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What’s in a Name? The Anatomy of Defining New/Multi/Modal/Digital/Media Texts 
C. Lauer 
 

I. Introduction 
A. What does this text do? 

1. Investigates the ways in which a variety of other terms, including digital 
media and new media are defined and utilized by respected scholars in 
the fields of computers/composition/education 

2. Lauer interviews scholars 
3. Anatomy of a definition: how we develop definitions and how definitions 

shape our work in academia, the classroom, and public life 
II. Contributors and scope 

A. The terms we use and how we define those terms is a reflection of our shared 
knowledge and understanding of the world 

B. **Definitions help us determine our collective interests and values 
C. Four terms:  

1. New media 
a) Cheryl Ball and Anne Wysocki 

2. Multimedia 
a) **No one comes to mind 
b) Not used by academics in late 2000s 

3. Multimodal 
a) Cynthia Selfe and Gunther Kress 

4. Digital media 
a) Scott DeWitt and Jason Palmeri 

III. Rose metaphor 
A. Reference to Juliet’s question in Romeo and Juliet about whether or not it 

matters what we call something 
B. Terms (like roses) can be planted by someone or sprout on their own 
C. **interesting → “definitions often develop organically like the blooming of a rose” 

IV. A technological journey 
A. Webtexts → take substantially longer than composing a print text 

1. Includes both verbal context and other semiotic modes used to 
communicate  

2. **Webtexts able to support multiple layers of meaning communicated 
through multiple modes (aka multimodal) 

3. Lauer felt limited b/c she didn’t have skill sets to create a lot of 
designs/layout → hired someone else 

B. What is “hybrid energy”? 
C. Lauer used Prezi program to complete project 

1. Project can be viewed all at once and in detail 



2. **Interesting to discuss more about her ability to not use a “hierarchical 
structure”  

V. Aurality and the art of conversation 
A. Contributions to the piece were collected through audio interviews with a variety 

of scholars in computers and composition fields 
B. Interview medium feels more intimate 

1. “Meaning is conveyed through the words and voices of the participating 
scholars, but also by the ways in which [Lauer] was able clip, juxtapose, 
organize and contextualize their recorded contributions” 

VI. Developing definitions 
A. Lauer first conducted interviews in 2007, then a shift by 2010  

1. Different relationship between new media and multimodal 
2. Defining things “helps us discover what we value and where we stand in 

relation to what has been said and done before” 
a) Defining is concise, yet should be understood to be 

complex/multifaceted  
VII. Part II: Anatomy of a Definition 

A. Cynthia Selfe 
1. Doesn’t use term “multimodal composition” → shorthand for texts that 

take advantage of multiple semiotic channels 
B. Jason Palmeri 

1. Ham sandwich idea → uses “multimodal” and calls it “digital writing” 
C. Jonathan Alexander 

1. Uses “multimedia” and new term (“new communications technologies”) 
a) Also “electronically-enabled” 
b) **mentions how audience is important in thinking about which term 

is coming to mind 
D. Cheryl Ball 

1. In classroom, uses “multimodal” because students are familiar with the 
term “multimedia” already 

E. Gunther Kress 
1. “Multimedia” is a hindrance 
2. When you talk to parents in schools though, they may understand this 

word better 
F. Scott DeWitt 

1. “Multimodal” has become more common 
2. Need to prepare students to become “multimodal” composers  
3. Public perception is a major aspect of his role as director of a program 

G. Cynthia Selfe 
1. Doesn’t use “new media” → doesn’t want to talk about “new” anything 
2. Doesn’t want to think in terms of primitive machines 


