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It’s October 2023, and we stand at the front of a conference room at the InternaMonal WriMng 
Centers AssociaMon (IWCA) Conference, smiling a li'le sheepishly as voices from our former 
wriMng center consultants echo from a Bluetooth speaker. 

“If you can arMculate an idea … then you can write, you are a writer,” muses the consultant. At 
the same Mme, a vintage clip of Wile E. Coyote appears on the screen. Wile E. a'empts to fire a 
bow and arrow but instead tumbles backward off the cliff.  

For the next minute, the voices of consultants conMnue to fade in and out, confidently describing 
their thoughts about wriMng as Wile E. experiences his signature slapsMck misfortunes. Some 
workshop parMcipants laugh audibly; others smile, looking up occasionally as they conMnue 
cu_ng images out of magazines. Wile E.’s struggles are decidedly at odds with the speakers’ tone, 
and our group finds it funny.  

As the workshop leaders–and creators of the video–we were relieved by the posiMve reacMon; we 
had felt a li'le silly sharing this odd composiMon, the product of an assignment we’d completed 
nearly ten years ago as graduate students. The 
assignment had asked us to create a video using 
juxtaposiMon and nonlinearity as guiding 
concepts for composing, resisMng a thesis-driven 
structure. As grad students in composiMon 
studies, we’d found it equally uncomfortable and 
liberaMng to eschew the rhetorically purposeful 
wriMng convenMons we’d been so carefully 
studying, pracMcing, and passing on to our 
students. Our final video featured audio clips we 
had collected while interviewing wriMng center 
tutors, which we paired randomly with video 
assets collected from YouTube: clips not only of 
Roadrunner, but of a storm, whale sharks, line 
dancing, and more. We collaged these audio and 
video clips to form something quite strange–at 
Mmes funny, at Mmes even meaningful–sparking 
an unexpectedly rich conversaMon among our 
classmates about wriMng anxiety, affect, and 
wriMng center work.         

 Figure 1: Workshop par1cipants collage materials to 
accompany their wri1ng center ques1ons. 
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space between two panels of a graphic narraMve–where, he argues, the reader makes meaning 
through a process called closure. Like all meaning-making, this process is highly context 
dependent and socially situated, relying on the audience’s past experiences and expectaMons. In 
our example in Figure 3, we suspect that most readers who grew up with Disney’s Cinderella 
would fill in the narraMve by assuming the mouse made the dress. 

Anderson extends the 
concept of the gu'er to 
show how audiences 
create closure not only 
between two panels of a 
comic, but also between 
two modes of 
communicaMon. In the 
case of Figure 3, if we 
wanted to generate a 
mulMmodal gu'er, we 
might add another 
element from a different 
mode, like sound. What 
meanings emerge if we 
pair these images with the sound of applause, or the screech of a hawk? What if we layered in 
someone’s voice saying, “But I’m not a real writer”? In the context of our IWCA workshop, the 
mulMmodal gu'er is what made the Wile E. Coyote joke funny to an audience of WCPs. They 
brought their own experiences to resolve the juxtaposiMon between sound and image, imagining 
Wile E. pummeled by the ups and downs of the wriMng process.  

At the conference, we used our video to set the stage for a collage workshop, one in which we 
also asked parMcipants to juxtapose visual material with wriMng center reflecMons and see what 
meanings might emerge. In this essay, we’ll reflect upon the collage workshop’s use of the 

Figure 2: Excerpt from our graduate school video project: 
hBps://youtu.be/cjXeIAVPltc  

Years later, we found that 
my Anderson’s theory of 

he mul,modal gu.er 
elped to explain why this 
cMvity had been so 
emorable. Therefore, it 
as Anderson’s concept 
e shared with the wriMng 

enter pracMMoners 
WCPs) who a'ended our 
WCA workshop. In her 
017 Encultura,on piece, 
Anderson uses comic 
theorist Sco' McCloud’s 
concept of the gu'er–the 

The surprising meaning-making that emerged from turning our composing processes on their 
head showed us the rich possibiliMes for mulMmodal play in composiMon. 

       Figure 3: Readers make meaning by imposing a narra1ve that   
      closes the gap between panels. 
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mulMmodal gu'er to argue for the value of creaMng deliberate Mme for generaMve, mulMmodal 
play in wriMng center work. 

MULTIMODAL PLAY IN THE WRITING CENTER 
Our invitaMon to play in and with the mulMmodal gu'er extends the work of a number of scholars 
who call for more play in the wriMng center. Most recently, Holly Ryan and Stephanie Vie’s 2022 
collecMon Unlimited Players encourages WCPs to explore the intersecMons of wriMng center and 
game studies, reviving earlier conversaMons about play in wriMng center studies. In their 2007 
book The Everyday Wri,ng Center, Anne Ellen Geller et al. describe using a range of creaMve 
pracMces–kni_ng, earring-making, origami–to invite tutors to culMvate a “speculaMve, 
exploratory mindset” (57), a mindset we might also call playful. Kevin Dvorak and ShanM Bruce’s 
2008 collecMon Crea,ve Approaches to Wri,ng Center Work invites WCPs to consider how 
creaMvity and play both “enhance and complicate” (xiii) wriMng center work, including approaches 
to staff educaMon and responses to campus demands.  

Much of this scholarship on play in the wriMng center makes a point of de-emphasizing 
purposeful, audience-centered composing. For example, in Crea,ve Approaches to Wri,ng 
Center Work, both Sco' L. Miller and Julie Reid’s contribuMons encourage readers to design 
acMviMes that don’t necessarily have a persuasive purpose; rather, the purpose is the act of play 
itself. As Miller writes, when tutors play, “they create cool stuff like funny poems and new friends 
and also create new selves and new ways of using words”; and they do so in freedom from the 
expectaMon that their poems or wordplay need to be rhetorically effecMve (42). This playful 
approach can offer a generaMve, restoraMve set of pracMces to add to our exisMng, rhetorically 
focused approaches to mulMmodal composiMon. For Miller, and for us, play–especially the kind 
of play that invites us to take a break from our professional, rhetorically purposeful selves–offers 
opportuniMes for learning, reflecMon, and community that make the wriMng center a rich, vibrant, 
and engaging space.  

In this essay, we amplify past calls for play in the wriMng center, suggesMng the mulMmodal gu'er 
as one way to engage in creaMve play and meaning-making. In the next secMon, we offer our 
workshop as one example of how to use this concept for playful reflecMon. Finally, we’ll put forth 
consideraMons for WCPs to develop their own mulMmodal gu'er acMviMes. 

THE WORKSHOP: GENERATING MULTIMODAL GUTTERS 
To introduce our workshop parMcipants to the mulMmodal gu'er, we had to consider the Mme, 
space, and audience afforded by the conference se_ng. We brainstormed hands-on, lower-
threshold acMviMes (collaging with paper and glue rather than video ediMng sooware) and 
ulMmately decided to walk our parMcipants through the five-step collage assignment outlined in 
Figure 4. In brief, the acMvity asked them to spend some Mme cu_ng pictures out of magazines 
and then to randomly pair those images with quesMons they had wri'en about their wriMng 
center work. 

We were careful to design this acMvity in a way that would discourage parMcipants from “coming 
to closure too quickly” (Garre' et al.). For example, we de-emphasized any associaMon between 
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the disparate visual and textual acMviMes (cu_ng 
out images and wriMng about wriMng center work, 
respecMvely), and we later stressed that the 
text/image pairings were meant to be random. 
ResisMng closure was important to us because, as 
digital media scholars Bre Garre' et al. remind us, 
“Composing is a process of making connecMons, 
rearranging materials (words, images, concepts) 
in unexpected ways.”. We knew from experience 
how tempMng it would be to try to select the 
image that seemed to best fit the text, but we 
were eager to explore the mulMmodal gu'ers that 
would emerge from embracing unexpected 
juxtaposiMons.  

WORKSHOP OUTCOMES 
In our large-group discussion at the end of the 
workshop, our parMcipants reflected on the  

experience of playing with collage materials to 
generate mulMmodal gu'ers. They responded 
posiMvely to the acMvity, noMng two disMnct 
outcomes: (1) generaMng new perspecMves on 
their wriMng center quesMons; and (2) generaMng 
opportuniMes for both rest and low-stakes 
networking. 

Genera:ng New Perspec:ves  

First, parMcipants shared how the exercise invited 
them to pursue unexpected metaphors and 
moMfs, offering them new perspecMves on their 
quesMons. Looking more closely at details from 
their images, or pu_ng them in conversaMon with 
one another, seemed to help reframe preexisMng 
ideas. For example, one parMcipant reframed her 
quesMons about tutor learning alongside an 
image of a plant; while it was easy to make the 
iniMal metaphor about growth, she looked more 
closely at the image’s context to consider her own 
insMtuMonal constraints, noMcing walls that 
trained the plant in parMcular direcMons. Another 
parMcipant reframed her concerns about AI 
pedagogy by imagining her quesMons through the 
eyes of the “characters” that appeared in her 
collage.  

 

 

   Figure 4.1: Collage ac1vity prompt slide 1 

   Figure 4.2: Collage ac1vity prompt slide 2 

   Figure 4.3: Collage ac1vity prompt slide 3 

Figure 4.4: Collage ac1vity prompt slide 4 

  

Figure 4.5: Collage activity prompt slides
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Genera:ng Rest and Rela:onships 
Second, parMcipants told us that aoer a'ending IWCA’s morning sessions, they appreciated a 
“brain break” from typical conference acMviMes. One said, “more sessions should involve craoing,” 
and another said that she appreciated having permission to “pay parMal a'enMon,” as we had 
encouraged them to conMnue flipping through magazines and cu_ng out images while we 
delivered our introductory slides and screened our video. We also noMced that parMcipants spent 
Mme cha_ng with each other as they completed the acMvity. We knew conference networking 
can feel overwhelming, and it seemed the craoing experience made parMcipants feel comfortable 
opMng in or out of socializing at their leisure.  

These outcomes are parMcularly well-supported by scholarship outside of composiMon and 
wriMng center studies. For example, educaMon research has highlighted art-making and craoing 
as acMviMes through which researchers can play with ideas, build relaMonships, and access flow 
states that make our bodies and minds feel well (Lemon). And although the acMviMes we discuss 
in this arMcle are not art therapy acMviMes, research from art therapy can help us understand how 
working with crao materials not only invites new ideas or perspecMves, but can actually lower 
stress, anxiety, and corMsol levels, and contribute to our overall well-being. In an interview with 
NPR, art therapy researcher Girija Kaimal summarized, “Anything that engages your creaMve mind 
— the ability to make connecMons between unrelated things and imagine new ways to 
communicate — is good for you” (qtd. in Gharib). Kaimal further explains that the process of 
“engaging in any sort of visual expression” acMvates our brains’ reward pathways–despite the 
common concern that the product won’t be good enough. Kaimal’s explanaMon describes why 
engaging with craoing materials can feel like a relief, even when abandoning academic 
convenMons may iniMally be a bit discomfiMng.  

WHAT WE LEARNED AND WHAT WE CARRY WITH US 
Although creaMve play can help us relax, explore ideas from new perspecMves, and even build 
relaMonships, we don’t always prioriMze this kind of exploratory making. In wriMng center circles, 
we all know about prioriMzing process over product, but we do generally hope to reach a product 
eventually. Playing in the mulMmodal gu'er–both in our video producMon and our workshop–
invited us to let go of the expectaMon of a product, instead demonstraMng how valuable such play 
can be in and of itself. We want to amplify, then, the value of generaMve, mulMmodal play, taking 
up Sco' Miller’s “call for playful noise from the wriMng center, for divine shenanigans that can 
teach us how to be be'er actors as well as be'er people” (44). 

However, we know how easy it is to ignore this call when life gets busy. We have found that, in 
the wriMng center, as in conference spaces or classrooms, we need more than space and 
materials; we need dedicated Mme with other people when we’re not expected to accomplish 
anything else. For example, Sara introduced a zine project in her wriMng center during a pre-
semester training where tutors were invited to collage, draw, and write individual contribuMons 
that could then be photocopied and compiled into a zine. Following the training, Sara encouraged 
tutors to use free hours to conMnue the pracMce throughout the semester. Most tutors indicated 
that they liked the acMvity, saw value in it, and planned to make zine pages. However, two months 
later, the project had fallen by the wayside. Without dedicated Mme, this creaMve play won’t take 
priority over other kinds of work. Recognizing this truth–parMcularly aoer reflecMng on our 
workshop–Sara offered her tutors addiMonal staff meeMng Mme to create collages but let go of 
the expectaMon of compiling and distribuMng a wriMng center zine. Grouped around a table, 
sioing through magazines and markers, tutors reflected on their ongoing pracMce in the wriMng 
center. The best outcome of this recent acMvity was that, like our workshop, it seemed to 
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encourage some of her quieter tutors to speak more freely as they cut and pasted images 
together. This generaMve play seemed to nurture community. 

Considera:ons for Designing Mul:modal GuJer Ac:vi:es 
In this secMon, we put forth some consideraMons for designing a “mulMmodal gu'er acMvity” 
tailored to your own wriMng center community. The context in which you facilitate your acMvity–
whether a staff meeMng, tutor training course, dissertaMon bootcamp, or perhaps in individual 
sessions–will present different opportuniMes and challenges with respect to accessibility, 
audience, and material constraints.  

We hope you’ll design your acMvity with accessibility in mind, doing your best to offer all 
parMcipants ways to engage in the acMvity fully. While draoing our workshop plan, we considered 
a number of potenMal media (music, playdough, conference programs, polaroids, and more) and 
how WCPs might engage with these vastly different sensory materials. We ulMmately decided on 
a workshop that relied heavily on visuals, hoping that the large, high-contrast images ooen found 
in magazines would be accessible to our anMcipated audience, including those with low vision. 
We also knew that these were low-threshold materials that we would be able to provide for 
everyone, thanks in large part to the generosity of our neighbors who donated old magazines. 
AddiMonally, we provided print accessibility copies of what we planned to say and instrucMons for 
the acMvity. We also invited parMcipants to engage with us and one another as worked best for 
them, a choice that worked well for the resrul, restoraMve space we were trying to create. We 
want to encourage you, then, to consider how design choices for mulMmodal gu'er acMviMes can 
increase accessibility for you and your parMcipants in your parMcular context. 

As a final reminder, when designing a mulMmodal gu'er acMvity, choose pracMces that encourage 
your parMcipants to resist closure. Remember: parMcipants will not be craoing a purpose-driven 
piece. This process can be uncomfortable for many of us (parMcipants and facilitators alike), as 
fully embracing play requires us to let go of our expectaMons for an outcome. Some parMcipants 
might also feel a li'le resistant to working with new materials, thinking or voicing things like “I’m 
not an arMst,” or “I’m too old for this.” That’s ok, and it’s worth prompMng reflecMon on how that 
discomfort may be similar to that of students who come to the wriMng center saying, “I’m not a 
writer.” In fact, scholars note this kind of reflecMon on discomfort is one way to nurture a learning 
culture in wriMng center communiMes of pracMce (Geller et al.). The acMvity you design might 
bring exciMng new perspecMves for some. For others, it might just be a break from the humdrum 
of academic life. There is no imperaMve here to make something meaningful; in fact, we trust that 
the act of play without imperaMve is what makes it valuable.  

Overall, we hope this piece invites you to consider how you might create Mme for yourselves, your 
colleagues, and your students to engage in mulMmodal play and reflecMon. We end on this 
challenge: Go make something, or give someone else the Mme and resources to make something. 
Let go of any expectaMons for a cohesive rhetorical product, and instead see how it feels to upend 
your own ingrained composing habits, allow yourself to get into the flow of making, and spend 
Mme with others. Who knows what will happen? Maybe it will help you think of something you 
haven’t thought of before. Maybe it will be a welcome relief from day-to-day stressors. And just 
maybe, taking play seriously will strengthen community in your wriMng center.  

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.37514/WLN-J.2025.49.3.02


DOI: h'ps://doi.org/10.37514/WLN-J.2025.49.3.02   9 

WORKS CITED 
Anderson, Amy. “Exploring the MulMmodal Gu'er: What DissociaMon Can Teach Us about 

MulMmodality.” Encultura,on, vol. 25, 2017, 
www.enculturaMon.net/exploring_the_mulMmodal_gu'er. Accessed 14 Oct. 2023. 

Dvorak, Kevin, and ShanM Bruce, editors. Crea,ve Approaches to Wri,ng Center Work. Hampton 
Press, 2008. 

Garre', Bre, et al. “Re-invenMng InvenMon: A Performance in Three Acts.” The New Work of 
Composing, edited by Debra Journet et al., Computers and ComposiMon Digital Press, 
2012, h'ps://ccdigitalpress.org/book/nwc/chapters/garre'-et-al/. Accessed 7 Nov. 
2023. 

Geller, Anne Ellen, et al. The Everyday Wri,ng Center: A Community of Prac,ce. Utah State UP, 
2007. 

Gharib, Malaka. “Feeling Artsy? Here’s How Making Art Helps Your Brain.” NPR, 11 Jan. 2020, 
www.npr.org/secMons/health-shots/2020/01/11/795010044/feeling-artsy-heres-how-
making-art-helps-your-brain. Accessed 7 Nov. 2023. 

Lemon, Narelle, editor. Crea,ve Expression and Wellbeing in Higher Educa,on: Making and 
Movement as Mindful Moments of Self-care. Taylor & Francis, 2022. 

Miller, Sco' L. “Then Everybody Jumped for Joy! (But Joy Didn’t Like That, So She Leo): Play in 
the WriMng Center.” Dvorak and Bruce, pp. 21-47. 

McCloud, Sco'. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. Kitchen Sink Press, 1993. 

Reid, Julie. “Building Labyrinths in Order to Escape: A Guide to Making Play Work.” Dvorak and 
Bruce, pp. 193-206. 

Ryan, Holly, and Stephanie Vie, editors. Unlimited Players: The Intersec,ons of Wri,ng Center 
and Game Studies. Utah State UP, 2022. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.37514/WLN-J.2025.49.3.02
https://www.enculturation.net/exploring_the_multimodal_gutter
https://ccdigitalpress.org/book/nwc/chapters/garrett-et-al/



