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It is commonplace for students in first-year composition (FYC) 
to conduct research, and often-given writing programs' in

creasing reliance on students' bringing their own devices to class, 
a situation characterized as BYOD-to read the texts they are 
researching on a dizzying array of digital devices. Some students 
research texts in print, but increasingly, they read on desktop or 
laptop computers of multiple kinds, others on Kind les, others on 
iPads, and others on phones. Some students conduct the bulk of 
their research on one of these devices; othe rs use multiple devices 
simultaneous ly and/or sequentially to comp lete their writing task. 
Interestingly, because of responsive Web design, mobile apps, 
and ebook reading platforms, the ways in which a single text is 
displayed on these diverse surfaces vary, which speaks directly 
to the relationship of form and content. If form and content are 
unrelated, such difference in "display" may not be a problem. If 
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they are related, it is a problem, but even then, is it a problem that 
teachers of writing need to consider or address? Here, synthesiz
ing a good deal of the relevant research, we cake up this issue, 
focusing our chapter on three questions: 

♦ How do texts vary according to display and device, and what 
difference does such variance make in texts and in the ways we 
read them? 

♦ What underlying design issues inform b .. th print and electronic 
texts, and how do they influence the ways we read? 

♦ What do these differences and similarities mean in the classroom, 
and how can we help students as they read in the current multi
media landscape? 

How We Read 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the field of rhetoric and composition 
hasn't fully attended to the teaching of reading, instead preferring 
to focus interest in reading on how better instruction in reading 
can support writers. Moreover, while there is scholarship focusing 
on the intersection of reading and writing, it hasn't taken hold, 
as Patricia Donahue explains: 

When it comes to reading/writing, several people have been 
working consistently since the 80s. Mariolina [Rizzi Salvatori] 
and I published an essay in C[ollege] E[nglishj relatively recently 
discussing the long lineage and referencing the names that de
serve attention (including Alice's [Horning] and ours, along with 
David Joliffe, Donna Qualley, Dave Bartholomae, and numer
ous others). Yet repeatedly, when the subject of the "reading/ 
writing connection" comes up (as it does repeatedly), previous 
work (and even relatively recent scholarship, like Homing's and 
Salvatori/Donahue's and others) rarely is mentioned. Not only 
is foundational work ignored, but the thinking about certain 
issues goes in circles because of the emphasis upon duplicating 
rather than building. (n.p.) 

Just as important, when reading is addressed, typically in three 
terms-(1) what we read, (2) how we read, and (3) how faculty 
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incorporate reading instruction in a writing classroom-the op
erative condition for reading tends to be print. In some ways, this 
isn't surprising: our interest in the role of reading in facilitating 
writing has a historical basis. As Naomi Baron explains, citing the 
work of famous writers like Coleridge as well as that of everyday 
readers, "In the act of reading, many readers become writers. 
They underline passages, draw arrows, and doodle. They write 
in margins, revealing their own thoughts or objecting to what 
authors have said" ( Words Onscreen 2 7). In other words, read
ing practices invite writing practices; both are material practices, 
and for most of history, those material practices have involved 
print of some kind. 

Moreover, our observations about the material practices of 
reading haven't caught up with our pedagogy. In "Motivation and 
Connection: Teaching Reading (and Writing) in the Composition 
Classroom," for example, Michael Bunn calls on his research to 
make three suggestions for facilitating student reading, none of 
which attends to the material practice of reading or writing: 

♦ Design reading and writing assignments simultaneously. 

♦ Help students by talking in class about the connections between 
reading and writing assignments. 

♦ Assign model texts and teach how to read them in ways that 
address not only content but writing. (512) 

Such advice is no doubt helpful, but it doesn't consider the myriad 
texts principally available in digital form and useful to students 
conducting research-archives of historical materials, for exam
ple, data collected by state and federal governments, and digitally 
native materials. Put simply, those of us interested in assigning 
such materials to owr students haven't explored how we and our 
students read them. Of course, the jury is out as to the impact of 
device-display reading practices on our cognitive processes, an 
important question we hope cognitive scientists will explore. In 
the meantime, however, the varieties of texts, devices, and displays 
have multiplied, and a critical question they raise-how we read 
such materials as they are displayed on different devices-is the 
focus of our chapter. 
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Our first question-how we read digital materials-has 
received some attention, but again, somewhat intermittently. In 
1993, for instance, Stephen Bernhardt's "The Shape of Text to 
Come: The Texture of Print on Screens" identified "nine dimen
sions of variation that help map the differences between paper and 
on-screen text," differences including what he calls nine on-screen 
tendencies: screen texts are situationally embedded, interactive, 
functionally mapped, modular, navigable, hierarchically embed
ded, spacious, graphically rich, and customizable and publishable 
(151). Several years later, James Sosnoski, in "Hyper-Readers 
and Their Reading Engines," focused specifically on what he 
calls hyper-reading and the differences between hyper-reading 
and reading in print, those differences numbering eight. 

♦ Filtering: The reader bas an individual focus/goal based on key 
words or other selection criteria (169). 

♦ Skimming: Web documents are meant for people with too much 
information to skim, much like a proposal or prospectus (169). 

♦ Pecking: The text is given coherence by the readers who combine 
the fragmentary text into something useful to their goal (169). 

♦ Imposing: "Hyper-readers impose their frameworks on the texts 
they peruse .... The information available on the Web holds 
little significance until hyper-readers search it for items relevant 
to their inquiries" (169). 

♦ Filming: "Graphics often play a more meaningful role than 
words" (169). 

♦ Trespassing: "Hyper-readers are textual burglars. They break 
into electronic texts and once they have found the source codes 
hidden from sight, steal them away with their cut and paste tools 
and reassemble them" (170). 

♦ De-authorizing: "By virtually reassembling texts, they dismiss 
the authors' intentions by replacing them with their own, thus 
de-authorizing texts altogether" ( 170). 

♦ Fragmenting: Fragmented texts are preferred over linear ones, 
making organization an activity determined by the individual 's 
needs or purposes (170). (Sosnoski qtd. in Loftin, Carter, and 
Lewis-Qualls n.p.) 
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Collectively, these reading practices seem to define what Baron 
calls "reading on the prowl, " reading that is oriented toward 
gathering information quickl y, which she contrasts with a deep, 
continuous reading historically associated with critical thinking. 
Baron's perspective, put as a proposition: "We teach the next 
generation to decipher words on a page, but as the form of what 
constitutes a page shifts, so does the nature of reading" ("Why 
Reading" n.p.). 

The idea of what constitutes a page is also an intriguing one, 
especially given the way different pages display information and 
thus the way that information is presented. It's also worth noting 
that texts themselves evoke different reading practices: the case 
of the New York Times' "Snow Fall" provides a case in point. 
Much like an electronic portfolio, this account of backcountry 
skiing gone bad includes on its "page" multiple kinds of texts
linguistic, graphic, video, and audi o-e nlarging the print-based 
reading experience to include listening, interacting, and viewing. 
In reading this text , the reader needs to make two decisions: ( 1) 
how to "read" each kind of text and (2) how to read those texts in 
sequence; do we read the linguistic text and then watch the video, 
or do we intersperse the linguistic reading with video viewing and 
graphic interpretation, or do we follow another path altogether in 
what Yancey, Powers, and McElroy call "viewer/reading " (n.p.)? 
Likewise, with multiple kinds of texts embedded within it, what 
kind of reading does the "Snow Fall" page encourage? One might 
make the argument that it's not Baron 's reading on the prowl, but 
rather a different kind of deep, continuous reading from that we 
see in print, one more oriented to our experiencing the text-and 
thus what it portrays-in multiple, layered, overlapping ways. 
But of course this assumes, first, that the reader is able to access 
the text and, second, access the text as it was designed to display. 

Given the relationship between what and how we read, it's 
not surprising that the ways texts are "di splayed " is relevant. In 
1993, for exam ple, Bernhard t could confidently assert that "read
ers become partici pants , control outcomes, and shape the text 
itself" (154) , although then, as now, readers ' participation always 
operates within a finite set of choices defined by both publisher 
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and device maker. This becomes ever more obvious as the variet
ies of reading devices proliferate, including smartphones, tablets, 
e-readers, laptop computers, and notebooks. Indeed, devices 
themselves now cooperate with or even substitute for the reader 
in controlling textual display (see Figure 3.1 ). In some cases, the 
device and the reader work together, as when a reader adjusts the 
size of letters on an e-reader, a material practice impossible in prim 
and one that seems generally helpful. In other cases, the digital 
text has heen "optimized" for the device, with the device itself 
determining the shape of the page. Given this context, a significant 
question concerns what happens to a text when it is optimized: 
suppose, for instance, that visuals in the print version, which are 
optimized out, disappear. Is a richly illustrated historical text 
like Alice in Wonderland the same rext if the visuals are shrunk, 
moved, or erased altogether? Is Woody Plants, a field guide to 

plants in the western mountain filled with photos of plants useful 
for identification, as useful without the photos? Put baldly, how 
useful is a text designed to include visuals if it no longer includes 
them? Another important question is what difference, if any, such 
questions make for a class of twenty, wirh students reading the 
same text on three or five or ten different devices? In this situa
tion, Stanley Fish's question about whether there is a text in the 
class resonates in new and disconcerting ways . 

• 2 th& 

FIGURE 3.1. Display comparison: smartpho11e (left), iPad (center), 21" moni
tor (right), all d1splayi11g "Snow Fall." 
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How We Got Here 

Beginning in 2007, two technology companies, Apple and Ama
zon, released devices chat fundamentally changed the technologi
cal landscape and consequently what it means co read electronic 
texts. Amazon released the Kindle (2007), and Apple released 
both the iPhone (2007) and the iPad (2010). In the years since, 
the device market has diversified significantly. While Amazon 
and Apple continue to create new models and release updated 
generations of the Kindle, iPhone, and iPad, other companies 
have released rival devices, many of which now come in different 
models and generations themselves. Moreover, ownership of these 
devices has increased significantly over a period of just a few years. 
In a 2014 survey, for example, Pew reported that 42 percent of 
adults own a tablet (up from 3 percent in 2010), and 32 percent 
of adults own an e-reader, up from 4 percent in 2010 (Zickuhr 
and Rainie, "Tablet"). In a different study, released in 2015, Pew 
reported that 64 percent of Americans own a smarrphone, a 29 
percent increase from 201 l (Smith). Perhaps not surprisingly, Pew 
reports a parallel trend in digital reading; people are using their 
mobile devices co read: 57 percent on e-readers, 55 percent on 
tablets, 29 percent on computers, and 32 percent on smartphones 
(Zickuhr and Rainie, "£-Reading"). Although these figures may 
not completely represent US adults ' device ownership and reading 
habits, they do suggest that people are using multiple and different 
kinds of digital devices for accessing , storing, and viewing texts. 

Although printed works have always come in multiple ver
sions and sometimes with significant differences in layout from 
one version to the next, the electronic texts displayed on mobile 
devices take a markedly different approach to display: responsive 
design. Rather th~n coming in a handful of versions like the dif
ferent editions of works that appear in print, electronic texts vary 
from device to device. In 2010, Weh designer Ethan Marcotte 
conc eptualized this design philosophy based on an emerging 
discipline called "responsive architecture." The physical spaces 
designed by this school of architecture reimagine the relation
ships between people and entities: rather than requiring people 
to adapt to its material constraints-size, temper a ture, lighting, 
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erc.-a responsive building "respondls] to the presence of people 
passing through it" through "wall structures that bend, flex, and 
expand as crowds approach them" and through climate control 
that can "adjust a room's temperature and ambient lighting as it 
fills with people" (n.p.). 

Identifying this approach to architectural design as a way 
forward in an increasingly device-specific digital landscape, 
Marcotte reimagines the relationship between users, devices, 
and texts for Web design. Rather than viewTng a webpage as an 
extension of the printed page with its definite, static dimensions, 
Marcotte designs webpages as fluid texts that flow into and out of 
the screens of various devices, scaling up and scaling down based 
on the specific dimension of each device. This new approach to 
Web design has led to a new breed of texts that not only can be 
viewed "along a gradient of different experiences" and "within 
different viewing contexts," but that also has become a standard 
approach to Web and ebook design. Most websites and ebooks 
include multiple style definitions specific t0 common device dimen
sions and to whether the text is viewed in landscape or portrait, 
and such style definitions have improved the readability of digital 
texts on smaller devices such as smartphones and some tablets. 

In addition to the differences in display resulting from a 
device's dimensions, individual customizarion of display can con
tribute to differences in display; such individual customizations 
include changing fonts, font size, margins, background color , 
and font color, options that often come as standard features on 
dedicated reading devices like the Kindle and in reading apps such 
as iBooks or the Kindle app. Thus, while one reader might opt to 

leave the default settings of a device or app intact, another reader 
might alter the appearance of the text displayed on the screen by 
making fonts and margins larger or smaller and by brightening 
or darkening the text displayed on the screen. 

Taken together, both the responsive design of the electronic 
file and the options for reader customization point to an impor
tant aspect of electronic reading: the malleability of form. In print 
texts, the publisher designs aspects of a text's form such as paper 
weight, font choice, margins, or paper brightness; these are static 
features of a particular copy or version. In digital texts like ebooks, 
however, form is contingent on the dimensions of a particular 
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screen and a reader's preferred settings, reinforcing Lanham's 
prescient claim about digital texts as "both creator-controlled 
and reader-controlled " (Lanham 4). Further, and in addition to 
customizations Lanham descrihes such as changing font and en
larging "the print," readers are altering colors, adjusting layouts, 
enlarging or reducing margins , and displaying one or two "pages" 
at a time (5). Given the multiplicity of devices used co read texts 
and the opportunities for customizing displays, Gunther Kress's 
multimoda I theory of reading-reading as design-takes on new 
meaning . Where Kress emphasizes the reader's ability to order 
digit al texts according to the reader's individual interests and 
needs , " (ordering-as-)design," however, responsive design "em
bodies and assumes th e necessity of the reader's semiotic work" 
in two more ways (38, emphasis in original): readers can exercise 
choices about both device and display. Given these opportuni
ties for choice in device and display, a classroom of twenty-five 
students with a blend of tablets, e-readers, smartphones, and 
computers in different hrands and genera tions may be looking 
at twenty-five different versions of the "same" text and may he 
having different, possibly competing , interpretive exp eriences. 

Screen Reading: More Than about Electronic Space 

Digital devices-whether laptops, smartphones, or e-readers
create an embodied reading experience, an experience sometimes 
similar to and sometimes different from print. Sometimes we 
engage with digital devices in ways similar to print: turning page 
animations in full color, using bookmarking and annotation with 
just a click, while expanding on the affordances of print-search
ability, indexing , and hacklighting. Other times, as in the case of 
the New York Ti,;;es's "Snow Fall," given its video, animations, 
and audio, the experience of reading digitally feels very different 
from reading in print. This observation is especially telling in the 
case of books. A print book has heft in relation to its contents; its 
cover and apparatus him at what's inside and how it is to be read; 
it smells like a book. Those who prefer the affordances of print 
can find e-reading distracting, fragmented, and an abstraction
or, worse , a mere shadow of the real thing. Those who prefer 

-41 -



THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM 

e-reading find electronic texts more flexible-the font resizable, 
the content scrollable, the whole text easily searched, indexed, 
bookmarked to social media . These affordances are especially 
valuable for conducting research. And for those on connected 
smartphones, the pull of the Web provides access to supplemen
tary material just as it provides the interruption of call s, emails, 
and texts. The book, in contrast, offers no such distractions, no 
accompanying dictionary. 

As it turns our, students have documemeil preferences when 
it comes to the differences between print and digital reading, 
especially of school-related texts. In "Redefining Reading: The 
Impact of Digital Communication Media," Naomi Baron reports 
on two 2010-11 surveys regarding US und ergraduate students' 
reading practices for course materials. The first survey, of about 
100 undergraduates, found: 

♦ About half (48%) of students reported that they "occasion ally " 
or "never" annotate their textbooks {usually because they are 
either renting them or plan on selling them back after the semes 
ter). 

♦ With two exceptions-academic journals and newspapers-stu
dents prefer reading in print rather than online. 

♦ Over half (55%) of students preferred having course materials 
online, but 40% of students print those materials out to read 
them. Only 6% read the materials online. 

♦ Students were almost 10 times as likely to read an article if they 
were "handed a copy" instead of being provided online access. 

♦ In terms of remembering what they read, about half of students 
said the medium didn't matter; about half said they remembered 
things betrer in print. Only 2 % said they retained more online. 

♦ 90% of students reported multitasking while reading online; 1 % 
reported the same while reading in print. (195) 

Though the number of students is small, the findings are interest
ing. Students want to be able to access readings online, but they 
don't prefer to read most texts online. Instead, they prefer to read 
in print, and they are more likely to read material if it's in print. 
That said, students report chat they are not taking advantage of 
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one of the chief affordances of print-space for annotation and 
marginalia. Their reasons have nothing to do with reading or 
learning: they want to sell back their textbooks. 

In Baron's second study, with a sample about twice as large 
as the first, students were asked which of two reading options 
made it easier to concentrate in a forced-pair comparison: 

♦ Ninety percent of students chose hard copy over a desktop or 
laptop computer. 

♦ Two-thirds (67 percent) chose hard copy over an e-reader. 

♦ Two-thirds (64 percent) chose an e-reader over a tablet computer. 

♦ Two-thirds (68 percent) chose a tablet over a desktop or laptop 
computer. 

These findings point to two observations. The first is that students 
have a relatively stable hierarchy of preferences when it comes to 
school-related reading. They prefer , first, a hard copy, second, an 
e-reader, third, a tablet, and fourth and last, a desktop or laptop 
computer. The second is that students' preference for print is 
directly linked ro their perceived ability to concentrate. 

While these data emerge from only two surveys and a small 
sample size, Baron ' s findings highlight the challenges that teach
ers face as they attempt to engage and expand students' reading 
experiences, and they raise three questions about the ways teachers 
must negotiate the extent to which they try to balance students' 
reading preferences with encouraging new ways of reading. 

1. Studenrs are comfortable with print; as teachers, we're often com
fortable with print as well. To what extent, then, should we rely 
on those preferences over and a hove others in our classrooms? 

2. How does th;t answer change given that reading in electronic 
formats is a reading practice more and more common outside 
our classrooms? 

3. How do we help students develop reading practices that, to return 
to Lanham and Kress, evidence purposeful choices about device 
and display? 
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Information Shape as Interface Metaphor 

A process of expanding outward from a comfort zone, ours or 
that of our students, can be eased if we carry with us familiar 
principles from the comfortable to the less comfortable. So it can 
be useful to help students notice that print and electronic texts rely 
on similar principles governing how we read, principles directly 
related to the visuality of the text. In a study of the impact of text 
shape on readers' comprehension, for instarke, Elaine Toms and 
D. G. Campbell, Canadian scholars in information science, write: 
"We suggest that a digital document typically has a configuration 
of visual features that characterize it as a particular genre, and that 
the relationship between visual appearance and semantic content 
is relevant as an instrument both of document presentation and 
of document retrieval" (370, emphasis added). 

To establish their point, Toms and Campbell offered a set of 
study participants a look at the same visual appearance inhab
ited by two different texts, and the same text designed into two 
different visual appearances. (Figure 3 .2 re-creates their visuals, 
but with our own texts.) Participants were able to perceive from 
visual cues alone that panels A and B represented the same textual 
genre. They could not perceive from visual cues that panels A 
and C did as well. A compositionist might point to the rhetorical 
canons as an ancient codification of the idea that a text's visual 
appearance matters, and although one should say that genre is a 
far thicker and more layered idea than visual shape alone, their 
central conclusion is agreeable: the materiality of a text might 
be relevant to the presentation and retrieval (interpretation) of 
that text . 

Another study from outside composition is also informative. 
Aaron Fry, Jennifer Wilson, and Carol Overby, who study finan
cial behavior among adults in marginalized populations, advocate 
deploying what they call "narrative visualizations" to trigger 
metaphors that resonate with learners. Their interest in explor
ing these behaviors is to isolate effective means to help learners 
recognize and abandon self-destructive financial habits they have 
unwittingly established. By narrative visualization, Fry and col
leagues mean visually depicted narratives-resonant metaphors 
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Panel C: Content venlon of memo 

ftG URE 3.2. Form a11d content versions of the same text (adapt ed from Toms 
a11d Campbell). 

or visual enthymemes, one might say, or Burkean representative 
anecdotes rendered visually. To illustrate their process, Fry et al. 
consider an article from The Economist about the implications 
of aggregate spending and saving, and they compare the article's 
accessibility with a particular image in the same article. The image 
depicts a man whose coins are rolling willy-nilly into a gaping hole 
in the street as he kneels at its edge. From their study, conclude 
Fry and colleagues._the narrative made visual is more accessible 
and more emotionally powerful than all tbe carefully discussed 
information on implications of aggregate spending and saving in 
the text of the article. The researchers conclude that the primary 
cognitive drivers of behavior change are not the cool, rational, 
neoclassical ones we might hope for; instead, they are "system 
one" styles of thinking and decision-making-i.e., intuition-based 
cognition. Because human rationality is hounded on many sides , 
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and because we never have ideal conditions (such as full informa
tion) for decision making, we resort to heuristics, rules-of-thumb, 
intuition, and habit. 

And what does all this mean for reading, especially e-reading? 
These two simple studies at some distance from teaching writ
ing suggest that comprehending the meaning of differences and 
similarities in textual display between one device and another isn't 
only a cognitive process; it's also a behavioral process. Like recog
nizing a memo or engaging a welter of finan1rial decisions, design 
comprehension is laden with culturally inscribed metaphors, and 
it proceeds more often intuitively than rationally. As we think 
about the possible effects of text shape, color, navigation, and 
delivery device, we might ask: what intuitive associations are at 
work within the condensed narratives of visual design? 

Principles of Design 

Students of document design have traditionally been taught four 
design principles: contrast , repetition, alignment, and proximity. 
We could put them in any order, hut students enjoy pointing out 
the acronym CRAP, and designers use the acronym as a quick 
point of reference. Interestingly, artists like Barbara Yale-Read, 
the calligrapher who created Figure 3.3, think that text and im
age are both essentially visual phenomena. Those who design 
book interiors or websites or blog templates feel the same. That 
is, designers (at least while designing) don't engage with text 
textually. Nevertheless, with these principles, designers actually 
frame a metanarrative for the interpretation of a page of text or 
image. Intuitively, the principles are metaphoric and heuristic. 
They express interpretive valences (or narratives visualized) that 
students, with a little help, can recognize as familiar to their own 
reading of print or digital texts : ideas such as connection, balance, 
difference, equivalence, emphasis, hierarchy, sequence. 

We can help students think of concrete examples. Boldface or 
italics in a text suggest emphasis. The running head at the top of 
this page is a navigational cue; not only that, but it also appears 
in a size and a font that connect it visually ro other navigational 
elements th ro ughout the book-perhaps the subheadings. As 

-46 -



Device. Display. Read: The Design of Reading and Writing 

F1GU1Uc 3.3. "Nothing Gold Can Stay" (Yale-R ead). Used by J>ermission. 

another example, indenting a short paragraph like a blocked 
quotation offers a visual metaphor of hierarchy or ordination; the 
indented text is a subordinate unit within or under the "normal " 
text. The visual differences between a first-level heading and a 
second-level heading (by designers often called A-heads , B-heads, 
etc., or Hl, H2, etc.) constitute a narrative about the structure of 
the text. Any of these valences might be at work in any designed 
display, whether printed text, digital device, or mandala created 
in sand (see Figure 3.4). 

Book designer~ would seldom discuss what they do with 
anything like this explicit an analysis. But on reflection, one can 
see that what they create does indeed trigger these resonant as
sociations, these kinds of metaphors and narratives. The success 
of the design actually depends on how designers orchestrate all 
chis. The perspective hecomes useful and revealing as we approach 
a diversity of devices and as we design our texts for them, too. 
Because as we move from device to device in our reading and 
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FIGURE 3.4. Traditi onal design prin ciples. 
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writing, what we experience is deeper than a change in visual 
shape (as relevant as that is) and less obvious than a change in 
usability-e.g., the convenience of navigation . And it's probably 
important for us to acknowledge this in the metalanguage we 
use. We need to notice that when we describe this experience in, 
for example, the language of "information" or "behavior " or 
"science" or "content" or "platform" or "container" or "ohject" 
or "device," we are also activating for ourselves a set of resonant 
metaphors. We are triggering in ourselves interpretive behaviors 
grounded in cultural meanings and framing a narrative for the 
interface experience. The more we can refine our understanding 
of that narrative, the better we will comprehend our literacy. 

Having students encounter a page or screen with the con
cept of visual narratives in mind encourages them to unpack the 
designed meanings they probably already process automatically 
when reading. Equipped with a better understanding of design 
principles, they are better able to improve their own composition 
efforts and to understand those of peers or professionals. 

Pedagogical Implications 

Although it is beyond the scope of this chapter to detail a peda
gogy emerging from this wide array of texts, we do want to make 
some suggestions to show what such pedagogy might look like. 
Reading, of course , has always heen a material practice, histori
cally involving a material (print) artifact, bodies, accessories (such 
as desks, pencils, etc.), and manipulations (such as page turning 
and annotation), and we know something about the teaching of 
reading (e.g., Horning). And while e-reading currently involves 
many of the same eractices-positioning devices, manipulating 
displays, and inputting notes-the practices and concerns unique 
to e-reading suggest that e-reading is a material practice of a dif
ferent kind. Because texts can be displayed on a range of devices, 
each with distinguishable characteristics that affect the display of 
texts , and because texts increasingly depart from the conventions 
of print texts through responsive display and the inclusion of 
multiple media, e-reading involves practices and concerns unique 
to digital media and digital devices. We need look no further than 
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our own classrooms for evidence of new material practices made 
possible, in part, by the implementation of responsive text design. 

In some classrooms, especially those where students are 
invited to bring their own devices, it is not surprising to see 
a range of textual displays sitting on students' desks: laptops, 
smartphones, e-readers, and a handful of print copies, each me
dium and device having a unique set of material affordances and 
constraints. Those reading in print have a rich set of spatial and 
material affordances: 6 x 9 inches or perha.ps 8.5 x 11 inches of 
page space and a range of possibilities for annotation. Those using 
laptops and e-readers have a similar set of affordances: adequate 
screen space for reading the text and options for annotating the 
text depending on the kind of digital file. For those students using 
smartphones, however, it is not uncommon to see a different set 
of practices emerge as students try to read on a screen about 3 x 5 
inches: craned necks and clawed fingers used to resize the text and 
focus in. Thus, just as a text's design, responsive or not, provides 
one context for reading, so too do the material affordances and 
limirations of the media and devices students use to read. 

Given the issues we have raised here, there may be reason 
enough to consider classroom policies restricting digital devices, 
if only to mitigate issues that can arise when students are given 
license to read in their preferred media and on their preferred de
vices. Rather than advocating such a policy, however, we suggest 
that inviting students to examine their reading preferences more 
explicitly and to articulate what effects those preferences have 
on their meaning-making is a more productive approach. More 
specifically, we suggest three activities to help students consider 
how media and devices figure into their reading, researching, 
and meaning-making: one focused on how the design of a text 
shapes their experience, a second focused on device preference, 
and a third focused on annotation. The activities can be used 
separately or together. 

The first exercise asks students ro use principles of design to 
render a common syllabus more accessible to readers: to do this, 
students work with a syllabus that is largely verbal, as we see 
in Figure 3.5. Then, using the principles of contrast, repetition, 
alignment, and proximity, students design a text so that it is more 
meaningful. Discussion can then focus on choices students made 

- 50-



Device. Displa)'· Read: The Design of Readi11g and Writing 

ENC 
Visua l Rhetoric 
Kathleen Yancey (kyancey@fsu.edu) 
T 6:4S-9:30 
fall 
Hours: Hon 4:30-6 and by appointment 
Williams 2238 
Phone: 64S-6896 
Purpose 
Using several fr ames of reference and several kindg of vieuals, Visual 
Rhetoric will explore three related questions. 
First, what does it me a n to know through visuals-be they pictures, 
images, maps, or photographs? 
Second, what ie the relationship between what we know and how ~hat we 
know is represented: do we know and then represent and/or do we know 
through the proceas of representing, or both? And what difference does 
the answer to this question make? 
Third, what are the richest contexts for visuo l rhetoric? Contexts for 
consideration include the visual display of information, particu l arly as 
seen in an historical context; photography, with its claim of repre~en
tation and its function of construction; and mul timodality, Yith its 
multiple semiotic systems Yorking sometimes together, sometimes a t cross 

purposes. 
To ansYer these questions, ~e Yill read widely and look c l osely a nd 

FIGURE 3.5. Text of a syllabus ready for enhancement through principle s 
of design. 

and rationales for such choices and, of course, on the relationship 
between form and content, the very relationship that e-reading 
highlights but that is not unique to it. 

The second exercise functions like an inventory of reading 
practices that first asks students to identify the media and devices 
they use to read (items 1-8) and then asks them to identify what 
annotation and note-taking practices they use while reading 
(items 9-14). 

1. Reads in print 

2. Reads on a laptop 

3. Reads on a desktop 

4. Reads on an e-reader 

5. Reads on a smartphone 

6. Reads on a tablet 

7. Must often reads in print 

8. Most often reads electronically 
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9. Annotates when reading electronic ally 

10. _ _ Annotates when reading in print 

11. _ _ Takes notes on reading in print when reading 
electronically 

12. _ _ Takes not es on reading in print when reading in print 

13. __ Takes notes on reading electronic ally when reading 
electronically 

14. _ _ Take s notes on reading in print when reading 
electronically 

After each student individually identifies his or her preferred 
media for reading and note taking, students are then prompted 
to discuss the reasoning behind their preferences. The concepts 
of affordance and limitation can be helpful here: (1) What's the 
reasoning behind your preference? (2) How does the medium or 
device help you while reading and note taking? (3) How does the 
medium or device limit your reading and note taking? The goals of 
this exercise are to bring to students' attention their own reading 
practices and to encourage them to consider how the technolo
gies involved in those practices are beneficial or detrimental to 
the meanings they make while reading and researching. In other 
words, students are asked to identify their own reading practices, 
with special attention given to the technologies involved in read
ing; and having identified their practices, students are asked to 
theorize if and how their preferred technologies support them 
while reading. 

While the first exercise is oriented toward design and the 
second is reflective in nature, the third functions as a kind of 
pseudo-experiment with emphasis on annotation. In this third 
exercise, students have three tasks. First, they are asked to an
notate a short selection (two to three pages) from a single text 
in three different iterations: a first page in print, a second page 
on a laptop or workstation (such as those provided in computer 
labs), and a third page on a mobile device of their choosing 
(smartphone, e-reader, or tablet). Second, having annotated the 
reading in print, on a full-sized screen, and on a mobile device, 
students compose a summary of the text using all of the anno-
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tations they generated while reading each version. And third, 
having composed the summary, students are asked to identify 
which set of annotations-those generated in the print version, 
the full-sized digital version, or the mobile version-were most 
helpful for their summary and why. This final parr of the activity 
could be accomplished through writing, small-group discussion, 
guided class discussion, or all three. Although this third exercise 
is less attentive to students' preferred technologies and existing 
practices, 1 it shares a goal similar to that of the second activity: 
to identify which technologies best support the meanings students 
make through reading , and why. 

Students ' reactions to this activity focused on their ability to 
annotate the text and on their experience of interacting with the 
text relative to device and display. Initially, students found they 
had trouble orienting themselves to digital versions of the text, 
with some reporting technical difficulties: "It took a long time 
to download" or "I couldn't open the file." Others had trouble 
with the interface of the text: "I can't figure out the formatting , " 
reported one student, and therefore she "couldn't 'get in the 
groove."' Even without technical or interface issues, students 
often found that the texts provided a difficult visual experience: 
"I felt like I had to re-read much more with the electronic device, " 
one student reported. Another suggest ed that this re-reading was 
the result of "a lot of visual disorientation " on mobile devices. In 
general, students said that screens made it hard to concentrate, 
that they were distracting (especially mobile devices , which are 
flooded with constant updates, text messages , and alerts) , and 
that screens quickly lead to "reading fatigue. " 

Students also reported having to think carefully about textual 
navigation in digital formats; in particular, students had strong 
responses to scrolling. Some found it "annoying" or "clunky," 
while others found that scrolling itself influenced how they read: 
"It makes me more likely to skim because I want to move the 
progress bar down ." Still other students were happy for a quicker 
way to move through the text and reported a pleasurable expe
rience with their screens and trackpads. In sum, as one student 
summarized, "What some people found encouraging-like the 
progress bar on electronic texts or swiping-other people found 
distracting." 
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Finally, students reported that physically interacting with 
text took on new dimensions in digital formats and that explor
ing these interactions led them to think differently about print. 
The initial reaction for most students was that digital texts lack 
the haptic dimensions of print-the feeling of rhe heft of a book 
in your hands; the texture of good-quality paper. As one student 
put it, these haptic dimensions make print "feel like it has 'no
tability'-that you can write on it." Some students were simply 
nostalgic for touching print: "I missed that wteraction." Others 
responded to the need to adjust one's annotation practices: "My 
reliable techniques for print-like highlighting and underlin
ing-are integrated [in the digital devices], but my techniques are 
less reliahle [ in digital devices]." In other words, students find 
a familiar pleasure in the kinesthetic reinforcement provided by 
their naturalized ways of interacting with print; in digital formats, 
they miss that feeling. However, students did find new ways of 
interacting with online texts: "I found all these highlighting and 
notation tools and how to look up words-actually, there was so 
much functionality and I was so excited to try it out that 1 didn ' t 
get much reading done." In short, this activity led students to 
focus more on the how of reading and less on the what. 

In reflecting on the activity, students turned again to print 
and reimagined their relationship with it. One student commented 
that print always required him to go elsewhere to look up words 
and concept s-he couldn't just right-click and look something 
up right on the page. Another student framed the limitations of 
print in relatively humorous terms: "It made me a little sad that 
pictures and video couldn't be viewed on paper." In general, 
though, students began to have a stronger sense that they had 
choices to make among texts, devices, and interfaces, and that 
those choices related to both their own reading practices and to 
the purpose for that reading. As one student put it, "There was 
definitely a most fitting reading experience for the text. Different 
genres have different purposes and audiences, which would affect 
the format [of th e text] and my reading, I think." 

In sum, given the variety of texts, devices, and displays avail
able to students, our best opportunity to help students make good 
choices as they read and research is to engage them in considering 
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how we tap each of these texts to make meaning-for ourselves 
and for others, now and in the future. 

Note 

1. This exercise assumes that students have sufficient access; if not, it 
can be adapted, students can work together, or a library's media center 
may be of help. 

Works Cited 

Baron, Naomi." Redefining Reading: The Impact of Digital Communica
tion Media" PMLA 128.1 (2013): 193-200. Print. 

---. "Why Reading on a Screen ls Bad for Critical Thinking." Huff
ington Post. 19 Apr. 2015. Web. 9 Dec. 2016. 

---. Words Onscreen: The Fate of Reading in a Digital World. New 
York: Oxford UP, 2015. Print. 

Bernhardt, Stephen. "The Shape of Text to Come: The Texture of Print 
on Screens." College Composition and Communication 44.2 ( 1993 ): 
151-75. Print. 

Bunn, Michael. "Motivation and Connection: Teaching Reading (and 
Writing) in the Composition Classroom." College Composition and 
Communication 64.3 (2013): 496-516. Prim. 

Donahue, Patricia. "Scholarship scholarship." 19 July 2015. WPA 
listserv. Web. 

Fish, Stanley, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpre
tive Communities. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1982. Print. 

Fry, Aaron, Jennifer.Wilson, and Carol Overby. "Teaching the Design 
of Narrative Visualization for Financial Literacy." Art, Design & 
Communication in Higher Education 12.2 (2013): 159-77. Print. 

Horning, Alice. "Reading Across the Curriculum as the Key to Student 
Success. Across the Disciplines (2007). The WAC Clearinghouse. 
Web. 29 July 2016. 

Kress, Gunther. Multimodality: A Social Semiotic Approach to Contem
porary Communication. London: Routledge, 2010. Print. 

- 55 -



THE :,. AT URE Of THE PRO Ill E ~1 

Lanham, Richard. The Electronic Word: Literary Study and the Digital 
Revolution. Chicago: University of Chicago P, 1993. Print. 

Loftin, Lynley, Shannon Carter, and Chandra Lewis-Qualls. "Review 
of Passions, Pedagogies, and 21st Century Technologies." Kairos 
6.1 (2001 ). Web. 22 Dec. 2016. 

Marcotte, Ethan. "Responsive Web Design." A List Apart. 25 May 
2010. Weh. 16 July 2015. 

Pew Research Center. "Device Ownership." Pel{! Research Center. 28 
Nov. 2012. Web. 12 July 2015. 

Salvatori, Mariolina, and Patricia Donahue. "What Is College English? 
Stories about Reading: Appearance, Disappearance, Morphing, and 
Revival." College English 75.2 (2012): 199-217. Print. 

Smith, Aaron. "Chapter One: A Portrait of Smartphone Ownership." 
Pew Research Center. l Apr. 2015. Web. 12 July 2015. 

Sosnoski,James. "Hyper-Readers and Their Reading Engines." Passions, 
Pedagogies, and 21st Century Literacies. Ed. Gail E. Hawisher and 
Cynthia L. Selfe. Logan and Urbana: Utah State UP/NCTE, 1999: 
161-77. Print. 

Toms, E. G., and D. G. Campbell. "Utilizing Information 'Shape' as an 
Interface Metaphor Based on Genre." In Proceedings of the Annual 
Conference of CAIS/Actes du congress annuel de /'ACS!. 2013, 
October 2013. Print. 

Yancey, Kathleen, Elizabeth Powers, and Stephen McElroy. "Compos
ing, Networks, and Electronic Portfolios: Notes toward a Theory of 
Assessing ePortfolios." In Digital Writing: Assessment and Evalu
ation. Ed. Heidi McKee and Danielle DeVoss. Logan: Computers 
and Composition Digital P/Utah Stare UP, 2013. Web. 9 Dec. 2016. 

Zickuhr, Kathryn, and Lee Rainie. "E-Reading Rises as Device Owner
ship Jumps." Pew Research Center. 16 Jan. 2014. Web. 12 July 
2015. 

---. "Tablet and £-reader Ownership." Pew Research Center. 16 
Jan. 2014. Weh. 12 July 2015. 

-56-




