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A writing course teaching the principles of academriting to Commun-
ication Studies students incorporates technologsyay imagery and the
short story in an exercise that integrates a rarigmgnitive, technical and
writing skills which link effectively to these stadts’ academic programs
and their future careers. Using Photoshop®, stedemtceptually and digit-
ally frame a selected image from Bruegeldemish Proverbs™o develop
an understanding of the process of framing a stodyidentifying the story’s
“kernel of truth”. This “truth” is linked back tdheir understanding of the
thesis of the academic essay, and linked forwaappdications of “telling a
story” in their future writing for the media or elit organisations. A case is
presented to justify the place of the short stargéademic writing programs
for these students, and it is furthermore suggetsigidthe academic writing
of an even wider range of students could beneadihfexposure to the prin-
ciples and possibilities of the structured shastysgenre.

Key Words. academic writing, short story, framing, visual iraag digital
technology.

1. Introduction

Teaching the principles and techniques of writingehable and enhance students’ academic
success is the purpose of all academic writing narog; however the optimal methods for
achieving this are the subject of ongoing debatiting across the curriculum” teachers often
work within other subjects, and in collaboratiorthwihe subject-specialist teachers, to identify
and support the genre-specific writing needs oflestis (Skillen, James, Percy, Tootell, &
Irvine, 2003). Many universities, however, maintagparate academic writing subjects for a
variety of pedagogical or organisational reasdms;goal of supporting students academically is
still paramount since academic writing, as distinain writing for personal or creative express-
ion, should connect in a relevant and effective wmagtudents’ programs of study and in many
cases to the writing in their future careers. Tiaglitional genre of the academic essay will
claim a place in virtually every writing programs &s requirements of analysis, research,
structure, logic, argument and clear expressioreasential components of academic develop-
ment, and concurrently, assessment. The choicddifi@anal genres is more contestable, often
driven by the fields of study: the report in itsmgdormats is well-established in psychology,
science and business studies; the literature revaeademic article, or thesis writing may be
other options. With the range of university degoeegrams expanding to include new areas of
knowledge and research, it is important to preptudents in these programs both for the tradit-
ional essays they must write, and for genres relettathese developing branches of learning.
While the short story has a strong claim as a iueatriting genre, its presence in academic
writing is not so universally accepted. The cageitlinclusion as an optional genre for some
students is, however, extremely strong when refigcon the essential purpose of academic
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writing. This paper attempts to provide justificatifor the ability of the structured short story
to achieve one aspect of this purpose across & @ngurriculum areas, and describes a process
by which technology and visual imagery can be ipocated in an authentic way to enhance
student engagement with the writing process.

2. “Academic” writing: A variety of viewpoints.

It is difficult to constrain academic writing withia narrow definition or a restrictive list of
genres. Indeed, as Bartholomae (1995) comments,

Academic writing is a single thing only in convemiearguments. If you
collect samples of academic writing, within or asalisciplines, it has as
many types and categories, peaks and valleys, iisgyvgrouped under any
other general category there is no writing done in the academy that is no
academic writing. (pp. 62-63)

However, a quick scan of any selection of acadewiting texts will demonstrate that the essay

is the most commonly featured genre, followed Imamety of reports, and the various forms of

research writing such as literature reviews, theseks research reports. While these all have
undeniable validity, they do not necessarily exelother genres such as the short story.

“Academic” writing appears in different forms ang bifferent names across time and geog-
raphy. American universities often employ the técomposition”, yet Mlynarczyk and August
(2005, p. 1) comment that, “Composition it seemssalways defining itself”. In his article
“Composition, 1900-200Q'Bartholomae (2000) describes the generally compyksaching of
composition in American colleges driven by “a distively democratic ideal, that writing
belongs to everyone” (p.1950). He charts the uneaemse of composition teaching from the
19" century, through being initially subsumed in ti6& 2entury by the study of literature, to re-
emerge in the 1950s and 60s. He notes that in 2080y of the same questions of who teaches,
what is taught, and how it is resourced, remaifiéebre was also the parallel development of,
and debate between, the proponents of currentitradi rhetoric, the process movement of the
1960s and 1970s, then inevitably, the post-progseEssement in the 1990s and 2000s (Matsuda,
2003; Yood, 2005), although Fulkerson (2005) cimgjés the varied interpretations of this latter
term.

Even amongst proponents of these differing appemdb writing there is not consensus.
Rhetoricians question the field’s arising from poivileging, one tradition, or the recognition of
plural traditions (Bizzell & Jarratt, 2004). Alsas Fulkerson (2005) notes, there can be
confusion over terms such as “process”, contenttiagthis clearly cannot exclusively relate to
expressive writing since all writing involves a pess. Beyond the reality of words on a page,
Trimbur (1994, p. 109) reviewing books by Bizzédhoblauch and Brannon, and Spellmeyer,
noted the presence of “a post-process, post-cotptitiheory and pedagogy that represents
literacy as an ideological arena and composing @dtaral activity by which writers position
and reposition themselves in relation to their oamd others’ subjectivities, discourses,
practices and institutions.” Thus Yood (2005) dibss the “shifting ground of composition”
(p. 16), and presents a post-process scenario ichwiriting programs can never be static and
must be constantly evolving to meet the needsumfestts, an aspiration that resonates with the
multi-modal writing strategies described later imist paper. Similarly, Fulkerson (2005)
describes composition studies as “a less unifiedl raore contentious discipline early in the
twenty-first century than it had appeared to beiado1990” (p. 654), noting the increase in the
critical/cultural influence, the growth of “expréas’ writing applications, and the branching of
the rhetorical field.

The degree to which academic writing does or shalltnlv students a personal voice is also
debated. Amongst many others, Elbow (e.g. 19980phas promoted the concept that students
should learn to write “as though they are a cerdpalaker at the center of the universe — rather
than feeling, as they often do, that they must sarime what others have said”. Bartholomae
(1995), however, has countered this by noting shadents must learn to write according to the
requirements of academia since “To hide the teastterhide the traces of power, tradition and
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authority” (p. 63). Bartholomae and Elbow are calréd not present this as a binary decision,
and others such as Mlynarczyk (2006, p. 21) comrtigatt while teaching students to “move
towards Elbow’s mountain — crafting powerful perabmarratives using poetic language” is not
by itself adequate, a personal engagement witlsgureihas value insofar as it can result in a
deeper understanding and consequently more cogposiGon or argument.

Academic writing can also provide a pathway throughich students explore different
cognitive processes. Mlynarczyk (2006, pp. 5-7spns an interesting discussion of the way in
which different genres of writing relate to thed@rtheories of language proposed by Bruner
(1986), Sapir (1921), and Britton (1971). Brune388) in his classification of the two modes of
cognitive functioning, the “Narrative” and the “Rdrigmatic or Logico-Scientific”, matches
these respectively to the story and the argumemtaditees that both can be effectively convin-
cing, although what they are convinciafymay differ: “arguments convince one of their truth
stories of their lifelikeness” (Bruner, 1986, p.).lHowever, he notes that many scientific or
mathematical hypotheses may begin as a storyheuatpass through verifying processes to be
accepted as scientifically valid. Also, not all w@wagree with Bruner's somewhat limiting
dichotomy of persuasion, arguing that the stoipdged capable of demonstrating truth. Sapir’s
(1921) category of “Referential Language” relates formal academic writing, while in
Britton’s (1971) “Schematic Account of Language Etons” (p. 210) the continuum of
“Poetic” to “Expressive” to “Transactional” alsoigils with the progression from narrative,
through everyday speech, to structured language ascscientific reports. All three theorists
describe the range of cognitive functions undetipigrine uses of language and the resulting
formats or genres in which this language is disgpdiayThus, extending academic writing to
include the narrative has at least a double befafgtudents: it provides them with the oppor-
tunity to expand their cognitive ability, as wed providing them with another tool of persuas-
ion, a claim supported by our students’ experieMastering the principles and techniques of
the structured short story has broad writing aratiamic applications.

3. The many guises of the short story

Thus if the possibilities of academic writing ar@nsidered as a continuum from the personal
responses proposed by Elbow (e.g. 1968, 1973, 1988), to the highly structured and rule-
controlled formats required for theses or acadgraldication, then the short story might appear
to be located somewhere between. Of course the stooy itself does not fit any one definit-
ion. Within the confines of an academic writing gmam, the short story allows for a degree of
personal voice, yet can still be required to meetes of the criteria set by the “founder” of the
modern genre, Edgar Allan Poe (e.g. Cobb, 1910ya8{01963; Rans, 1965; Pasco, 1991).
While short stories have existed eternally, and exemplified in such disparate forms as
biblical parables or the tales of Scheherazadenitaern short story is usually sourced to Poe’s
seminal 1842 review of Hawthorne’s “Twice-Told Tsilen which Poe sets out the require-
ments for a “short prose narrative” which have gdicdubsequent generations of short story
writers and students (Morelock, 1921; Potter & Da@8; Pasco, 1991). His later “Philosophy
of Composition” (1846) added to this analysis airgttelling. Poe’s (1842) short story criteria
include totality based on a single unique effecicihs then illustrated by incidents which
enhance this effect. The opening sentence is alitand no word superfluous, the overall
purpose being to paint a picture for the readerstttes up by saying, “But Truth is often, and
in very great degree, the aim of the tale” (T®8entifying and illustrating this “kernel of truth”
is a key challenge for our student writers, anélies the challenge they faced in their previous
academic essay assignment’s requirement to clanfty argue for the truth of their chosen
thesis.

Within — and outside — Poe’s framework, the shtwtyshas of course developed and mutated
into various forms, though Bickham (1994) counsadpiring writers that while the modern
published short story might appear to have no ratesonsistency, “The things that made a
good story long ago still make a good story todgy™1). Since an introductory academic writ-
ing program rarely aspires to provide an immedgathway to publication, it seems reasonable
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to require of students a structured version ofsthert story from which they later may wish to
deviate.

4. Making the valid connections
4.1 Mapping the theory and practice links

Introducing our students to the structure and pwoef writing a short story fulfils three

purposes. This form makes valid connections tor theiting needs in other areas of their
curriculum and careers, it provides opportunity forpersonal voice, and it taps into an
alternative mode of cognition. In addition to thike particular teaching strategy described
herein also maximises their engagement with théngriprocess by its connection with their
wider lives inhabiting the modern visual and tedbgizal culture, and by its appeal to those
who respond to a kinaesthetic approach to teacdmddearning.

The “voice” and “cognition” purposes have been mesly discussed, and while the following
justification for the valid connections is based omr own program (a Bachelor of
Communication Studies with majors in JournalismgiBaTelevision, Public Relations/Comm-
unication Management, Digital Media, Advertisinge@tivity, and Creative Industries), the
applications could clearly be much wider. The lgds for our students are made in several
ways: retrospectively to their earlier subjects asdignments, feeding forward into later study
or career choices, and acknowledging their visadl digital cultural environment. In previous
classes the students have encountered the corfcdpmning” as part of the lexicon of visual
communication (Berger, 1972), while later they maget framing in its role in communication
theory (Goffman, 1974; Entman, 1993; Drake & Dommhi996), as well as media theory
(Scheufele, 1999), discourse theory (Fiss & Hir&€05), sociology (Benford & Snow, 2000),
public relations theory (Hallahan, 1999) and thevsxédrames of journalism (Pan & Kosicki,
1993; Norris, 1997). Many theorists (e.g. Kresstd-&arcia, & van Leeuwen, 1997; Kress &
van Leeuwen, 2006) argue for the need to interpmiten text using a broad contextual
framework incorporating not merely the language, &lso multiple factors including visual,
physical and social/historical elements — the Krasd van Leeuwen (2006) book provides
reading material for the students’ Digital Mediaddmage and Sound subjects. Awareness of
these connections is also essential for graduatesevwork in the new media must inevitably
be boundary-crossing (Wysocki, Johnson-Eilola, el Sirc, 2004). The study program
includes computer applications, specifically AdobB&otoshop®, but almost universally stu-
dents are technically proficient, and as digitaiives, seamlessly integrate multiple forms of
technology into their daily study and social liv&udents have also already studied and been
assessed on the requirements of the academic esshygan transfer the concepts of thesis,
structure, illustrative support, development, wacbnomy and many other writing funda-
mentals, between the two genres.

At later stages, most of the students taking thiging course will need to “tell a story” to
communicate a broader message through diverse raadidor multiple purposes. Journalism
has long used the device of telling the largerystbrough the eyes of the individual. Harvard
University’s “Nieman Narrative Digest”_(http://wwnieman.harvard.ejushowcases news-
papers of the world telling the critical news stsrof the day through the lens of the individual.
Selections includ@he Washington PostSudarsan Raghavan (March 10, 2007) circumventing
reader fatigue at five years of Iraq war storiegWwAnguish in the Ruins of Mutanabi Street”,
while Paul Meyer of th®allas Morning NewgMarch 7, 2008), illuminates the rich/poor divide
in “The Fight For Sugar Hill” as a black pastorthest to bring hope to a crime-riddled housing
project sited in Texas's richest county. Kevin Rifethe worldwide CEO of Saatchi and
Saatchi Advertising, is fond of quoting Danish figu Rolf Jensen (1996): “The highest-paid
person in the first half of the next century wit the ‘storyteller’. The value of products will
depend on the story they tell” (p. 9). As RobePB0(7) describes it, “stories can get right inside
our heads while facts just slide off and hit thsofl’ (f 1). Public relations or communication
management literature contains extensive referemtee identity of organisations as concept-
ualised through storytelling (Brown, 2006), whileallhan (1999), in defining the social
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constructivist role of public relations, descrifemming as a key element in this construction
and identifies storytelling as the most complexfaf this framing. Thus in the same way that
an understanding of the structure, logic and exacudf an academic essay develops cognitive
and composition capabilities far beyond the spetifpic of an assignment, so too for particular
students, can mastering the key concepts of franillogtrating and narrating a story provide
insight into not only the modes of writing but akbe theoretical frameworks of other fields of
study.

The transference principle is also important whexking these connections. There is sobering
evidence that unless connections are made exgtaients have an alarming tendency to not
automatically transfer principles or knowledge (@atbone & Holyoak, 1989). The relevance

of this genre, and the following teaching strategg, therefore enhanced by clearly mapping for
the students (see Figure 1) the aforementioneddie.

Theoretical Basis Student Applications

N o Previous Theory Modern
Writing Principles Writing from other Culture &
e.g. purpose, audience, structure, Learning curriculum Technology

development and support areas

\v /

. Structured Short
Story Principles

e.g. Poe’s criteria; the “kernel of Story .
truth” “Bruegel Exercise”

!

Future “Story” writing applications
in Journalism, Public Relations,
TV, Radio, Advertising etc.

A\ 4

Framing Theory
e.g. Berger, Goffman, Kress
& van Leeuwen

Figure 1. Mapping for students their transference of theskylls and experience.

4.2 Challenges of teaching the short story.

For the purposes of this exercise, reflecting thkalyes and principles described in Figure 1,
students are directed to construct their shoryystocording to set parameters which will enable
them to identify the principles of writing appliéadl storytelling, rather than to merely recount an
event. The story may be triggered by personal éxpee but may also be fictionalised to
enhance the key elements of a story, and shoutwr’shather than “tell”; it must use a “framed
event” which, to echo Poe, communicates a “kerridgrwih” to the reader. These two latter
characteristics had previously posed the greathatlemge for students who wanted, for
example, to tell the complete travel story rathemtthe pivotal experience, and were not clear
about identifying the message, theme, or momephbfhtenment that their story was attempt-
ing to convey. The following exercise was devised¢al with these challenges, using a multi-
modal strategy of visual imagery, conceptual asl sl kinaesthetic framing, and digital
technology skills. The focus is clearly on the uagt principles, while the visual and techno-
logical domains are presented as stimuli for theceptualising and writing process, rather than
as superficial devices.



A-6 Valid academic writing connections

4.3 The “Bruegel Exercise”

Using the visual in an analogy with writing, Janrieer’s (1665) “Girl with a Pearl Earring” is
presented to the students as an exemplar of al \@bog story. Many students are aware of the
multi-media development of this evocative imagéhasprompt for the Tracey Chevalier (1999)
book, then the Scarlett Johansson / Colin FirthiengRaterson & Webber, 2003). Vermeer’'s
painting represents a tantalising mix of innoceawé intrigue, a “story” that has fascinated for
centuries. Bruegel's (1559) “Flemish Proverbs” ba tther hand, is “life writ large”; in true
Bruegel style it is an exquisitely detailed workiwa multitude of characters and scenes, so the
task of framing the selected image must be don¢hbyobserver. Moreover, this particular
image has an extra dimension that ideally servedumgation of explicating the short story. As
indicated by the painting’s title, the subject reatf the painting is proverbs, indeed at least
118 of them, the proverb being an expression wiistils a “kernel of truth” whose univers-
ality is illustrated by the connections that owrdgtnts over 400 years and 18 000 km away were
able to make with their own lives.

Students could each access and manipulate a 16Mhge of Bruegel's painting in
Photoshop®. They are provided with a line drawiry ko the painting and its 118 — 120
proverbs (Vohringer, 1999, pp. 56-57) — art histosi cannot agree on exactly how many. Some
students work from the proverb text to the paintiwbile others prefer to work in the reverse
direction. Their task is to find an image or prdverhich connects in some way to their own
experience, and which could provide a prompt fairttwriting. Using the framing tool in
Photoshop®, they can select and place a lined frarnand this image. Their conceptual
framing has identified a proverb theme such asdiséip, or betrayal, or wise advice, then the
physical and digital action of the Photoshop® fragniool throws the framed image into the lit
foreground, while the remainder of the paintingedss into a darker background — both a literal
and a metaphorical highlighting. The <<Enter>> keynsfers this selection to a fresh screen
where the image can be enlarged as desired tsdheavisual prompt for the short story to be
constructed around this theme. The students haxedahgaged in a process whereby they have
selected and framed a small event from a largetthef action, then magnified this to illum-
inate the particular details that give unique megino the image’s story. Thus they focus on the
twin concepts of framing their story, and identifyithe implicit message or “kernel of truth” of
that story.

One example of this process was the choice of ageénillustrating the proverb, “The pig has
been stuck through the belly (The decision has beade and is irrevocable)” (Vohringer,
1999, pp. 56-57, No. 64). This prompted a storywaf friends meeting again after many years,
and the tentative and eventually unsuccessful atein re-establish their friendship which one
deduces must have been seriously damaged in soraectable” way. Another choice related
the proverb, “Not reach from one loaf to the néab(little money)” (Vohringer, 1999, pp. 56-
57, No. 75) to a student’s grappling with perenrbablgeting problems, while, “They shit
through the same hole (inseparable friends)” (Mujer, 1999, pp. 56-57, No. 93) sparked
several stories of the timeless value of true @ship even in difficult or embarrassing
moments. These “small stories”, which convey thelarger message, demonstrate the same
principles used by journalist Raghavan (March 1M7) on the streets of Baghdad, advertiser
Kevin Roberts in his new storytelling campaign JoiC. Penney (Barbaro, July 11, 2007) or the
public relations company salvaging Johnson & Johrisam the 1982 Tylenol crisis (Pauly &
Hutchison, 2005).

Two subsequent exercises were also developedttagpseciation of the story principles, and
to extend understanding of writing from differerdrgpectives. The first of these applied the
opposite process to the Bruegel exercise whichpnadded the themes for students to match
with their own stories. Students were asked tolreca “frame” a small but significant event,

! The large file size enabled considerable magnificaof even tiny image selections without loss of
detail, incidentally illustrating Bruegel’s incrddé artistic craftsmanship to the amazement of 24ir
century students.
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then to probe why this event was noteworthy, andtwkernel of truth” it might illustrate. If
this could not be identified, the event may notehthe potential for story development, one of
Poe’s key elements being missing; a similar testldvmeed to be applied in a journalistic
context to differentiate a story of genuine sociapolitical significance from a banal “human
interest” item. The next exercise used a small esdesm “Flemish Proverbs” that illustrated
more than one proverb, just as the same news evight have different meanings if viewed
from the perspectives of different stakeholdersif aifferent aspects of the event were spot-
lighted. This scene in the painting’s left foregnducontains four proverbs (Vohringer, 1999,
pp. 56-57, Nos. 43, 44, 45, 46). Two people areishg, one a sheep and the other a pig, while
a lamb lies tied waiting on the ground. This predd“One shears sheep, the other swine
(identical work is not rewarded equally)”, “A lof squealing, not much wool”, “Shear it but
don't flay it (do not go for profit at any cost)hd “Patient as a lamb”. Students are asked to
identify an event, then consider various intergretes by adopting the viewpoint of different
protagonists, by highlighting different aspectseanotions, or by fictionalising or elaborating
details; one “story” would then be written from therspective of two of these interpretations.
This also allows them to investigate the polyseasipects of a story, while not privileging one
interpretation over another.

5. Student responses

The response from students has been enthusiasttbelfirst semester of delivery, 59 of 70
students gave the following feedback. Eighty-thpeecent agreed or strongly agreed with the
statement, “I found the Photoshop® exercise ofmiray’ an image inBruegel's Flemish
Proverbsuseful in understanding the purpose of experientiging”. Fifty-three students made
positive comments such as that it helped themaimédr or focus their stories, it was interesting
and enjoyable, and that they found the visual etenhelped their writing process. Sample
comments were, “Probably by writing a story aboutrigk in a wall rather than the whole
wall”, “ I am a visual person and | like visual dogies”, “It's a bit much to take on the whole
Bruegel picture at once so by breaking it dowrsbdelped me to understand the proverbs. ...
You can think how it relates to things / events’yetheard of or experienced yourself.” Some
enjoyed the active experience as a lead-in to tweiting process. Only six students gave
negative comments such as that they could not seargection with their own life, or that they
wanted a more modern art work.

6. Conclusion

Academic writing in the current environment encosges far more than the construction of
grammatically and syntactically correct text confiorg to prescribed structures and layouts;
many 2% century students require writing skills that caass traditional boundaries and mesh
with the visual and digital literacies of their ethcurriculum areas. Adapting and extending
approaches to academic writing is critical for deing the best outcomes for our students, and
opens up exciting new areas for research and tegchihe structured short story, also
connected here to the visual and the digital, camabvaluable component of the academic
writing tool-box of the future for a wide range stfidents. The Bruegel visual connection also
poses an interesting social semiotic"/P8 century comparison in the “reading” of the
painting: Bruegel's was an era of low reading &tsr when messages were often communicated
orally or visually — there are echoes of this im ewolving communication landscape that are of
importance to our students, and which could marther investigation.

For maximum effectiveness, academic writing progream must also make valid connections
across the curriculum. These connections should hasound conceptual basis, ideally feeding
into multiple aspects of the total curriculum, aiginposted explicitly for the students. It is also
important that technology is promoted as a fatititaof writing, not as a replacement for the
knowledge and skills of the writer. We observed tha Bruegel task resulted in a significant
improvement in students’ understanding of the wgitprocess by which they framed their
stories and ensured that their stories had thendeof truth” to communicate to the reader.
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Thus this multi-modal exercise was engaging fodetits, as well as delivering valid learning
outcomes applicable to a broad range of their samtlyvocational choices. The writing/ digital/
visual nexus is a space thaf'2&ntury academic writing must occupy.
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