Department of Writing, Rhetoric, and Discourse

T

he Department of Writing,
Rhetoric, and Discourse, in the
College of Liberal Arts and Social
Sciences, is dedicated to studying
the history and theory of literate activity and helping students excel as
writers in a wide range of academic,
professional, and public settings.
WRD oversees DePaul’s extensive
First-Year Writing Program, writing
courses required for Commerce and
CDM undergraduates, a minor in
Professional Writing, and the undergraduate major in WRD. The Master
of Arts in WRD focuses on writing in
professional and technical contexts,
the preparation of postsecondary
teacher-scholars in writing, and the
study of language for writers.
The undergraduate and graduate
curriculum in WRD come together
in the Combined BA/MA program
in WRD, an innovative program that
allows undergraduates to begin
taking graduate courses in the
senior year.

NMS Bookform Course
Unites Digitality, Materiality
T

oday, digital reading devices hold virtual
bookshelves lined with thousands of titles
at the ready, print publications around the world
are developing tablet apps to complement analog versions, and newspapers are reducing print
distribution in favor of online news dissemination. In an age when printed and digital texts are
in constant flux and the experience of reading a
book is changing with each new technological
innovation, students in Mark Addison Smith’s Autumn Quarter graduate Bookform course spent
time learning the meticulous craft of traditional
case-bound bookmaking right along with the
production of eBooks and digital texts.
Why focus on bookmaking in an increasingly
digital age, especially in a New Media Studies
course? According to Antonio Ceraso, assistant

professor and director of WRD’s MA in New
Media Studies program, the answer depends
on how we see new media. “New media can
be understood as naming a set of media that
displace or replace some other set: blogs and
podcasts and digital video displacing printbased text, radio, and film,” he explained. “New
media, however, can also be thought of as a
process through which symbolic, rhetorical,
and literate activities are transformed as the
media that ground them are digitized.” In this
second sense, then, even the case-bound book
becomes a new media object as its production
process becomes digitized. This, Ceraso
explained, yields new possibilities for reading and writing, and a course like Bookform
offers an ideal venue for students to explore the
resultant issues.

The department also offers an MA
in New Media Studies; this dynamic
program prepares graduates to
function as productive and responsible individuals in social contexts
created by new media.
Finally, the Graduate Certificate in
TESOL prepares students to teach
English as a Second Language to
adult learners in the United States
and abroad.
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NMS Instructor Mark Addison Smith draws from his own experience creating
books like this hardback artist’s book, The Garden of Forking Paths, to teach
a graduate new media course on both analog and digital book publishing.
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In order to help students pursue
and uncover the issues surrounding books today, the course
addresses “the intersections of
digital construction, information
gathering, and social implications
of the changing nature of the book
structure,” according to Smith.
At its core, the course gives students a chance to develop their
understanding of books as an
object of both new and old media.
“This hybridization of technology
with humanities is critical for New
Media students as they become
pioneers for future developments
in information and accessibility,”
Smith explained. “The book and
the debates concerning it as an
analog or digital structure are at
the center of this journey.”   

Cont’d on page 2

Online Courses Enhance WRD Offerings
F
or students in Dr. Christine Skolnik’s
online section of WRD 204: Technical
Writing, lectures come in the form of highly
visual PowerPoint presentations with audio
voice-over, class discussions happen in
online forums, and peer reviews are managed via email. While it’s not your traditional
classroom environment, Skolnik explained
that it’s not meant to be. Attracted to the idea
of online learning because of its potential
for accessibility and sustainability, she
explained that the course is not only “more
accessible to a wider variety of students” but
also has its own set of advantages that stem
from its unique online identity.

Skolnik has taught face-to-face sessions of
WRD 204 for 18 years, but developing an
online section involved starting from scratch
to tailor learning outcomes, assignments,
structure, feedback, and other course
components to the online delivery model.
“My goal is not to recreate the classroom
experience,” explained WRD Instructor John
Buckvold, who teaches an online section of
WRD 202: Professional Writing for Business,
adding that the virtual classroom requires
new teaching strategies that take advantage
of available technology and resources and
maximize student learning outcomes.

Online learning isn’t without challenges, however. Providing an
experience as rigorous and fulfilling as a face-to-face experience
necessitates careful attention
to how students learn differently in the two environments.
Further, while online classes are
not meant to reconstruct the
in-person experience, they must
ensure that students meet established learning outcomes just as
students in face-to-face classes
do. As Buckvold and Skolnik
emphasized, teaching in a digital
environment without in-person
interaction requires instructors to
find new ways to create interactivity and engage students.
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Dr. Christine Skolnik waves to her webcam, which she uses to
facilitate Skype sessions in her online Technical Writing course.

Bookform (cont’d from page 1)
Students began the course by learning hardback bookmaking, then moved into learning
the fundamentals of eBook design for digital
reading devices like the iPad, iPhone,
or Kindle. For the major course project,
students designed two books—one as an
analog, handmade book, and another as a
digital eBook. Throughout the course, Smith
engaged his students in critical readings
and group discussion to explore where they
fit within the changing shape of the book
structure, asking critical questions about
how information is best received and what
the future holds for the book.
MANMS student Jennifer Swanson explained that creating different types of books
coupled with reading both current and historic arguments about how books and their
perception have changed over time was key
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Despite these potential difficulties, online courses offer an
advantage that WRD’s First-Year
Writing (FYW) Program is also
seizing. According to WRD Professor and Director of FYW Dar-

to a thorough and productive exploration of
where books fit in the new media landscape.
“The process of creating these books, and
therefore thinking about the best way to
deliver content through them, was so valuable in thinking critically about what a ‘book’
is now,” she said. “As media forms continue
to change, thinking critically about the way
communication is delivered is essential.”
In the class, students used digital components like Adobe InDesign as they created
both analog and digital books. “Digital conversations exist within every aspect of the
course,” Smith said. “So much discussion
has been happening, and will continue to
happen, regarding the changing face of the
book—Is it ‘better’ as an analog object or as
a digital file? How does the changing shape
of the book alter our learning curve in our
world of accessibility? There’s a need for this
discussion in a classroom setting. The New

sie Bowden, online courses offer a “comprehensive, multimodal approach to learning”
that helps the department “accommodate
students whose lives are different than the
average DePaul student.” Tight schedules,
long commutes, families, full-time work, relocation, disabilities, and other issues may
make attending an in-person class difficult
for some students.
WRD Instructor Tricia Hermes, who has
taught a hybrid online/in-person FYW
course, described how teaching online
benefits instructors as well, leading to ongoing improvements in pedagogical techniques. Teaching online, she said, requires
instructors to find new ways to connect with
students. Skolnik agreed that students and
teachers benefit from working in a visual,
digital, virtual space and using interactive
technologies. “The student also becomes
more responsible for their learning, which is
really a long-term benefit,” she explained.
Problem-solving, self-starting, creativity,
resourcefulness, and self-sufficiency are
other skills students will gain in online learning environments. Skolnik said her online
course helps students “transition from learning how to be a student to learning how to
be a professional, working on your own and
learning on your own.”
Whether through the FYW program that sets
the stage for students’ academic careers
or upper-division classes that challenge
them to transition into writing post-DePaul,
WRD’s online offerings are a new way for the
department to reach a variety of students.
“We’re committed to offering challenging
and interesting courses for students whether they’re online or in person,” Bowden said.

Media Studies program, with its connection
to writing, rhetoric, and discourse, is ideal
for this conversation.”
For MANMS student Neftali Morales, past
and future iterations of the book always
depend on how people use it. “The user will
always be what defines a book,” Morales
said. “It can be anything from a pirated PDF
in the back alleys of the information super
highway to an art object on display in a museum or coffee table to a precious resource
for balancing an uneven coffee table.” The
possibilities for book production and use are
in flux with the changing needs of users and
the changing media landscape. As Ceraso
explained, the Bookform course “teaches
students not just the range of possibilities
for the design and production of books as
digital and analog objects, but how the
materiality of the book as a medium inflects
what we can do with it.”

Author and New Media Expert Wysocki Visits WRD to
Discuss Intersection of Design and Memory
O

n November 7, 2011, nationally renowned new media researcher Anne
Frances Wysocki delivered a talk entitled
“Paging Memory, Screening Memory” to an
audience of faculty, students, and community members on DePaul’s Lincoln Park
campus. Sponsored by DePaul’s MA in
New Media Studies in the WRD Department, Wysocki’s talk discussed the rhetorical memory systems that ground page and
screen designs and considered how such
systems shape what we choose to remember and how.

in visual design and an extensive
publication record in visual rhetorics,
aesthetics, and digital media, Professor Wysocki integrates new media
studies into the study of rhetoric, and
integrates the study of rhetoric into
new media analysis,” he explained.
“Her distinct mix of research and
pedagogies could be said to encompass precisely the kinds of crossprogram relations we’d like to foster
within WRD.”

Wysocki centered her talk on questions of how the design, arrangement, and shape of online texts
support an individual reader in
constructing a memory of that text,
shape our conceptions of memory
Photo Credit: Kimberly Coon
as an activity, and contribute to how
WRD students listen and take notes during Anne Wysocki’s
we build memory together. Through
discussion of how memory relates to new media and design.
analyzing the term memory in different historical contexts and how its
systems whether we recognize it or not. New
definition and uses have changed, Wysocki
media, she argued, allows us to be aware
examined how memory
of how our memories are shaped and have
is created by us or
more control over how they are created.
for us.
As an associate professor of English at
Today, she argued, “we
the University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee,
are always, when we
Wysocki teaches undergraduate and graduare creating texts that
ate courses in written, visual, and digital
communicate, shaping
rhetorics. She is lead author of Writing New
not only ourselves, but
Media: Theory and applications for expandshaping the milieu in
ing the teaching of composition, which won
which we function tothe Computers and Writing Distinguished
gether and become indiBook Award, and her compositions have
viduals together.” These
appeared in Computers and Compositexts include media cretion, Kairos, CCC, and the Journal of the
ated by individuals as
Council of Writing Program Administrators,
well as media created
as well as in many books. With Dennis
by “Disney, or Sony, or
Lynch she has published Compose/Design/
the New York Times,
Advocate: A Rhetoric for Integrating Writor Dreamworks, or
ten, Visual, and Oral Communication and
Twentieth Century Fox,”
The DK Handbook. Wysocki, along with
meaning that these meKristin L. Arola, also has an edited collection
Photo Credit: Kimberly Coon
dia—pages and screens
forthcoming entitled composing(media) =
Anne Wysocki presents “Paging Memory, Screening Memory” to a captive
included—shape and
composing(embodiment): bodies, technoloWRD audience during her Autumn Quarter visit to DePaul.
influence our memory
gies, writing, the teaching of writing.

According to WRD Assistant Professor and
MANMS Program Director Antonio Ceraso,
Wysocki’s expertise in a range of areas,
including rhetoric and composition and
technical and professional writing, made
her talk relevant and important for students
and faculty in all areas of WRD. Moreover,
Ceraso said, Wysocki’s work represents
critical thought about new media that WRD’s
MANMS encourages. “With a background

Alumni News
Samantha Bohnert (MAWRD 2011) recently
began a new position as a senior editor for
Luxury Home Canada and Luxury Home
Quarterly, quarterly publications based in
Chicago. Samantha assigns stories, edits
content, and writes copy for both publications.

Bret Rappaport (MAWRD 2011) now
teaches first-year writing and a sophomore
seminar class on diversity at Dominican
University in River Forest.
Tom Sura (MAW 2006) recently began a
position as an assistant professor of English
at West Virginia University.

Stan West (MAW 1999) presented Kurt’s
Story, a student-faculty film about a hit
South African rapper, and a paper called
“Is Self-Loathing a Prerequisite to Teach My
‘Blues as Literature’ course,” at the February 2012 National Association of Black
Scholars Conference in Baton Rouge, LA.
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Alumni Spotlight
Badriyyah Al-Islam (MAWRD 2011) currently
works as an independent writer with a focus
on servicing small businesses and nonprofit
organizations in Chicago. After investigating local businesses in the area, she quickly
learned that many sole proprietors, partnerships, and nonprofit agencies have neither
the means to hire nor the initiative to search
for a full-time staff writer who can serve their
business needs. As an independent writer,
she works with such organizations on a
range of professional writing projects.
What is a typical day “on the job” for you?
I love working as a professional writer, and
I am especially pleased to assist some of
Chicago’s small businesses and nonprofit
organizations that need help the most. As
an independent writer, my daily schedule includes communicating with clients,
managing the business aspect of my career,
conducting research for various projects,
and writing. I help these organizations with
professional writing projects such as proposals, human resources policies, company
manuals, standard operating procedures,
letters, memos, presentations—whatever
they need written down! I also work with
community organizations to prepare academic workbooks and tutoring materials for
both children and adults.
How have your studies at DePaul
influenced what you’re doing now?
I enjoyed my time as a DePaul graduate student, and I appreciate the opportunity it has
given me to advance my career as a professional writer. My studies at DePaul showed
me that “writing” is not just sitting in a corner

alone, waiting for original words
and ideas to come out of my
head so I can put them onto paper. In fact, some of my clients
already have existing text that I
work from. In these instances I
find myself using the text I have
been given, extracting additional
information through research,
and rewriting the documents to
make them better. For me, being
a professional writer is like being
a problem solver.
What was the most helpful
course that you took while
working on your degree?
Two of the most helpful courses
I took at DePaul were Technical
Writing and Writing for the Web.
In these two classes I learned
how to recreate and repurpose
a text, taking the old and turning
it into a new, more useful piece
of writing. I use this skill almost every day in
my career. Being able to look at a document
and quickly tell a client what improvements
could be made has helped me to prove my
value. These courses also taught me some
basic formulas for success when it comes to
technical writing, and I find myself referring
to these concepts often.
What advice would you give a WRD
student who would like one day to do
work similar to yours?
My advice to any student wishing to become
an independent writer is to treat yourself as
a business and focus, focus, focus! Take a

COLLEGE OF LIBERAL ARTS AND
SOCIAL SCIENCES
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802 West Belden Avenue
Chicago, IL 60614

course such as ENG 407: Language and
Style for Writers to perfect your basic writing
skills. Think about your passions and try to
find writing assignments in that area. Before
coming to DePaul I worked in healthcare
management, grants management, academics, and nonprofit service. I am familiar
with these areas so I am able to communicate and write effectively for clients. Think
seriously about what you know and start
writing about it! There are many freelance
writers in the world but I’ve found that the
ones who are happy and successful always
have a plan and a passion for the work.
I love what I do, and I thank the DePaul
faculty and staff for helping me to achieve
my professional goals.

