embrace that cause, most of us are 
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just trying to keep our heads above water. More of everything means less time 

to concentrate on any one thing. The demographic most affected by this 

maelstrom is undoubtedly high school and college students. As they enter the 

classroom, teachers are only one voice among a myriad of voices vying for their 

attention (including quite prominently the hand-sized device buzzing in their 

pockets or purses, most likely sitting on the desk beside them).  

The tidal wave of available information is difficult to grasp. It is estimated 

that humanity has produced as much information in the past thirty years as was 

produced in the previous 5000 years (Eriksen 84). Since the development of the 

train and telegraph, progress in our culture has been synonymous with making 

life faster and more efficient. According to that measure, we have made 

tremendous progress. Yet speed is dangerously addictive. Most of us have little 

patience with slow service at a restaurant, slow computers (which would have 

been considered blazing fast five years ago), or slow people. Literally 

everything is faster, and speed almost always wins. Eriksen summarizes the 

spirit of our age: 

We live in an era when the cigarette has replaced the pipe, 

cornflakes have replaced porridge, email is replacing paper-based 

correspondence, and the 2-minute newsreel is one of the hottest 

products in the media field. The newspaper articles become 

shorter, the transitions in films more frequent, and the time each 

of us spends responding to an electronic letter is reduced in 

proportion to the number of e-letters we receive. The restless 



71 
 

 

and shifting style of communication that was introduced with MTV 

has become an accurate image of the spirit of the age. (60) 

Though Eriksen‘s book was published in 2001, much of his commentary 

seems dated. Such are the times in which we live. One of the great challenges 

of this project has been locating the most up-to-date data related to new 

media technologies; the advance is so rapid, data more than a few years old 

are seriously out-of-date.  

While society has benefitted greatly from the explosion of accessible 

information, a number of new maladies have arisen: acquired attention deficit 

disorder, information sickness, Internet addiction, continuous partial attention. 

The list goes on. Experts in the field of psychology are currently debating the 

placement of Internet addiction disorder (IAD) in the next (2012) edition of the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V).  

All of this adds up to a seismic shift in the way we live in the world—

especially young people who have never known another life. In his memoir, 

world renowned sociology professor Johan Galtung had this to say about his 

students in the 1990‘s: 

Far too many suffer from chronic image flicker, a synchronic 

experience of reality as images rich in details, not as lines across 

time, causal chains, reasoning. One needs both, but the way it is 

today, the ability to think is slowly killed, to the advantage of the 

ability to see and hear, taste and feel—an orgy of the senses that 

gives little space for intellectuality. (qtd in Eriksen 117) 
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A loss of control over our own time 

We experience the problem as a loss of control over our own time. As 

everything speeds up and fills all the gaps in our lives, critical thinking skills 

diminish and in-depth reflection goes on life-support. As literary critic Sven 

Birkerts states: 

Inundated by perspectives, by lateral vistas of information that 

stretch endlessly in every direction, we no longer accept the 

possibility of assembling a complete picture… We are experiencing 

in our time a loss of depth—a loss, that is, of the very paradigm of 

depth. (75) 

It would make most of us crazy to be limited to the original automobile‘s 

driving speed of 10 mph. Society enthusiastically applauded as cars became 

capable of carrying us along at incrementally faster speeds; yet, decades ago 

we reached a maximum speed that was safe for vehicles and the people in 

them. Increasing the speed of automobiles became an irrelevant pursuit. Yet in 

regard to the acceleration of life, which is primarily experienced through our 

constant interaction with media technologies, we have no speed limit signs, no 

space limitations, no obvious point at which we will say ―Ok, that‘s enough.‖ 

To take the analogy further, once the human body reaches a certain velocity, it 

simply explodes. Interestingly, a common metaphor used today when our brains 

are over-stimulated is ―my head is about to explode.‖ 
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The Multitaskers 

Some will respond that the human brain has an unlimited capacity for 

speed, unlike the body, and so my analogy fails. But is it true that the human 

brain functions equally well regardless of the pace or quantity of stimuli to 

which it is exposed? Common sense says no, and a growing amount of research 

by neurologists confirms what our mommas already told us—we think best and 

perform best through focused, undistracted attention. Stanford researchers 

recently studied the cognitive capabilities of media multitaskers and came to 

the following conclusion: ―People who are regularly bombarded with several 

streams of electronic information do not pay attention, control their memory 

or switch form one job to another as well as those who prefer to complete one 

task at a time‖ (Gorlick). When comparing the two groups, Stanford 

researchers sought to discover where media multitaskers are superior. Alas, 

―we kept looking for what they‘re better at, and we didn‘t find it‖ (Gorlick). 

 Indeed, some neurologists believe that constant use of multiple media 

technologies is training young people‘s brains to process information rather 

than understand it. While one part of our brain is straining under the weight of 

overuse, another part is dying from neglect.  

Certain studies indicate that multitasking boosts the level of 

stress-related hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline and wears 

down our systems through biochemical friction, prematurely aging 

us. In the short term, the confusion, fatigue, and chaos merely 
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hamper our ability to focus and analyze, but in the long term, 

they may cause it to atrophy. (Kirn) 

Skimming the surface 

It was Marshall McLuhan who first suggested that media don‘t simply 

transport information, but actually shape the way we think. His once cutting-

edge speculations are being proven by science, as well as the experience of 

even those of us who resist many of the changes being thrust upon us. For 

instance, though obviously a highly literate person, writer Nicolas Carr 

confesses, 

The net seems to be chipping away my capacity for concentration 

and contemplation. My mind now expects to take in information 

the way the Net distributes it: in a swiftly moving stream of 

particles. Once I was a scuba diver in the sea of words. Now I zip 

along the surface like a guy on a Jet Ski. (Carr) 

If this is the experience of a fifty-year-old English professor who still 

relishes prolonged, undistracted reading of a book, how much more so with the 

students entering our writing classrooms? How difficult will it be for them to 

grasp what it means to dwell in an idea or engage in what Peter Elbow calls 

―desert island discourse‖? 

Carr points to research done by scholars from University College London 

that suggests reading on the Internet could be changing the way we read and 

think, perhaps even leading to a new sense of the self. Online reading—whether 

research or casual reading—encourages a tendency to hop from one source to 
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another, seldom staying at one site for more than a page or two of reading. 

Carr cites developmental psychologist Maryanne Wolf‘s concern that the type 

of reading promoted by the Net emphasizes ―efficiency‖ and ―immediacy‖ and 

seems to take away the desire and capability for the deep reading that 

flourished with the advent of the printing press. We are moving away from the 

richness of literacy, the complexity of narrative, and becoming ―decoders of 

information‖ (Carr 2).  

As young people are trained to be consumers of information and rarely 

dive into the grand narratives that have shaped society, they are also moving 

further away from a desire to hear and tell stories. And the school system is 

complicit when it treats reading and writing primarily as skills to be mastered 

rather than a path of private and public exploration. We measure writing 

competency as we measure body fat, and ―the mysteries of language are 

locked away inside the hearts of sentences‖ (Sanders 200). Fluency diminishes. 

Literacy declines. And society becomes less human.  

Maybe Google is making us smarter 

Of course there are many who celebrate the evolutionary progress in our 

thinking aided by our ongoing alliance with technology. In response to Carr‘s 

article in The Atlantic entitled ―Is Google Making Us Stupid?‖ Carl Zimmer 

published a refutation in Discover Magazine appropriately named ―How Google 

is Making Us Smarter‖ (2009). In a brash tone that seems characteristic of those 

who embrace the cyborgian point of view, Zimmer quips that he has ―a hard 

time taking these Cassandras of the Computer Age seriously‖ (Zimmer).  
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The key premise behind Zimmer‘s argument is that Carr and those like 

him misunderstand the way the human mind works. Rather than being a self-

contained organ, ―the mind appears to be adapted to reaching out and making 

the world, including our machines, an extension of itself‖ (Clark and Chalmers 

qtd in Zimmer). Zimmer goes on to cite several experiments that indicate 

people or monkeys adapt to whatever technology is given them and use that 

technology to accomplish things they couldn‘t previously accomplish. Clark 

sees evidence that the mind is ―constantly seeking to extend itself, to grab on 

to new tools it has never experienced before and merge with them‖ (qtd in 

Zimmer). In other words, according to Clark, we are ―natural-born cyborgs‖ 

(qtd in Zimmer). Therefore, Zimmer concludes, it is only natural that we rely 

on the Internet—Google and all—for information. We are always in the process—

through scientific and technological innovation—of enhancing our brains and 

extending into our environment. We have always adapted and improved, and 

we will continue to do so. Those who oppose this natural process are nothing 

more than a bunch of Cassandras of the Computer Age. 

In his essay, Zimmer makes passing mention of neuroscientists in the 

near future developing drugs or implants that can enhance our brains. This is a 

large cyborgian can of worms. In their all-inclusive embrace of ―progress,‖ no 

scientific development is off limits. And the future is already here. For many 

years, people have utilized drugs to help them focus; everything from caffeine 

to speed to NoDoz. But, according to Sam Anderson, today we are seeing a new 

level of chemical assistance with ―the rise of the neuroenhancers: drugs 
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designed to treat ADHD (Ritaline, Adderrall), Alzheimer‘s (Aricept), and 

narcolepsy (Provigil) that can produce, in healthy people, superhuman states of 

attention‖ (100). These neuroenhancers have become popular among college 

students, with up to 25% of students on some campuses admitting to taking 

them (Anderson 100). Rumors abound of other professionals using 

neuroenhancers; the chess world is currently considering drug testing.  

It is curious that one month before Zimmer published his article in 

January of 2009, a group of scientists published an article in the scholarly 

journal Nature entitled ―Towards responsible use of cognitive-enhancing drugs 

by the healthy.‖ Though Zimmer surely had full knowledge of this article 

endorsing the use of neuroenhancers by the healthy, he chose only to hint at 

such possibilities in his mainstream article. 

The Zimmer article really only makes one argument, which seems to be 

the only argument the posthumanists really have: technology isn‘t weakening 

us; it is making us stronger. In one sense, it is hard to disprove his point. 

Clearly, the brain is remarkably flexible and adaptable. One of the encouraging 

things that neurologists have discovered is that the brain is more flexible than 

we thought—you can teach an old dog new tricks. And history is on the side of 

those who say the human story is one of mastering more and more technology. 

However, Zimmer and others like him have little to offer when the discussion 

turns to critical engagement, reflection, deep learning, or wisdom. They also 
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ignore the examples of tragedy in history when goals like speed, expediency, 

and progress overrule moral, ethical, and humanistic considerations.2  

The ever-expanding influence of Frederick Taylor 

The ―philosopher‖ of the Industrial Revolution was Frederick Winslow 

Taylor, who published The Principles of Scientific Management in 1911. Taylor 

articulated the essence of modernity—a vision of a streamlined industrial world 

achieving maximum speed, maximum efficiency, and maximum output. 

Taylor‘s influence is alive and well today, as the designers and programmers of 

the Internet push to deliver information in the cleanest, smoothest, most 

efficient way possible. Indeed, as writer Nicolas Carr says, Taylor‘s principles 

are ―beginning to govern the realm of the mind as well‖ (5).  

If Taylor is one of the founding fathers of the Internet, then Google is 

the reigning king, extending the territory over which Taylor‘s principles govern. 

Carr explains:  

Drawing on the terabytes of behavioral data it (Google) collects 

through its search engine and other sites, it carries out thousands 

of experiments a day, according to the Harvard Business Review, 

and it uses the results to refine the algorithms that increasingly 

control how people find information and extract meaning from it. 

What Taylor did for the work of the hand, Google is doing for the 

work of the mind. (5) 

                                                           
2
 See “The Ethic of Expediency: Classical Rhetoric, Technology, and the Holocaust” by Steven B. 

Katz to understand the danger when expediency takes precedence over other considerations. 
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Carr quotes the founders of Google, who have expressed their desire to 

create a search engine as smart as or smarter than people. These guys 

unabashedly express their hope to ―build an artificial intelligence and do it on 

a large scale‖ (Carr 5). The problem is that the cyborgian views expressed by 

Google‘s founders equate intelligence with dexterity at processing information. 

From that point of view ―the human brain is just an outdated computer that 

needs a faster processor and a bigger hard drive‖ (Carr 5). But what is missing, 

what is desperately needed, is wisdom. As Birkerts says: 

Wisdom has nothing to do with the gathering or organizing of 

facts—this is basic. Wisdom is a seeing through facts… It is one 

thing to absorb a fact, to situate it alongside other facts in a 

configuration, and quite another to contemplate that fact at 

leisure, allowing it to declare its connection with other facts, its 

thematic destiny, its resonance. (―Gutenberg‖ 75) 

Infiltrating the halls of education 

Make no mistake about it: the founders of Google—and all the other 

powers-that-be behind the Internet—are not interested in anyone 

contemplating anything at leisure. Thank goodness we have the university, 

where the concept of contemplation and in-depth study is still highly valued. 

Or is it? At the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, the big bucks are being 

spent on a new building and more faculty for the Donaghey College of 

Engineering and Information Technology (EIT); there are also plans to build an 

$8.1 million Nanotechnology Science Center (Nanotechnology is a fancy way of 
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describing what Jim Corder called miniaturization.) All this while the Writing 

Center keeps plugging away in modest quarters, and freshman writing classes 

are taught by underpaid graduate students and adjuncts. One has to wonder if 

the College of EIT is preaching the cyborgian gospel of Google, sending 

disciples forth to make the world faster, more efficient and technologically 

savvy. Assuming that is at least partially true, then where is the university 

putting its highest value? As the saying goes, follow the money. As Taylor‘s 

influence bleeds over from industry to information, the line between the halls 

of industry and the halls of education becomes blurred. In the long run, the 

consequences could be devastating.       

But the question at hand is: what can we do in the first-year writing 

classroom to combat the skimming, multitasking, image-before-substance 

mentality of our students? What can be done to resuscitate the attentional 

organ? How can we best move our students from the deadening impact of 

ubiquitous media technology to the liberating power of a deeply engaged 

literacy? As already described in Chapter 3, we must ignite fluency through the 

impact of narrative in an oral context. Then we need to move our students into 

a literacy fortified by focus, reflection, and critical thinking. To this challenge 

we now turn our attention. A good place to start is by salvaging a near-extinct 

activity—the meditative pause. 

The Meditative Pause 

While writing a paper for a graduate class, I discovered an article 

written in 1985 by Jim Corder entitled ―On the Way, Perhaps, to a New 
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Rhetoric, but Not There Yet.‖ Corder details several conditions necessary to 

make a new rhetoric, including the willingness to ―face the implications of 

miniaturization and electronic communication‖ (Corder 165).  

The article is dated by the use of the term miniaturization—rarely used 

anymore—but Corder‘s ability to peer into the future is pretty amazing. Though 

the Internet was in the preliminary stages of development, Corder saw a day 

coming when our miniaturizing capacity combined with computer networks 

would enable ―almost anyone almost anywhere to easily gain access to almost 

anything printed‖ (Corder 166). With that great bounty Corder anticipated 

trouble: first, he imagined a situation similar to the ―paralysis of overchoice‖ 

depicted by Alvin Toffler in Future Shock. Second, Corder worried about the 

pace of study. Whereas a book encourages a slower, more reflective pace, 

electronic communication systems (remember he wrote this before anyone had 

the Internet in his home) push the reader to keep moving forward as fast as 

possible. He saw this as an area of great concern because of the potential 

impact on critical thinking and reflection: ―The catch is that, so far as I am 

able to understand matters, any form of critical judgment or evaluation 

depends entirely on the possibility of a meditative pause‖ (167).  

That term ―meditative pause‖ resonated deep within me, as did 

Corder‘s concern about its diminishment, and ultimately led to an exploration 

of which this thesis is the product. My first research question became: what 

can we do in the classroom to foster the meditative pause? 
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Fostering the meditative pause in the classroom 

One writing teacher who expresses a similar concern is Vicki Spandel. In 

The 9 Rights of Every Writer, she says: 

Real writing, though, the sort we hope our students will aim for 

(say, a persuasive essay on global warming, a story of a teenager 

overcoming bigotry, a poem about learning to love someone 

society perceives as being ―different,‖ or research that answers 

the question of whether predatory animals will still walk the earth 

a hundred years from now), takes long thinking. It takes 

reflection, the courage to dive below the surface, the willingness 

to live with a topic for a long period of time, turn it over and over 

in your mind, and decide for yourself what questions to ask about 

it. (5)   

Spandel then asks the question that I am asking in this chapter: ―How do 

we open this door to reflective thinking in our students?‖ (5) She offers three 

helpful strategies for teachers: 

1. Provide some quiet time for students to think and write – This seems 

obvious, but it is vital. One day, as my students were writing quietly in 

response to a prompt, I quipped that this was probably the only time 

many of them experienced undisturbed quiet. I was surprised to see 

several of their heads bobbing in agreement. I realized that day that I 

was training them for more than writing; I was training them in the 

meditative pause. If I can manage to get my students into a place of 



83 
 

 

reflection, with their thoughts focused on a significant line of thought 

for at least a few minutes, what an incredible gift I am giving them! 

2. Read powerful writing out loud and at length – Spandel says that 

―reflective thinking often begins with hearing someone read to you‖ (6). 

This is especially true when the reader is captivated by the text. I‘ve 

never forgotten the fire in my fourth grade teacher Ms. Randolph‘s eyes 

as she read to us from her stool. That fire lives in me now, and I hope to 

pass it on to my students. Whether I‘m reading an excerpt from E.B. 

White‘s classic essay ―Once More to the Lake,‖ or Mary Oliver‘s 

wonderful little poem ―The Summer Day‖ that asks ―Tell me, what is it 

you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?‖, or an imperfect 

essay from a former student that is filled with personal meaning, I hope 

to take my students along with me on a journey—even if only for a 

moment—where we can hear and feel and imagine things that transport 

us beyond our normal context to a place where much more is possible. 

3. Slow down the pace of classroom dialogue – We do this by listening, 

encouraging our students to express themselves and dialogue with one 

another. This relates to the idea of a fluent oral culture, which I have 

already discussed at length.  It bears repeating: a teacher who wants to 

empower writers must minimize lectures and get the students fully 

engaged. I recently gave out an assignment sheet for a research paper. 

On the sheet were several possible research questions to guide the 

paper. In order to get the class collectively involved in the project, I 
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asked each of them to try to come up with a better research question 

than any of mine. After several minutes of quietly writing, I had each 

student come to the board, write his or her question down, and read it 

to the class. Each question prompted further questions and discussion. In 

the end, we enjoyed an excellent conversation, practiced some critical 

thinking, and experienced collaborative learning in its most ideal 

environment. This kind of thing is possible when we allow the classroom 

to slow down and breathe. (Spandel 6,8)   

The Conversation of Mankind 

Spandel also points to a secret ingredient—one that is inherent in our 

students—as the key to leading our students into reflective thinking. This 

ingredient is what writer Diane Ackerman calls the ―odd, ruminating, noisy, 

self-interrupting conversation we conduct with ourselves from birth to death.‖ 

Ackerman says that though this internal conversation might appear to separate 

people from one another, in fact ―it unites us at a most fundamental level, as 

nothing else can‖ (qtd in Spandel 5).  

This is in line with the thinking of philosopher Michael Oakeshott, who 

writes, 

we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves and 

the world, nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a 

conversation, begun in the primeval forests and extended and 

made more articulate in the course of centuries. It is a 
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conversation which goes on both in public and within each of 

ourselves. (qtd in Bruffee 419) 

So we must seek to get our students plugged into what Oakeshott calls 

―the Conversation of Mankind.‖ As they come to see themselves as people who 

have something to contribute to that conversation, the level of engagement in 

their writing—both public and private—is bound to increase. Indeed, as our 

students write out their thinking within a safe community of writers, they gain 

strength from one another and their thoughts become clearer, their writing 

more fluent. 

Four different audience levels 

Many writing teachers have assigned journal writing as a way to point 

their students toward reflection. Peter Elbow has illustrated that ―writer-based 

prose,‖ which ignores audience, will ultimately result in better ―reader-based 

prose‖ (―Ignoring‖ 51). With my students, I incorporate writing to the four 

different audience levels as recommended by Elbow:  

1) Private writing that nobody sees;  

2) Writing that people see but don't respond to; they just share it 

for the sake of sharing;  

3) Writing that they share with each other (or with me) and 

receive response. There is feedback, but it's not negative 

feedback;  

4) Finally, writing that gets criticism. (Elbow, ―Interview‖)  
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Similar to Corder‘s ―meditative pause‖ and Spandel‘s ―long thinking,‖ 

Peter Elbow cites the need to teach students ―desert island discourse‖ 

(―Closing‖ 57). He points out that many of our students ―have not learned the 

art of quiet, thoughtful, inner reflection‖ (―Closing‖ 56), but these are skills 

that can be learned. In this thesis I have advocated for the development of 

fluency in an oral culture; however, the ultimate goal in the writing classroom 

is to usher students into a vibrant literacy, including the ability to wrestle with 

their thoughts through words on paper. Unfortunately, an increasing number of 

students have great difficulty with this basic aspect of literacy. Elbow 

recognized this decline in 1987:  

It's sad to see so many students who can reply to live voices but 

cannot engage in productive dialogue with voices in their heads. 

Such students often lose interest in an issue that had intrigued 

them-just because they don't find other people who are 

interested in talking about it and haven't learned to talk 

reflectively to themselves about it. (―Closing‖ 62) 

When taking into consideration the evidence that has been laid out in 

this thesis regarding the ubiquity of digital sociality and the degree to which 

our students are constantly plugged into their social network, is there any 

doubt that their ability to talk reflectively to themselves through the gift of 

writing is more hampered than ever?  

So we must relentlessly call our students to reflective, expressive, and 

exploratory writing. We must use the tools that have been proven effective, 
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such as freewriting, journaling, writing to prompts, post-essay reflection 

exercises, and the portfolio approach to the writing course.  

Information filter 

An important part of the training we will give students is how to properly 

filter the information coming their way. Commenting on the overwhelming 

amount of information available today, Eriksen says the rules for an educated 

person have changed: ―the overarching aim for educated individuals in the 

world‘s rich countries must now be to make the filtering of information a main 

priority‖ (19). Most of us feel a certain degree of despair related to the amount 

of information at our fingertips. Eriksen describes the anxiety quite well: 

How can I sleep at night knowing that I have filtered away 99.99 

percent of the information I have been offered; how can I be 

certain that the 0.01 percent that I actually use is the most 

relevant bit for me, in so far as I haven‘t even sniffed at the rest? 

. . . Today, the jungle has become so dense that one needs to be 

both stubborn and single-minded in order to be well informed 

about anything at all. (20) 

In this environment, I have found that most students don‘t even know 

what questions they need to be asking. Most of them are in survival mode, 

trying to fill in the required blanks necessary for financial success. They are not 

aware of any feelings of information overload because their whole lives they 

have been literally immersed in an ocean of data.  
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This is a multidisciplinary concern—one that affects every academic 

field. There are also new fields of study emerging in response to the situation. 

One of those is media ecology, which is based on the work of scholars like 

Marshall McLuhan, Walter Ong, and Neil Postman. This is a field that I believe 

rhetoric and composition departments should partner with and incorporate into 

their curriculum. At the very least, if we aim to help our students develop 

critical thinking, we should have them grapple with some of the important 

questions being asked regarding the impact of media technology on their lives3. 

Bottom line: If we are going to teach research and critical thinking, then we 

are unavoidably in the information filtering business.  

Resonance 

One of the greatest assets in the struggle to filter information is the 

development of an ear for resonance. Sven Birkerts describes resonance as ―a 

natural phenomenon, the shadow of import alongside the body of fact.‖ To find 

resonance is to discover the deeper meaning behind an idea, to discern the 

ripples that emanate from it, and to begin to connect the dots with every other 

thing that a person knows. Such a thing is not accomplished by a Google 

search; it is accomplished only in what Birkerts calls ―deep time‖ (―Gutenberg‖ 

76). Much like the meditative pause, long thinking, and desert island discourse,  

 

 

                                                           
3
 For an example of this type of assignment, see Appendix 1. 
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deep time is an endangered species. As Birkerts puts it: 

Where the electronic impulse rules, and where the psyche is 

conditioned to work with data, the experience of deep time is 

impossible. No deep time, no resonance; no resonance, no 

wisdom. The only remaining oases are churches (for those who 

still worship) and the office of therapists.‖ (―Gutenberg‖ 76)  

I would like to amend Birkerts‘ last statement and offer one more 

possible oasis for deep time: the writing classroom. Is it possible that the 

writing classroom can be a ―deep time‖ place where resonance occurs, where 

students stop and consider the big picture, what it all means, where it is all 

going, and how they fit into the scene? If the goal is a transformative literacy 

that critically engages with word and world, then deep time is not optional. 

Hyper-hearing 

Duke Divinity School professor Jeremy Begbie speaks of the importance 

of perceiving resonances between things that are not immediately obvious on 

the surface (Begbie). Begbie quotes ethicist Oliver O'Donovan: ―Love achieves 

its creativity by being perceptive‖ (Begbie). This is the secret to great art, 

great music, and great writing. Begbie says that the great artists have a skill he 

calls ―hyper-hearing‖ or ―hyper-seeing‖ (Begbie). This is certainly true of good 

writers; they see what others overlook.  

I realize it is unrealistic to hope that teachers will routinely elicit the 

kind of perception evident in Helen Keller‘s ―Three Days to See‖ or Thoreau‘s 

Walden from their students; but perception, like personal narrative, levels the 
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playing field a bit. To listen and look closely to the people and things that 

surround you, to pick up on resonances that others miss, is a universally 

available ability. At the same time, it is a skill best developed with the help of 

a mentor, as Emerson and Anne Sullivan did for Thoreau and Helen Keller. 

One way we can equip our students with perception is to teach them to 

listen to one another. As they listen and respond to one another‘s writing, they 

are learning to recognize the validity of other perspectives and experiences. 

Naomi Baron quotes radio host Diane Rehm, who spoke on the topic of 

―listening‖ at a recent university commencement address. Rehm extolled the 

graduates to practice this dying art:  

listening is a form of engagement, of opening the mind and the 

heart to another… By listening instead of talking, we may become 

more attentive to the whole person, and by that very 

engagement, we learn more about ourselves. (qtd in Baron 231) 

We must teach listening by modeling it and practicing it in the classroom. We 

model it by responding to what our students are saying through their writing 

more so than how they are saying it. Also, through peer sharing and response, 

layers of learning and personal growth are taking place. 

Another way we can train our students in perception is by giving them 

assignments that require listening to and looking at the world around them. 

When we teach descriptive writing, we have the opportunity to encourage an 

awareness of the world as experienced through the five senses. One of my 

favorite Comp I workshops (one that works with any age group) involves the 
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students writing down their favorite sights, sounds, smells, textures, and 

tastes. Writing down their answers on the board as they call them out never 

fails to stir some interesting, lively conversation. I then ask the students to 

think of multisensory experiences that they enjoy; my example is a campfire. 

This multisensory exercise has led to some wonderfully descriptive essays about 

things like jumping around in a rock concert mosh pit, hitting flaming golf balls 

into the Arkansas River, and the agony and ecstasy of falling in love.  

Wonder and openness 

It is my hope that as students are attentive to one another and the world 

around them, and as they deeply engage with texts as both writers and 

readers, they will enter into the realm of wonder and openness. In his book 

Reclaiming Childhood: Letting Children be Children in our Achievement-

Oriented Society, developmental psychologist William Crain expresses concern 

about the increasingly artificial world in which children are being raised. He 

laments children spending large amounts of time at the computer, a sterile 

environment where there is, as John Davy has said, ―no wind or birdsong… no 

connection with soil, water, sunlight, warmth, no real ecology‖ (qtd in Crain 

144). Crain is particularly concerned about the place of modern technology in 

education. Leading students – especially children – down a path toward goal-

directed mastery of skills, without honoring the innate capacity to take in the 

things of the natural world with a sense of wonder and openness, is to rob 

them of their humanity, their joy (Crain 148). 
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This is not simply a matter of letting children be children; in fact, 

childlike receptivity is evident in the greatest minds. Crain says: 

The humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow and the 

developmental psychologist Heinz Werner suggest that the most 

creative adults, including adult scientists, make full use of the 

childlike receptivity to the world before engaging in more 

advanced, rational modes of thought. Rational, goal-directed 

modes of thinking are valuable, but so too is the childlike delight 

in the world as it unfolds before us. To devalue childhood 

experience is to shortchange thinking itself. (149)  

 Indeed, it was Albert Einstein who said: 

The most beautiful emotion we can experience is the mysterious. 

It is the fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of all true 

art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can 

no longer wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead, a 

snuffed-out candle. 

 Is it possible to invoke a sense of wonder through writing? One renowned 

writing teacher thinks so. Charles Baxter, author and English professor at the 

University of Minnesota, points out in his book Burning Down the House that 

wonder is engendered by stillness and silence. This condition is rarely captured 

in today‘s prose, Baxter asserts, though in the nineteenth century writers such 

as Chekhov seemed to capture it with ease (231). The problem is that stillness 

and silence are almost extinct today in a barrage of constant noise and 
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movement. In a world that Baxter believes is suffering from ―data-nausea and 

information sickness,‖ he urges writers to recapture wonder:  

Wonderment never quite gets used to whatever it is looking at. . . 

Wonder puts aside the known and accepted, along with 

sophistication, and instead serves up an intelligent naïveté. Why 

should anything be as it is? Why are things as they are? (244-5)  

Closing Thoughts  

I can think of no better way to conclude than with Baxter‘s comments. If 

I can cultivate an intelligent naïveté in my students (at least some of them), 

and if I can get them to ponder the question ―why are things as they are?‖ for a 

moment or two, then I will have done them a great service. Author Eric Hoffer 

spoke to this goal quite eloquently: ―The central task of education is to implant 

a will and facility for learning; it should produce not learned but learning 

people‖ (Hoffer).  

As I have attempted to establish in this project, the will and facility for 

learning, the drive to ask the big questions, begins with a degree of self-

awareness that most of today‘s first-year university students lack. This self-

awareness, or consciousness, is best kick-started in a face-to-face storytelling 

context with fluency as the top priority. To take consciousness to the next 

level—to the level of awareness proposed by Baxter and Hoffer—there is no tool 

more powerful than writing. As Walter Ong put it: 

. . . [Writing] is utterly invaluable and indeed essential for 

realization of fuller, interior, human potentials… Writing 
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heightens consciousness. Alienation from a natural milieu can be 

good for us and indeed is in many ways essential for full human 

life. To live and to understand fully, we need not only proximity 

but also distance. This writing provides for consciousness as 

nothing else does. (Ong 82) 

These lofty objectives fall under the jurisdiction of the writing instructor 

more than any of his colleagues. Indeed, it is in the writing classroom that 

students have the best opportunity to realize their human potential. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



95 
 

 

FURTHER STUDY 

One area of further study would be to find ways to evaluate ―oral 

intelligence‖ or ―narrative intelligence.‖ This would be similar to Daniel 

Goldman‘s Emotional intelligence. As a matter of fact, it would probably have 

some overlap. Measuring oral or narrative intelligence would be difficult. It 

would also be a bit contradictory, as measuring things is a very abstract process 

as opposed to the concrete nature of orality and narrative. However, there 

might be ways to identify indicators of oral or narrative intelligence.  

 

Along those lines, it would be interesting to investigate the oral/ 

narrative intelligence of rural vs. inner city, with UALR providing an excellent 

cross-section of the two. I have noticed a high number of two distinct 

populations at UALR: black kids from the inner city and rural black and white 

kids from small town Arkansas.  

There has been a study similar to the one I have in mind done in South 

Carolina by Patricia C. Nichols of San Jose State University. Her findings were 

published in Anthropology & Education Quarterly (1989) under the title 

―Storytelling in Carolina: Continuities and Contrasts.‖ 

 

It would be interesting to measure the improvement of struggling writers 

in a face-to-face context vs struggling writers in an online context. Though this 

information would be extremely helpful, it would be very difficult to come by. 
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WORKS CONSULTED 

I have chosen the ―works consulted‖ designation because of the number 

of sources that have influenced my thinking throughout my extensive research 

on this subject. I was not able to cite all of these sources; some ended up on 

the editing floor as I begrudgingly went through the painful writing process of 

narrowing my focus. Lest you doubt, be assured that every source listed below 

was read; some in part (especially the books), but most in their entirety.  

One tempting line of thought that I resisted incorporating in this thesis 

was the debate about the fate of the book—printed text vs. electronic text. 

Not only is that one heck of a rabbit trail, which could easily be the focus of an 

entire thesis, but it is also an area in which my personal preference is so strong 

it is hard to separate sentiment from science. But you can rest assured that 

each source cited below as a ―web‖ source was printed out and filled with 

highlights and marginalia—proof of the kind of deep reading recommended in 

this thesis. With print, we are led to pause, go back, scribble notes, and put 

stars, exclamation points, and brilliant insight like ―wow‖ or ―boo‖ in the 

margins. In the end, we have a historical document that is ours to keep, a 

place where we have marveled at or tussled with the author. I am skeptical 

that this level of engagement occurs with electronic texts, but—then again—

maybe I‘m just being obstinate.   
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APPENDIX 1 

COMP II, Spring 2009 

Paper #1 
 

 

GUIDELINES 

For this assignment, you will write an essay addressing the impact of 
new media technology in today’s world. You have several options as to 

how you approach the topic. They are: 
 

1. Summarize and respond to one of the following articles:  

 “The Numbing of the American Mind”  

 “Is Google Making Us Stupid”  

 “The Autumn of the Multitaskers” 

 
2. Write a persuasive essay for or against the increasing use of new 

media technology and/or multitasking (or some other type of 

persuasive essay related to this topic). 
 

3. Write an editorial similar to “The Taxi Driver” that contains stories 

or anecdotes that are interpreted in ways that offer insight on this 
issue of new media and/or multitasking.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 


