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ABSTRACT
MULTIMODAL DISCOURSE AND HERITAGE LITERACY PRACTICES
By
Suzanne Kesler Rumsey
Current trends in meaning making research posit that digital media have
revolutionized meaning making practices beyond “reading and writing” in the traditional
sense to incorporate multimodality. Multimodality focuses on a reconception of sign
technologies that include images, layouts, and sounds (among other modes), and a
burgeoning area of scholarship which has explored the form of composition (Jewitt &
Kress; Kress & van Leeuwen), the sociocultural implications of these forms (Street; Gee;
Heath; and Brandt), and the limits of new media (Manovich; Packer & Jordan;
Cushman). However, based on the study I have conducted within my home community, I
contend that multimodality has been a meaning making practice for much longer than
writing researchers have acknowledged it, quietly being stitched into the fabric of
something I call heritage literacy. By reexamining multimodality across four generations
of a single family, I offer a means of further investigating multimodality’s place within
the current scholarship, and I put into check the grand claims of revolutionary meaning
making practices that many argue only digital media afford. Further, by looking at a
cross section of a population that traditionally rejects many modern technologies, I show
how the tools for meaning making cannot be seen as merely instruments divorced from
the cultural practices and values that structure their use, but instead are adopted and

adapted into traditional practices.
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CHAPTER ONE: HERITAGE LITERACY DEFINED

My scheduled interview with Mary was on a hot afternoon in July. When I drove
into her driveway, I was surprised to find that she was mowing her lawn with a bulky,
clunky, powered mower of some kind. Mary invited me inside, which was relatively
cooler. During the course of our conversation, Mary’s 13-year-old daughter, Elaine,
interjected comments several times. She was freckled and friendly, and obviously
comfortable with me, though I am English'. Both women are dressed in plain cotton
dresses without pattern or adornment or even buttons, and they wear white coverings over
their pinned up hair.

As Elaine talked I found out that she attends the local public middle school
instead of an Amish parochial school. Mary told me that she sends Elaine and her siblings
to public school because “you have to learn to be out with the public too. I mean, if you
are just among yourselves ... you have to be able to communicate with other people too.
How can they learn to communicate....” Here she stops with a look of considerable
frustration and says “I can’t think what I want to say.” I gently teased her and asked if
what she wants to say is in Dutch? in her head. She laughed in agreement.

At this point I asked Mary’s permission to talk with Elaine, and she agreed.

Elaine told me she is in the sixth grade and has two more years of schooling before she
will graduate®. It isn’t hard to attend public school as an Amish youth, she said, and her

friends know that she will finish school in eighth grade. She spoke openly and as

' The Amish call anyone who is not Amish “English.”
2 “Dutch” here refers to Pennsylvania Dutch or Pennsylvania German, the language that Amish speak.
* The Amish are only formally educated to the eighth grade.
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articulately as any average sixth grader; her speech was punctuated with the occasional
“like,” which was a marked contrast with her white covering and dark colored dress.

I was particularly interested in how she adapts to public school as an Amish youth
so I asked her if there are things she does not participate in because she is Amish. She
said she cannot participate in after-school activities because “I wouldn’t have a way
home since we don’t drive.” I asked if she avoids working on computers. “No, I work on
computers along with the other students. I think they are fun. We type papers sometimes
and other stuff. I just do what everyone else does.” Elaine tells me that she won’t miss
using a computer when she joins the Amish church because “I don’t know a lot about
them.”

Surprised at Elaine using computers, I asked Mary how she feels about
computers. She says, “Well, I don’t know. I think maybe sometime they might need to
use one for a job or something if they work out®. That’s why it’s important.” I ask her if
there are other technologies that make her nervous for her children. They have a gas-
powered refrigerator and stove, but no electricity in the house. Mary says, “There’s stuff
we wouldn’t want them to have like a TV or phone. We have a phone booth just down

the road that anybody can go use whenever they need it. I think that is enough for us.” 1

note that she doesn’t seem to mind my tape recorder either.

This anecdote stands in marked contrast to stereotypes of Amish people living
archaically “like they are in the 19™ century;” a phrase often used to explain their unique

attitudes toward technology and modernity. While stereotypes and tourist publications

‘ “Working out” simply means that an Amish person works outside of the home.
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about Amish focus on the kinds of technologies they do not use, there is far more
information present here about what they do use, and this information contradicts
commonly held assumptions about them. Many see the Amish as a unified culture that
wholly rejects technology because technology is “worldly” or the opposite of Godly
according to their interpretation of biblical scripture. Such a mindset is certainly a
characteristic of the Amish way of life; however, there is no hard and fast rule about what
technologies are to be avoided, and to what extent what I call “underlying technologies”
are to be eschewed. For example, while most Amish do not use electricity, dairy farmers
are required by law to refrigerate milk until it is collected. In order to do so, diesel
powered generators are used to run refrigeration; but the generators are creating
electricity. So while a dairy farmer may reject the use of electricity in his home, in order
to make a living he must allow regulated amounts of power into his business.

There is a variation, and to a certain extent contradiction, in technology use even
within the same family. The above anecdote illustrates this reality. While Mary’s home
has no electricity or computers, Elaine uses them regularly in school. Though she does
not use them herself and the foundations of her way of life dub such technologies as
“worldly,” Mary sees computers as potentially valuable for a job so she allows her
daughter to learn about them in a public school setting. Further, while Elaine cannot
participate in after school activities because of a lack of transportation, Mary is using a
lawn mower when I arrive that is most likely powered by fuel just as a car is. Finally,
Mary’s household does not have a personal phone, but one is located just down the road

for community use.
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I want to make it very clear that I am not criticizing this family as I point out
contradictions in their uses of technology. Rather I see these contradictions as evidence
of an ongoing decision-making process about technology use that this community of
Amish makes. The reality is that Mary and Elaine’s use of technology is mitigated by
their social, religious, and cultural values, just as any other person’s technology use
would be. While these women are Amish who must abide by the dictates of their church
in order to continue to be Amish, they are also Americans living in the “information age”
and must find ways of existing amidst technological innovation while still adhering to
their belief systems. To do so, Mary and Elaine must adopt technologies, adapt
technologies, or alienate themselves from technologies.

Such adoptions, adaptations, and alienations are a central theme that emerged
from my qualitative research in an Amish community in the Midwest. The multi-
generational interplay of technology use is foundational to something I call heritage
literacy. Heritage literacy is comprised of the multimodal literacy practices used within
any community or family across multiple generations and over time. In learning to read
and write, as with using any technology, people must adapt, adopt, or alienate themselves
from particular ways of reading and writing in order to maintain cultural boundaries.
Heritage literacy offers us a way of conceptualizing how people decide the extent to
which they will draw upon intellectual inheritances they’ve been given from
predecessors.

These adaptations, adoptions, and alienations show how multimodal literacy takes
place both on and off a computer screen. For instance, Mary and Elaine’s clothing

signifies their reading of biblical scripture and their adherence to the written and spoken
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tenets of the Amish, a topic which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter three.
Multimodality outside of digital and computer technologies offers a significant revision
of current trends in multimodal research. This anecdote illustrates as well some of the
ways that heritage literacy practices manifests across two generations of the same family,
which offers a unique perspective into how literacy and technology information is paséed
between generations.

The following chapter will elaborate these themes and imbed them within existing
research in Composition and Rhetoric in order to revise current notions about the
extracurriculum of writing (Gere) and reading and writing in communities and cultures
(Moss, Guerra, Cushman). My concept of heritage literacy challenges current
understandings of multimodal literacy by offering evidence outside digital and computer
applications; it also adds to current multimodal research by incorporating a notion of
culture into digital meaning making practices (Faigley, Kress and Jewitt). Finally,
heritage literacy will also compel us toward an inter-related and global perspective of
literacy and generations and a tracing of intellectual inheritance; in other words heritage
literacy compels us toward understanding generations in a holistic manner that
emphasizes the connections and literacies between different age groups and family
members. Such a perspective adds to the scholarship produced in longitudinal literacy
studies which study disconnected individuals in separate generations (Brandt, Hawisher

and Selfe, Lunsford, Sommers, Haas, Geisler).

HERITAGE LITERACY
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The anecdote I’ve described above describes several “types” of literacy. First,
Elaine is engaged in mainstream academic literacy practices. She writes papers and reads
texts that her English peers read and write. She has learned how to exist in an English
academic setting. Second, Elaine is learning computer literacy to some extent. While
she claims she doesn’t know very much, she talks about word processing and doing the
same activities as other students. And third, Elaine has Amish literacy, or the reading and
writing of texts particularly associated with the Amish way of life and beliefs’.

Some might question how heritage literacy differs from other sorts of literacies
defined in the past few decades, especially when the term “literacy” carries with it a
history of colonialism, privilege, myths about social and political gain, and a sense of
neutrality where one set of skills is useful in any and all situations and contexts. This
history, or “bundles” that literacy carries with it, are the subject of Johndan Johnson-
Eilola and Ann Wysocki’s chapter “Blinded by the Letter: Why are we using Literacy as

a Metaphor for Everything Else?” in Passions, Pedagogies, and 21* Century

Technologies. Johnson-Eilola and Wysocki argue that too much history and baggage is
packed into literacy to be used as carelessly and freely as it presently is. They work to
unpack the term literacy to reveal its histories and connotations in order to reflect on what
it means to couple such a term with “technology” or “computer.” Instead of literacy, they
offer terms such as “articulation” or even “architecture” as alternative words which more
accurately represent the tasks completed in a “cloud of sometimes contradictory nexus

points among different positions... a process of situating and resituating representations

3 I classify “Amish Literacy” according to Andrea Fishman’s text Amish Literacy: What and how it means,
1988.
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in social spaces” (367). They finish with a call for readers to continue to question
literacy and to unpack its bundles and remake new ones.

I use the term “literacy” knowing full well what connotations it holds. However,
my concept of heritage literacy is attempting to do what Johnson-Eilola and Wysocki call
us to do: unpack the term and remake its bundles. Heritage literacy is more than “just
another term” for a place to use a neutral set of skills. It is not a metaphor for all
meaning making. Rather it is literacy in context, backed by the ideological
‘“underpinnings” of the community (Street). Further heritage literacy is a remade sense of
what counts as reading and writing where the emphasis is on “codified sign systems”
rather than merely alphabetic text. By emphasizing the ways that people pass on literacy
knowledge between generations, heritage literacy shows that active and imbedded use of
technologies in which the users (or readers or writers) are decision-makers who adapt,
adopt, and sometimes alienate themselves from technological uses of previous
generations.

Heritage literacy is an explanation of how people transfer literacy knowledge
from generation to generation and how certain practices, tools, and concepts are adapted,
adopted, or alienated from use, depending on the context. It is a lifelong, cross-
generational learning and meaning making process that can have many interrelated
practices associated with it, depending upon the community. The fact is that heritage
literacy is developmental and recursive; it, like all literacies, builds over time. However,
heritage literacy describes the generational decision-making process of literacy and
technology use. As contexts, objects, tools, and needs change, community members

adapt to the changes, adopt the changes, or alienate themselves from the changes. And
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then when they pass on their uses of technologies and tools, the next generation must
make the same decisions. For example, in the anecdote at the beginning of this chapter,
we can see Mary in the process of adapting to the idea of computer technologies while
her daughter Elaine is adopting computer use into her repertoire of literate activities.
However, Elaine is also using them only in limited ways, or adapting the technology or
her beliefs in order to use the technology.

To further elaborate on the term heritage literacy, I offer a fairly simplistic
definition of heritage which “consists of those things of value that we have inherited and
wish to keep for future generations” (Brisbane and Woods 4). I operate under the
assumption that “[e]veryone has a personal inheritance. For some people, there may be
family heirlooms in the form of furniture, cutlery, or even houses or land. These have
symbolic and associative values for the family to whom they belong, and are held in trust
by each generation for the next” (Brisbane and Wood 4). While not all people will
inherit something material, all people have an intellectual inheritance, a collection of
thinking and meaning-making patterns that, as within the multiliteracies pedagogy, are
designs for use; basically “we are both inheritors of patterns and conventions of meaning
and at the same time active designers of meaning” (New London 65). Street offers his
term “literacy practices” to describe not only “empirical occasions to which literacy is
integral, but also folk models of those events and the ideological preconceptions that
underpin them” (Social 2). In an intellectual inheritance, we each “hold in trust” an
inheritance of meaning making practices that can be traced through generations.

In using Street’s term “literacy practices” to describe the empirical occasions of

literacy use, I also am looking at what he calls “folk models of those events and the
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ideological preconceptions that underpin them” (Social 2). Folk models specifically draw
from the intellectual inheritances that each of us has gained from predecessors. Humans
“hold in trust,” as put by Brisbane and Woods, an inheritance of meaning making
practices that can be traced through generations. However, such a passage of information
and technology use is not linear or steadfast. If this were the case I’d be suggesting a sort
of autonomous or neutral view of literacy where the values, beliefs, and social practices
of a culture are passed along without any real construction on the part of the learner. This
would be an accumulation of knowledge rather than a construction of knowledge.
~ Instead, by emphasizing the ways that community members adopt, adapt, or alienate
themselves from various technologies, literacies, and practices, I show that there is
reinterpretation, questioning, and critiquing of literacy practices by each new generation.
Examples of heritage literacy show up in Composition and Rhetoric scholarship,
although most would not call them by this name. Cushman states that bead working is
knowledge making. It “codifies tradition, cultural practices, legends, ways of viewing
self within world, clan and tribal affiliations, representational styles and so on, depending
on its functional and rhetorical purpose” (Loom). Heath writes that “[p]atterns of using
reading and writing in [Roadville and Trackton] are interdependent with ways of using
space (having bookshelves, decorating walls, displaying telephone numbers), and using
time (bedtime, meal hours, and homework sessions)” (234). In the study of fine arts,
Amish quilts exhibit heritage literacy and multimodality because the content of Amish
quilts are a text that “clearly represents the Amish desire to remain apart from the
distracting temptations and complexities of the ‘English’ world” (Shaw 172). This desire

for separation is seen in the “powerful visual rhythms” in solid colored rather than printed
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fabrics and strong geometric patterns (Shaw 171). Culturally situated literacy is evident
in these visual rhythms. These examples are literate activities because they use patterns,
textures, alphabetic texts at times, and other modes of literacy to make meaning. They
are heritage literacy because they are passed between generations and altered according
to new technology needs and new generations’ expectations.

As a final example, in Multimodal Literacy, while most of the contributors

focused exclusively on print text or digital literacies (which I will further critique in the
next section), Kate Pahl writes about 9-year-old Sam making new signs by drawing from
“children’s popular culture and made artifacts” ” (Pahl 143). Sam uses his bedroom floor
and these items to create texts and meanings (143). As Sam shares his meaning making
with his mother, other forms of multimodal literacy develop throughout the house, down
hallways, and on the coffee table.

In sum, heritage literacy can be defined as multimodal literacy practices that are
passed from one generation to the next and the decision-making process that each new
generation makes about whether to adopt, adapt, or alienate themselves from various
literacy tools and technologies. Heritage literacy traces the interdependence of literacy
practices between generations as the new depends on the old for their intellectual
inheritances, and the old depends on the new for innovations and adaptations, as well as
adoptions of literacy traditions. The remaining sections within this chapter position

heritage literacy within existing conversations in Composition and Rhetoric research.

EXTRACURRICULUM, COMMUNITIES, AND HERITAGE LITERACY
Heritage literacy, because it emphasizes a more global perspective of literacy and

generations, offers a way to rethink several leading ideas in current research in

10



comr

Ame

live

acqul
Instru

WTites

Gere's ¢
nstryctj,
Professio
(;
Writers
Tpport.
their .

Pédaga:- ,I‘



communities and cultures. Specifically I’ll be showing how heritage literacy builds on
Ann Ruggles Gere’s work in the extracurriculum of writing, Moss’s work with African
American church literacies, and Cushman’s work with people’s uses of language tools to
live in the inner-city.

Gere’s work, “Kitchen Tables and Rented Rooms: the Extracurriculum of
Composition,” offers a starting place for how to conceive of “writing development [that
takes place] outside formal education” (276). Much work has been done on the
acquisition of language, but Gere’s work emphasizes adult means of continuing writing
instruction beyond school walls. in contrast to previous notions of extracurriculum, Gere
writes,

...my version of the extracurriculum includes the present as well as the

past; it extends beyond the academy to encompass the multiple contexts in

which persons seek to improve their own writing; it includes more
diversity in gender, race, and class among writers; and it avoids, as much

as possible, a reenactment of professionalization in its narrative...” (279).
Gere’s extracurriculum broadens the scope of what is included in a definition of writing
instruction outside academe; her work also purposefully avoids connections to
professionalization or workplace literacies.

Gere offers the Tenderloin Women’s Writing Workshop and the Lansing, lowa,
Writers’ Workshop as examples of the extracurriculum. These workshops offer
“dpportunities for performance [and] provide a major incentive for writers to develop
their skills” (276). Specifically these workshops are examples of “self-sponsored

pedagogically oriented writing activities... Just as accounts of literacy practices outside
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the walls of the academy uncouple literacy and schooling, so my account of the
extracurriculum of composition separates pedagogy from the traditional pedagogue”
(279). In other words, Gere carefully limits her definition of extracurriculum events as
being organized pedagogical moments where writing instruction takes place.

Heritage literacy practices certainly include extracurriculum events in the ways
that Gere defines them here. For example Amish ministers may work with family or
community members to perfect their Sunday message and some Amish do work together
to prepare articles for Amish-oriented publication. However, heritage literacy also offers
some very different ideas about the nature of literacy instruction outside school walls
than does Gere’s definition.

First, heritage literacy is multimodal, therefore what “counts” as writing and
reading is a much more inclusive list than Gere’s. As I will explore in chapter six, quilts
make meaning through synergies of multiple codified sign systems including textures,
designs, pictorial representationé, and even alphabetic text. Because heritage literacy
offers a broader definition of “writing,” a quilting bee or circle might also be called an
extracurricular event as women gather to perfect one quilt while discussing patterns,
designs, and techné. Furthermore, there is explicit literacy instruction that takes place as
newer quilters are taught methods, experienced quilters learn new designs, and excerpts
from quilting magazines are shared with the larger group.

Second, Gere’s examples, while they exist outside the walls of academe, still
resemble academic methods of composition instruction. Participants read their work
aloud and discuss it, much like formal peer evaluation methods. Further, these writing

workshops are structured and organized like a class. The events take place at a
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designated time and location for a set amount of time and duration. For example, the
Lansing, lowa, Writers’ Workshop takes place on Monday evenings “during the lull
between fall harvest and spring planting” (275) and the workshops last for two hours.

My issue with Gere’s examples of extracurriculum events is that they so closely
resemble the instruction that takes place within schools, yet she claims to “uncouple
literacy and schooling” (279). She further states that her form of extracurriculum
“separates pedagogy from the traditional pedagogue” (279). Essentially the workshops
she mentions are school-like moments outside of school walls, as if the only writing
instruction that could be of value to Composition and Rhetoric is that which resembles
what we do everyday in our classrooms.

Heritage literacy extracurriculum events are a much less structured and organized
learning situation than the writing workshops Gere uses as examples. In articulating how
people adopt, adapt, and alienate various literacies and technologies, I am offering
literacy instruction and “writing workshops” that operate in ways that hardly seem to
connect to formal education in any way. For example, in chapter four I will explore how
recipes and cooking are heritage literacy practices, and I specifically point out that there
is rarely explicit cooking instruction offered to young cooks. Rather girls learn to cook
through observation and modeling as much, if not more, than through what I call
purposeful instruction. Such a means of “instruction” demarcates these events and
practices from a school setting and stand in contrast to current composition pedagogies.

Instead of the extracurriculum of composition being limited to those events which
most closely resemble our classrooms, heritage literacy broadens the scope of

composition pedagogy and shortens the gap that Cheryl Geisler calls a “great divide
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between expert and layperson” which academic literacy often creates (xiii). Gere’s
examples of writing workshops put all participants on equal standing and also lessen this
gap, but by aligning the definition of extracurriculum only with those workshops which
mirror academic settings, Gere has limited the ways that composition teaching and
learning can take place outside school walls. Heritage literacy emphasizes those
moments of learning and teaching that are embedded in indigenous home-literacy
practices.

Non-academic or atypical learning settings have been studied by others, but for
different purposes than heritage literacy. Consider Julie Lindquist’s study entitled A
Place to Stand which explores discourse in the non-traditional setting of a working class
bar. In this non-formal setting, bar patrons argue about political issues as a way of
creating group identity. These political arguments are a rhetorical genre which suggests a
balance between group solidarity and individual identity, as well as a sense of class
identity. Overall Lindquist’s work offers new insights into the shape and meaning of the
sociopolitical identity of the working class and demonstrates how class can be created at
the local and purely rhetorical level. While this work offers substantial food for thought
about class politics, rhetoric, sociolinguistics, and anthropology, the study doesn’t have
much to say about the things that heritage literacy is most concerned with: generations
and the adaptation and adoption of literacy tools over time.

Another study which addresses literacy learning outside of traditional school
settings is Marcia Farr’s work “En Los Dos Idiomas: Literacy Practices Among Chicago
Mexicanos.” Farr explores the ways in which literacy is learned outside of school

through social networks and used in religious, commercial, civic and educational
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“domains” or contexts. The study focuses on a network of 45 immigrant, working class,
Mexican Americans and offers insights into their particular social networks and how
these networks impact literacy development.

In particular, Farr’s notions of compadrazgo and lirico are concepts that relate to
heritage literacy. “Compadrazgo refers to the Mexican system of godparentlike
relationships that function as a reciprocal exchange network to facilitate economic

survival and provide emotional and social support” (Critical Sourcebook 468).

Essentially, compadrazgo is an inter-generational network of social and emotional
support where surrogate relatives help pass on traditions and values. I believe that
compadrazgo would be an interesting concept and site of future research in heritage
literacy research to explore the generational literacy practices that exist outside of
immediate family members, or in a wider community base than the one I have studied
here.

Lirico is another concept offered by Farr which relates to heritage literacy,
specifically in how it addresses a learning community that exists outside of a school
setting. Farr writes that a number of her participants “learned literacy lirico; that is, they
‘picked it up’ informally from others who used only spoken language — not printed

materials — to pass on knowledge of the writing system” (Critical Sourcebook 470). Farr

later states that although “formal schooling is the route to literacy for many people,
schooling is clearly not essential” (Critical Sourcebook 474). Such findings counter
Gere’s concept of the extracurriculum, as does heritage literacy. However heritage
literacy also builds on this work by tracing similar literacy patters across many

generations of a family and within a community.
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Like Gere’s work, Beverly Moss’s work “Creating a Community: Literacy Events
in African-American Churches” examines literacy in an institution outside of academe.
Moss’s work examines the literacy events surrounding African American church
services; in particular she details the sermon as a literacy artifact and the ways that this
artifact create community within each individual church. My own research parallels
Moss’s because the Amish are primarily a religious or faith-based community. Where
Moss focuses on church literacy practices of African Americans, my work in chapter
three includes a focus on the faith literacy practices of the Amish. Similarly, Moss’s
work looks specifically at sermons from three different ministers and my work, while not
focusing on sermons, focuses on the ways that participants read and interpret biblical
scripture.

However, there are several marked differences between Moss’s work and my
own. First, Moss uses Heath’s notion of “literacy event” as her theoretical grounding for
the study. I, too, borrow from Heath, but I specifically chose to align my work more
closely with Street’s “literacy practices” in order to understand the ideological
underpinnings of the literacy practices I observed, not just the moments where reading
and writing are used. Moss writes about other literacy events aside from sermons
because “it is these other literacy events that provide the context from which the sermon
takes place” (160). While I agree that other literacy events can offer the context for
another literacy event, I believe that Street’s ideological model of literacy requires a
deeper inspection of the ideologies that make up the church community, not just the other

literacy events that occur within a church service.
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Second, because heritage literacy is multimodal, other modes of literacy meaning
making are acknowledged and looked at alongside reading and writing. I do not
discount alphabetic, written text. However, as I have noted above and will explain
further, I believe that multimodal literacy is not bound to alphabetic text but rather is the
decoding of any sign system. Moss offers three examples of sermons within this
community: manuscript, non-manuscript, and partial manuscript. In other words, she
explores how each of the three church communities operates based upon how their leader
preaches; whether that is from a written text, from memory, or from only notes. Moss
offers some interesting findings based on these three variations; however, her analysis is
still bound to what Kress and Jewitt call the “modes of language, speech and writing”
(14), a specific portion of their theory which I argue against in the next section.

What heritage literacy offers to Moss’s work is a conception of how the norms
and literacy practices of an African American church are passed between generations.
Heritage literacy offers an additional layer of context and meaning to the oral traditions
exhibited by the preachers and the call-and-response teaching methods because it
accounts for how these practices have changed over time. In other words, heritage
literacy shows that Moss’s study is positioned on a continuum of church history and
practices, where it has a history and a future of literacy and technology use.

In another study of communities and literacies, Juan Guerra’s work “Putting
Literacy in its Place: Nomadic Consciousness and the Practice of Transcultural
Repositioning” explains how he came to use the terms in his understanding of the critical
consciousness of Marcuse, Freire, or Gramsci. Guerra’s main complaint about these

theorists is that each “in his own way posits a rigidly linear and developmental stage
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model informed by a ‘narrative of progress’ [Harris]” (25). Instead, Guerra argues that
“the change from an unreflective state of mind to a state of self-awareness is neither
linear nor progressive” (26). To account for this fact, he introduces the notion of
“nomadic consciousness” which emphasizes that no one ever achieves such a state of
consciousness that she has no place else to go. Guerra also states that critical
consciousness is not only found in older people who have progressively earned it and that
once one has achieved a particular level, she does not “possess it on a permanent basis
thereafter” (30). In other words, Guerra points out that our awareness is always changing
from critical to naive, or nostalgic, or contradictory (30).

Such a nomadic consciousness is evident in heritage literacy because heritage
literacy is the tracing of the changes and decisions people make about their literacy
practices over time. In adopting, adapting, or alienating one’s self from a literacy
technology, changes also occur in consciousness. The uneven, changing, and negotiated
understandings of one’s world roughly parallel the ways that that person relates to
literacies and technologies. For example, if a person moves from a critical consciousness
to a nostalgic one where she remembers “the way things were,” she may well re-adopt or
adapt older forms of literacy or technologies as a result. In this way, heritage literacy and
Guerra’s nomadic consciousness offer a way of conceptualizing reading and writing
within cultures as an evolving thing.

In much the same way that heritage literacy sheds light on the negotiations of
consciousness, it also sheds light on the ways that people use literacy tools for a variety
of purposes, depending upon their needs at a given moment. Ellen Cushman’s work The

Struggle and the Tools describes the daily lives and uses of language of people living in
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the inner city. Cushman explains the various struggles that her participants have to get
resources, access, and respect within the existing social system and the oral and literate
strategies that they use to do so.

What heritage literacy offers to Cushman’s examination of the power struggles,
language uses, and social consciousness is a description of how and why tools are
adapted, adopted, or alienated for various purposes over the course of multiple
generations. Cushman writes,

Within the context of day-to-day inner city life, individuals continually

develop linguistic skills, skills imbued with oppositional ideologies. Their

language tools, as well as their values attendant upon these tools,
complicate the notion that overarching power structures are simply
reproduced, carbon coy, over and over again. Social structures... are ...
continually remade, fissured, and manipulated in everyday interactions.

This book reveals the daily linguistic means by which residents make

social structures more humane, subvert, and co-opt them for their own

ends (3).

In other words, Cushman’s work details the ways that individuals work within and
around social structures in order to achieve their needs. Heritage literacy, in tandem with
Cushman’s findings, show that such linguistic and rhetorical abilities are passed to new
generations. The passage of such uses of language to newer generations is not a linear,
stagnant skill set. Rather it is evolving and developmental as the social structures change,
needs change, and individuals make different choices about what tools they will use. In

other words, the notion of heritage literacy takes Cushman’s analysis and applies it to the
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ways that one generation passes on its knowledge and rhetorical prowess to the next

generation.

HERITAGE LITEARCY AND MULTIMODALITY

In a sense I borrow expanded notions of literacy as codified sign system from
Gunther Kress and Carey Jewitt’s take on multimodality. In their text Multimodal
Literacy, they define modes as “a regularized organized set of resources for meaning-
making, including, image, gaze, gesture, movement, music, speech, and sound-effect.
Modes are broadly understood to be the effect of the work of culture in shaping material
into resources for representation” (Kress and Jewitt 1). Note that “a regularized
organized set of resources for meaning making” is much like the codified sign systems |
have suggested. Further, in discussing multimodality Kress and Jewitt write that the
“modes of language (speech and writing) are often central, but need not be present for
meanings to be made. For instance, people use images, gesture, and space as a means for
communication...” (14).

However, as much as I appreciate the work Kress and Jewitt have done, and as
helpful as their definitions are, the essays within their text also are the foil against which I
theorize a different understanding of multimodality. The main issue I take with Kress
and Jewitt’s text is that each essay conceives of multimodality only in digital forms.
While fields other than Composition and Rhetoric have been researching multimodality
in a variety of forms for some time (linguistics, cultural studies, etc.), literacy studies
within Composition and Rhetoric have only conceived of multimodality within digital or

computer technologies. Though I believe that all forms of literacy and sign system are
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multimodal, the research on multimodality in literacy studies, thus far, seems to be only
examining the newest, the best, and the brightest inventions offered on a computer
screen. I argue this based upon the fact that in Kress and Jewitt’s work almost every
example offered, every article collected, is in some way connected to digital media.

I am arguing here that the newest, the best, and the brightest inventions on
computer screens are not new in terms of their multimodality; hence they are being given
undue focus in present research as offering something innovative to the form of writing
and the field of Composition and Rhetoric. Moreover, a perception of multimodality as
only existing in digital or computer forms is an exceedingly limited way of
conceptualizing a theory with such richness and history. To prove my point, I offer
evidence of multimodal literacy practices just like those found on a computer screen in a
population of people who, at least in principle, reject such technologies: the Amish. In
other words, multimodal literacy practices are visible in cultures where one would /east
expect them to be.

Heritage literacy offers a way of contextualizing current digital meaning making
in terms of its historical, cultural, and social building blocks. Lester Faigley, among
others, suggested such a concept. He writes

the internet represents a consolidation stage in the 160-year development

of electronic communication technologies and the thirty-five-hundred-year

history of writing technologies. That the web has expanded so rapidly

suggests that it is not so new, because people immediately recognize its

uses (181).
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What heritage literacy offers to this existing conversation is the tracing of one family’s
literacy development through more than four generations. Such a tracing offers a clearer
sense of how computers and digital media come to be included in literacies and where
they might be headed. Evidence of multimodality in the oldest generations of my family,
as well as in a culture where computer technologies are eschewed, opens a more global
perspective of literacy learning. Instead of reading and writing technologies being
learned only within a school environment, multimodality in computer and digital media
are evidence of the ongoing constellation of adaptations, adoptions, and alienations of
various technologies over the course of time, both in school and beyond.

Heritage literacy, as will be evidenced in this study, offers a fuller sense of what
multimodality means for Composition and Rhetoric. Because heritage literacy
specifically deals with “codified sign systems,” it counters how Kress and Jewitt have
described writing. Kress and Jewitt list “writing” alongside speech as “modes of
language;” however, I would argue that Kress and Jewitt are here defining writing as only
alphabetic text separate from speech, which has been argued against by sociocultural
literacy researchers for some time (Brandt, Gee, Street, Moss). If multimodality is to be
useful to Composition and Rhetoric, we need to redefine it according to our standards. If
we conceive of writing as more than alphabetic text, can it really be listed as one mode
among many as Kress and Jewitt do so here? Instead, I believe that writing, at least in
how Composition has come to define writing, is itself multimodal. 1t is a “multimodal
mode” if one insists upon following Kress and Jewitt’s definitions. The implication of
this is that all forms of sign systems in which one could be called “literate” are

multimodal. Even pen-and-paper, alphabetic writing is a “multimodal mode” that
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employs hands, visual layout, textures of paper and pens, and sounds as pen scratches
paper or as someone reads the product aloud.

Further, heritage literacy, because it is the active response of generations of
people on their intellectual inheritance (adopting, adapting, or alienating), suggests a
richer sense of how modes are synchronized and synergized for meaning making.
Synergies between modes means that alphabetic literacy cannot be hierarchically
positioned above any other mode; profound sorts of literacy meaning making occur when
many modes play together. For instance, in the anecdote at the beginning of this chapter,
while Elaine has the ability to read and write alphabetically, her manner of dress, speech,
use of technologies, and relationship with her mother all work together when she
constructs meaning.

Finally, heritage literacy offers a way of understanding how digital literacies and
non-digital literacies can inform one another in productive ways. Synergies can exist
between digital representations and non-digital ones to make richer meanings. Further, a
combination of the digital and non-digital lays bare the processes of adoption, adaptation,
and alienation that a person may have gone through to construct a particular composition.
For instance, some time ago I composed a digital piece to explore my heritage. Consider

the following screenshots.
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Figure 1: Screen Shot 1

Figure 3: Screen Shot 3
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Figure 6: Screen Shot 6

25



Figure 7: Screen Shot 7

This digital movie allowed me to combine images, text, design, and layout to
construct meaning. I used themes that related to heritage in general, such as tree limbs,
and to my own heritage specifically, such as the image of an Amish quilt. Ialso did not
include sound within this composition in homage to Amish simplicity. However, because

I have ad d and adapted digital technologies and literacies to create this piece, I also

used it to show the ways that I have acquired different literacies beyond those used by my
Amish ancestors and by my own family members. The final image is of the quilt
overlaying the image of tree branches, but there are additional squares to the quilt that do
not fit into the image. They overlap and combine with the quilt, but they are also distinct.
In this way I was able to take digital technologies and show how they enable me to think
about my heritage and outside of my heritage. What this example shows is the ways that
all types of heritage literacy are multimodal and the ways that one can take traditional
forms of a culture’s meaning making and adapt other technologies to make similar
meanings. The same thinking patterns and meaning making practices are evident in

traditional quilt making and in this computer adapted movie.
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HERITAGE LITERACY AND LONGITUDINAL STUDIES

Heritage literacy builds upon the important work underway in Rhetoric and
Composition that explores longitudinal and generational literacy studies. For instance, as
recently as the 2006 Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC)
Nancy Sommers and Andrea Lunsford, as part of a panel titled “Longitudinal Studies,”
reported on their recently completed 5-year study of freshman writers at Stanford and
Harvard Universities respectively, in addition to Lunsford’s recently published work in
CCC 57.2 with co-authors Jenn Fishman, Beth McGregor, and Mark Otuteye. This study
concluded that student writing is increasingly linked to theories and practices of
performance, or “’students’ live enactment of their own writing” (226). Deborah
Brandt’s work Literacy in American Lives is a study of 80 people born over 90 years time
in America. Her work explores the changing conditions of literacy learning based on
large scale economic and social changes between 1895 and the present. And Gail
Hawisher and Cynthia Selfe’s work Literate Lives in the Information Age offers 20
different narratives of literacy learning from people age 14 to 60. Their work describes
the growing and changing relationship that people have with digital and electronic
literacy. The following describes my comparison and critique of each of these
researchers work in more detail.

Lunsford, Fishman, McGregor, and Otuteye’s work “Performing Writing,
Performing Literacy” is an essay which reports on the first two years of the Stanford
Study of Writing, a five-year longitudinal study of college writing. Lunsford and
Fishman collected writing samples of all kinds, both academic and extracurricular, from

students such as McGregor and Otuteye who helped compose this essay. In their writing
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collections, Fishman and Lunsford found that performance is an important, and often
overlooked, aspect of students’ academic and extracurricular writing.

Performance prompted these researchers “to consider how the act of embodying
writing through voice, gesture, and movement can help early college students learn vital
lessons about literacy” (226). Such an embodiment of writing is a topic that chapter three
touches upon as I outline how faith, as a heritage literacy practice, is the combination of
belief and action. However, where my research is markedly different is in the site or
location of such performances. Lunsford and Fishman also align their findings with
Gere’s extracurriculum as a site of literacy performance. I have already explained how
heritage literacy differs from Gere’s extracurriculum, and the same holds true for the
location of Lunsford and Fishman’s research. Heritage literacy moves us beyond a focus
on academic literacy toward a broader understanding of the ways people read and write in
their home communities. While Lunsford and Fishman collect writing samples of
“extracurricular” writing, these samples are still measured in opposition to academic
writing, not as existing on their own for their own purposes.

Further, though Lunsford and Fishman’s study is longitudinal in that it tracks 189
students through four or five years of college, the literacy activities they observe are
limited to single individuals who are involved in the same sorts of writing activities
within a college setting. Thus, their writing says as much about the college setting that
they all have in common as it does about the literacies of this group of people. Instead,
heritage literacy traces literacies through multiple generations of people to understand the

passage of knowledge between generations. In this study, that tracing is of one family

28



and O

gener

asap
about

pedag
comm
literac
rather
Furthe
makinv:

adaptin

with Jj,
Essentj;
making
herizage
Modes 4
Fishm,,
ad rag
(243) 4

the unjy



and o‘ne community, but studies could be done in the future that look at many multi-
generational families and the ways that they pass on literacy knowledge.

Lunsford and Fishman’s research proposes a call for teachers to use performance
as a pedagogical maneuver within our classrooms, again as a way for students to learn
about literacy. I argue that heritage literacy calls for a reconception of this performance
pedagogy to one that is imbedded in the lived daily lives of people in families and
communities. Imbedded pedagogy would mean that people learn “valuable lessons about
literacy,” as Lunsford and Fishman put it, within their home communities and daily lives,
rather than in a school setting or any setting that even resembles formal education.
Further, such an imbedding of pedagogy lessens the gap between home and academe,
making it possible for students to continually make active decisions about adopting,
adapting, or alienating various technologies and literacies.

Finally, in discussing the idea of gesture, movement, and talk as being realigned
with literacy, Lunsford and Fishman offer a type of multimodal meaning making.
Essentially they are positioning performance as a viable mode of literacy meaning
making within the composition classroom. For this I commend them. I believe that
heritage literacy takes this sense of multimodality and expands it toward considering all
modes as equally capable of creating sign systems and codified language. Lunsford and
Fishman discuss the manipulation of “not only language, body and voice, but also gender
and racial stereotypes as they seek out ways to become legible within the university”
(245). Heritage literacy extends this display of multimodal literacy to all modes outside

the university.
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Next let me offer a comparison and critique of Deborah Brandt’s work. Brandt
certainly interviewed a far greater number of people for her study than I did; however,
presumably none of her participants had any connections to one another. She specifically
states that her analysis focuses on “relationships between individual literacy development
and large-scale economic development.” Each person’s literacy was analyzed in how it
related to economic development, and generations are marked by what Norman Ryder
calls “their unique location in the stream of history” (quoted in Brandt 11).

If we think of Brandt’s study as offering an overarching picture of American
literacy development over the past 90 years, we are able to see the breadth of American
literacy experience, how large-scale economic development impacted individual literacy
learning, and patterns in how broad social change affected people of various age groups.

I think of Brandt’s study as a map of the U.S. with 80 distinct pinpoints of experience
represented. However, any connections between these points say more about the large-
scale economic development than generational literacy changes within families and
communities.

What we cannot see in Brandt’s study is depth into any particular culture or area’s
literacy practices over time. Heritage literacy, instead of isolated narratives of literacy
and economic development, offers overlapping narratives of one family’s literacy usage
through four different generations. I offer a very different picture of generational
differences that is not based on large-scale economic or political change. Instead,
generational differences within my study are seen in variations of technology use and
literacy practices because so many other variable are neutralized. In other words, for the

most part my great grandmother, grandmother, mother, and sister have similar cultural
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systems of belief. We have a commonality of experiences unique to our family. We
have similar expectations and experiences. The emphasis of heritage literacy is more
fully on literacy and technology change, (adaptation, adoption, alienation) than it is on
the outside influences of broad social change on individual lives.

Similar to Brandt’s work, Hawisher and Selfe’s book offers 20 individual
narratives. Their work builds on Brandt’s with a focus on technological literacy
development in particular but it still offers breadth rather than depth in its literacy
narratives. Hawisher, Selfe, and A. Nichole Brown, though, offer a chapter that discusses
three generations of black women. They ask the question “What roles do families play in
both changing and sustaining generational patterns of literacy practices and values?”
Such a question is very similar to my own research questions:

1. How does this Amish community pass on an intellectual inheritance in

multimodal meaning making, uses of technology, discourse, and

literacy practices?

2. How is heritage a form of literacy knowledge?

3. How does literacy knowledge manifest itself across generations?

4. How do changes in technologies impact heritage, literacy, and
generations?

However, Hawisher, Selfe, and Brown present the material as three case studies.
Though the women are related biologically and socially, few connections are made
between their literacy practices except in the ways that one generation’s attitudes about
literacy shaped the following generation. Also, this study emphasizes digital and

computer literacy, and an important distinction of heritage literacy is that it shows how
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the digital extends beyond computer technologies. Finally, this study, just like Brandt’s
study, offers breadth rather than depth.

In addition to the above studies, Christina Haas, Cheryl Geisler, and Paul Prior
have done longitudinal research on single or small sets of academic writers. Christine
Haas’s 1994 work “Learning to Read Biology” examines the development of specialized
literacy by tracking a biology major through her undergraduate years. Cheryl Geisler’s
work Academic Literacy and the Nature of Expertise in 1994 explored academic literacy,
specifically the “great divide” created in academe between experts and novices. Paul
Prior’s work Writing/Disciplinarity in 1988 explored academic writing in graduate
programs in a series of case studies.

Christina Haas’s work “Learning to Read Biology” offers a detailed look at one
student’s academic literacy development over time, which as Haas points out would not
have been possible by looking at multiple students’ work (as Lunsford and Fishman did
in a later study). Specifically, Haas’s study looks at how a student becomes literate and
familiar with the “patterns of knowing about, and behaving toward, texts within a
disciplinary field” (Sourcebook 358). Whereas Brandt’s work offers breadth, Haas’s
work offers depth. Heritage literacy, which also offers depth, focuses not on one
person’s acquisition of literacy but on four generations of literacy acquisition. This
generational depth takes Haas’s framework to the next level by extending the depth
beyond the scope of a single person and a single (college) experience.

Other longitudinal studies offer interesting and fruitful work about academic
literacy. Geisler, Haas (as noted above), and Prior, each focuses specifically upon

academic literacy, though from several different perspectives. In Academic Literacies
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and the Nature of Expertise, Geisler argues that the “cultural movement of

professionalization has created a great divide between expert and layperson” (xiii). She
suggests that academic literacy has this particular problem because it obscures “the ways
in which expertise...makes use of the resources of indigenous culture” (xiii). Her study
then observed experts and novices in classroom conversations where “a teacher and his
students engaged in transmitting expertise from one generation to the next” (213).

Obviously, my own research moves away from academic literacies, as I have
mentioned several times by now. However, I note that Geisler also is concerned about
the connections between what she calls indigenous cultures and academic literacy and the
passage of expertise between generations, two interests that have close parallels with my
own work. Heritage literacy, however, offers very different information than Geisler’s
work. My work is not necessarily concerned with experts and novices, rather it is on the
decision making process that each generation must go through in adopting, adapting, or
alienating from literacies and technologies passed to them from their predecessors.
Further, heritage literacy specifically looks at home language and literacy use, not on
how home language and literacy is important to or changes academic literacy as Geisler’s
study does.

Another difference between Geisler’s work an my own is the ways we are
conceptualizing multimodality. Geisler writes,

I see my study of academic literacy and the nature of expertise as

multimodal, first, with respect to design and data acquisition.... Also with

respect to the analytic activities used once the data were collected... and I
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have deliberately tried to address my arguments to more than one

academic community (241-242)
Geisler’s interpretation of multimodality is in the kinds of data she collects, the ways she
analyzes that data, and her audience(s). In contrast, heritage literacy focuses on the
multiple modes of composing and meaning making. As Kress and Jewitt call it,
“multimodal literacy” is the emphasis of my work. Multimodality, in this way, is more
than just differences in the kinds of data collected or one’s audience. It is more about the
form of language and meaning making and how those forms manifest in various ways
across time.

Paul Prior’s work Writing/Disciplinarity presents a series of case studies

regarding graduate student writing. Prior adds to the existing academic literacy research
in that he studies a group of people not previously studied: graduate students, and
compares their experiences and literacies with similar undergraduate studies like those
discussed here. Prior’s research explores “the complex intersections of writing, response,
classroom discourse, and disciplinary enculturation that arise as texts are imagined,
produced, read, and deployed within graduate programs in the academy” (3)

Obviously heritage literacy does not concern itself with graduate literacy, per se.
However, because my study traces four generations of my family, and I have been a
graduate student, there are connections between Prior’s work and my own. What
heritage literacy offers to Prior’s existing work is an expanded context for the literacies
that graduate students use. For example, I do not write and read in a vacuum, and the
context and ideologies behind my literacy do not all come from other academic settings.

Rather the academic literacy that I used as a graduate student has a long history of
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changes, adoptions, adaptations, and alienations from various technologies and literacies
that have been passed to me from my grandmothers, mother, and even across the same
generation from my siblings.

In sum, what heritage literacy is offering to the field of Composition and Rhetoric
is a deeper understanding of the contexts in which literacy practices exist. Instead of
literacy being an individual endeavor, I suggest that literacy exists within time and among
many generations, practices, and technologies. Heritage literacy gives a sense of
interconnectivity of practices and technologies between generations of families and
communities. I offer, in other words, a sense of depth to literacy knowledge that has not

been previously addressed.

HERITAGE LITERACY IN SMALLTOWN

In this dissertation, then, I seek to show some specific examples of heritage
literacy behaviors that I have observed while collecting ethnographic data from my own
community at large, which I call “Smalltown,” and specifically within four generation of
my own family. Heritage literacy asks that we learn from past generations and
reconceive of literacy practices outside of the written page and multimodality outside of
digital technologies. McLaren and Lankshear write about the need for a critical literacy
which must “be able to identify the characteristics of an individual’s ‘ethno-methods’ —
the routine actions, unconsciousness knowledge, and cultural memory from which
community members draw in order to engage in a politics of daily living” (405). Because
heritage literacy is multimodal, it focuses on this intellectual inheritance as the very

foundation upon which other literacy practices are built, and my data specifically
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addresses the intellectual inheritance of a particular family with Amish heritage and the
surrounding Amish-Mennonite community to provide evidence of my central claims
about multimodal heritage literacy.

As part of an autoethnography, a methodology I’ll discuss in detail in chapter two,
I have collected in-depth interview data with four of the five living generations of my
family: my great-grandmother (Cora, 91), my grandmother (Edna, 70), my mother (Lucy,
48), and my sister (Merry, 24). In addition, I collected data during the summer of 2005
from community members in my home area who have Amish lineage or are currently
Amish. This broad data collection revealed four patterns behavior that exemplify
heritage literacy: faith, work, coming of age, and gathering and communing. The data
collected from my family members will serve to more fully illustrate how these
community-based patterns manifest themselves over four generations of one particular
Midwestern family.

Chapter three emphasizes the heritage literacy practice of faith. My focus within
this chapter is on what I will call in this chapter “acting out one’s faith.” In other words,
faith as a literacy practice gets at the heart of how Christian faith moves beyond mere
religious practice to dictate all secular activity. The literacy artifacts that I will be
focusing my analysis upon in this chapter are instances where participants quote the Bible
and biblical scriptures. I offer an explanation of the faith practices within this community
and an explanation of why faith so deeply impacts who we are and what we do.
Specifically I articulate how there are “synergies” between faith as a belief system and

faith as a practice, specifically a literacy practice. I describe how and why faith can be a
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literacy practice by showing its multimodal qualities that move literacy “off the page” if
you will.

Chapter four concerns itself with an exploration of the heritage literacy practice of
work. Work within my community refers to specific actions done to complete a task as
well as the concept of “work ethic” or the attitudes and beliefs that dictate how one
performs daily tasks. In Smalltown, we do not just socialize at a given “get together.”
We work and talk, work and laugh, work and worship. Specifically I look at recipes as
artifacts which are produced within work literacy events such as cleaning, canning,
gardening, building, and cooking. This part of the study shows how the Amish do not
use recipes as neutral instructions or simply to guide cooking; rather recipes indicate
adaptive uses of technologies for meaning making. Meanings are encoded into recipes
that articulate the adaptations between (cooking) technologies and users (cooks) which
then work together to create the environment in which they are used.

Chapter five offers an analysis of the heritage literacy practice of coming of age,
or the significant and timely events that occur in this community which enable group
cohesion and are marked by particular literacy artifacts. Specifically, I look at heritage
literacy artifacts that center on the interrelated events of “running around,” the decision
whether to join the Amish church, adult baptism, and shunning. While these events are
significant only to my Amish participants and to the oldest generations of my own
family, the concept of coming of age is a common theme throughout my data. Also,
these events rely on multimodal literacy tools for meaning making. I have selected these
events because they so aptly exhibit the use the cooperation required for group cohesion

and the ways that literacies are passed between generations of a community.
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Finally, chapter six concerns the heritage literacy practice of gathering and
communing. Within my family and within my community, the concept of gathering
together to share a meal, to talk or visit, or to worship binds us together as a community
and fosters reading and writing collaboration. I have selected quilting and quilts as
events and artifacts to explore further the ways that the community gathers and
communes in collaborative literacy. Specifically I select these events and artifacts
because they offer means of explaining what I call explicit literacy characteristics and
implicit literacy characteristics or the external, obvious or physical characteristics of an

artifact and the implied, internal, or subtle meanings they have in a given community.
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CHAPTER TWO: METHODOLOGY: AUTOETHNOGRAPHY

INTRODUCTION

I decided to study the concept of heritage literacy before I began my doctoral
coursework. I became interested ethnography as a methodology at first because the
research that interested me the most was ethnogréphic. Studies of how communities
understand literacy, how they select which literacies to use in a given situation, and
which literacies they reject fascinated me. Names like Brandt, Street, and Heath fed a
need I had to understand how culture and values played out in the ways a community
reads and writes. It was, then, a somewhat logical decision to pursue ethnographic
research for my dissertation. I had the models in front of me, I was committed to doing
the same kinds of research and work, and my subject matter seemed to fit well within an
ethnographic framework.

Choosing to do an guroethnography was a much more complicated decision; the
issues, conflicts, and emotionally subjectivity of this methodology are, therefore, the
empbhasis of this chapter. In Gere’s work “Kitchen Tables and Rented Rooms,” she refers
to the extracurriculum of composition where writing development occurs outside formal
education. [ was struck by the concept of literacy learned at a kitchen table, the images
of home and family in contrast to images of academics, and understanding how my home,
values, and literacy knowledge have at times been at odds with the expectations of the
academic world. I realized that literacy is always personal. I also realized that I was
greatly interested in the values, home, and literacy knowledge learned at my own kitchen

table. Finally, I realized that there was a wealth of knowledge, wisdom, lore, and

39



tradition about home, values, and kitchen-table-literacy that had already been poured into
me by my mother, grandmother, and great grandmother. If I was to delve into heritage as
a type of literacy practice and study the ways that people pass on an intellectual
inheritance, I could not do it without them.

I chose to ask my family to participate in my research because they offered a
unique means of examining literacy knowledge across time. In spite of my reservations
about exposing my family to the research world, their knowledge, wisdom, and unique
attributes offered such richness that I found myself considering it. I knew of no other
family with five living generations. I knew of no other multi-generational family whose
roots were Amish and who had a daughter pursuing a doctorate. And as multimodality
and digital media started to impact my thinking about heritage literacy, I realized that I
knew no other family with five generations of progressively technologically savvy
women.

So I asked. And they agreed. And as I began to interview them and learn as
much about their lives and literacies as I did my own, I had another realization. The
other unique attribute of my family was that they were willing and able to talk with me.
This research offered a way to reconnect, to acknowledge where I come from and who |
come from. It also offered a way for my family to understand me.

My family has a connection, however distant, to the Amish of northern Indiana.
My great grandmother on my mother’s side was raised and married Amish and then left
the church sometime thereafter. My great grandmother, who I know as Grandma Great,
presently lives in an assisted living facility in her own apartment. She has a shiny, red

metallic walker, which my sister and I tease her about racing around in, to get to the
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dining hall or to the quilt room where she spends a great deal of time hand quilting.
Many of her neighbors in the facility were raised Amish and chose not to join the church
or are Mennonite. Some still speak Pennsylvania Dutch (hereafter “Dutch”), the
language of the Amish, to one another. I’ve heard my great grandmother settle in and
chat in Dutch many times with such people. My great grandmother still has several
siblings alive, one of which is still Amish. Other nieces, nephews, and relatives are also
still Amish.

My decision to collect data from members of the Amish community surrounding
my home town stemmed initially from a curiosity about my heritage and an interest in
understanding more about my great grandmother. Because my research emphasizes the
passage of literacy knowledge between generations, I wanted to know what lay beyond
the answers my great grandmother offered to my questions. I also recognized that by
showing multimodal literacy practices among the Amish as well as among my own
family’s practices, I offered a stronger argument for multimodality outside of digital
technologies. And ultima{tely, with their help, this research offered a means of
understanding how literacy is learned at kitchen tables across generations, how
multimodality extends far beyond the scope of digital technologies, and how generations
of people adopt, adapt or alienate themselves from tools of literacy to the field of
Composition and literacy studies.

This chapter sets out to describe autoethnography as a methodology and the ways
that my data collections connect and complicate it. I first trace the history of ethnography
and explain how autoethnography came to exist within the sociocultural and

anthropological research fields. Next I explore, through my data selection process, the
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concept of difference as distance; autoethnography, particularly in this study which
includes my immediate family members, contests the hallmark of ethnographic research
requiring physical distance between a researcher and a studied community. The following
section treats a similar issue: difference as othering, or the tendency to be separate than
one’s research participants. Again, autoethnography, particularly mine, offers an
alternative understanding of that difference. Finally, I discuss self reflexivity and the
ways | mitigated my position when I collected data within my own community and
family.

WHAT IS AUTOETHNOGRAPHY?

Let me start by outlining the specifics of autoethnography and where it fits into
various disciplines. I begin with a metaphor from Wolcott, an anthropologist whose
work focuses on cultural acquisition, education, and ethnography, to show how the field
of anthropology regards the changes and growths within ethnography. Ethnography as a
research genre has “endless variations [which are] extending outward like ripples on a
pond, the close-in ones more clearly evincing the impact of traditional ethnography,
others ‘far-out’ both literally and figuratively that offer little evidence of the direct impact
of ethnography but are discernible as qualitative/descriptive research nonetheless” (52).
From this anthropologist’s standpoint, ethnography’s variations move more and more
away from its foundation to become less and less like “real” ethnography.

There is a sense among ethnographers in the discipline of anthropology that this
“analogy to ripples on a pond helps to convey the idea of taking studies to be more or less
ethnographic” (Wolcott 52). Creswell, who specializes in research methods and design,

qualitative inquiry, and mixed methods research, writes that there has been a growing trend
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toward “a distinct lack of orthodoxy in ethnography as a general approach to the
description and interpretation of a cultural or social group...” (5§9). Within the field of
anthropology, autoethnography is seen as a dilution of true ethnography and a deviation
from many of the basic tenets of the research genre.

Both ethnography and autoethnography examine the routine, daily lives of people
through data collections, interviews, and participant observation (Creswell; Fetterman).
Ethnographers of any sort examine and record a group’s observable and learned patterns
of behavior, customs, and ways of life (Harris; Creswell) in order to “demonstrate the
basic humanity of their people to an audience of readers living outside of the particular
communities under scrutiny” (Deck 239). Ethnographic writing is noted for “thick
description” (Geertz).

Autoethnography, more specifically, focuses on self-narrative that places the self
within a social context (Reed-Danahay). According to Denzin (1997), autoethnography
involves turning that “ethnographic gaze inward on the self (auto), while maintaining the

299

outward gaze... and looking at the larger context where self experiences occur’ (quoted
in Olson 6). In other words, as I interview my participants about their literacy practices, I
am at the same time examining my own.

Autoethnography’s attention to integrating researcher with participants and
context has interesting implications, given that my study emphasizes how literacy
knowledge is created in context and then passed between generations. In addition, the
constant attention that an autoethnographer must show to her participants is reflective of

the ways that heritage literacy practices are adopted, adapted or alienated. The changing

needs of participants require altering how a researcher relates to them. In the same way,
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changing technologies and literacies require that a person reconsider how to adopt or
adapt, or whether to alienate herself from them.

Autoethnography explores “intersections of genre and voice, border crossing,
multiple identities, dual consciousness, and selfhood, within the changing field of
anthropology” (Burdell and Swadener 22). I view these intersections as a way to make
the research process more humane toward participants and make the researcher more
transparent and vulnerable toward those she is working with. In my case, this meant that
I had to offer to my family and my community members something of myself at the same
time that I asked them for information. For example, in talking with my Amish
participants, I identified myself as a Christian, as a woman who grew up within this area,
and as someone who still is close to family in the area. But then I also identified myself
as an academic, researcher, and “book writer.” In other words, I tried to show myself as
multiple. As Donna Haraway puts it, the idea of multiple identities that autoethnography
emphasizes has been influenced by feminism and

[fleminism loves another science: the sciences and politics of

interpretation, translation, stuttering, and the partly understood. Feminism

is about the sciences of the multiple subject with (at least) double vision.

Feminism is about a critical vision consequent upon a critical positioning

in in-homogeneous gendered social space” (192).

All people are multiple, and any situation can be understood only partially. In general,
autoethnography embraces this reality with forward facing honesty because the

researcher openly acknowledges how she is situated within the research environment.
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Ironically, arguments against autoethnography within traditional ethnography
focus on the fact that autoethnography lacks distance between researcher and participant
and the researcher is not “different enough” to be objective in her study. The following
sections further elaborate this and other conflicts within ethnography and show how
autoethnography situates itself within these conflicts and vis-a-vis traditional
ethnography.

DATA COLLECTION: DIFFERENCE AS DISTANCE

Traditional ethnography relies heavily on the assumption that to do objective and
valid research one must be culturally, personally, and even physically “different” than
those being studied. ‘’Difference,” writes Bradd Shore (1996:379), [an anthropologist
whose work links multi-culturalism to cognitive psychology], ¢ is at the heart of all
anthropology.’ .... Standard categories help the ethnographer by flagging particular
arenas of behavior for observation, but it is difference itself to which ethnographers
attend” (Wolcott 132). This difference, first, could be categorized simply as being in an
unfamiliar place while doing research or, simply, “distance.” Traveling, usually abroad,
was the “fieldwork antidote to the armchair anthropology” of a previous era (Wolcott 28).
In studying another culture, what is important, according to traditional ethnographic
research, are “points at which something stands out, something changes or appears
discernibly different” (Wolcott 133). Proponents of long-established ethnographic
research prefer, indeed assume, that a researcher will travel some distance to conduct
research in order to get a “real” sense of dominant ideas, values, and patterns of behavior
(Fetterman 27). Indeed, Geertz (1995: 102), who is known for introducing a more

metaphorical and literary style to the discipline of anthropology, notes that “where [has
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been] ‘a much more important question, actually, than what we would do... when we got
there’ (Wolcott 24). Finally, Wolcott points out that “it is essential to recognize not
only the importance of place in the evolution of ethnography but to recognize as well that
until recently it did not matter where the place was as long as it was dramatically
different from one’s own” (24, his emphasis).

Chris Eipper, whose work offers a cross-disciplinary approach to social inquiry
that is anthropological and sociological, considers this traditional focus on distance from
the familiar as an act of humility by the researcher. Researchers who study within
radically different cultures “are forced to reassess the relevance and reliability of much of
their theoretical and technical equipment,” and he notes that any “attempt to do justice to
[the people group] is ... overwhelmingly difficult” (314). He also notes that it is for this
very reason that “anthropologists have always been dubious about students doing
fieldwork ‘at home.’... [S]tudents studying their own culture(s) are less liable to have
their epistemological certainties experientially challenged than their peers who venture
further afield” (314-15). Essentially, he posits that if a researcher studies her own
community, it is not different enough to provide the “arduous unlearning and relearning
that coping with alien lifeways inevitably entails” (315). Similarly, Creswell notes that
when selecting a group for research, “strangers” are preferable, “if one can gain access”
(Creswell 114).

In autoethnography researchers do not necessarily travel a great physical distance
to conduct research; they may conduct research in their own communities and in
communities with which they are familiar. According to traditional ethnographic tenets,

this lack of physical, and epistemological, distance from the familiar puts
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autoethnographers at a disadvantage in their critical research framework and within the
field because autoethnographers cannot “objectively” interact with their research
participants. However, autoethnographers argue that distance need not be physical to
achieve both the clarity of critical research framework and the humility that comes from
being an outsider.

In spite of traditional ethnography’s argument about autoethnography’s lack of
distance, I argue that I have as much epistemological distance from my family as any
other researcher would have. I also believe that I have more than adequate distance from
my Amish participants as any other ethnographer in a foreign culture. Let me explain.

Truth be told, my family’s connection to the Amish is not an unusually strong
one, at least within the community in which I grew up. The numbers of Amish,
Mennonites and other Anabaptist Christian church derivatives is quite large, and many
people have more direct connections to Amish relatives that I do. I have an aunt, for
example, who has aunts, uncles and grandparents who are still living Amish and she still
attends their reunions. My grandmother, raised Amish until she was about eight, knows
some Dutch, but not a great deal. She once whispered a translation of some Amish
women’s amusing conversation about diapers to me when we were in Wal-Mart. My
mother knows no Dutch and used to complain when her mother, grandmother, and other
relatives would talk Dutch and she couldn’t understand them. My sister and I know no
Dutch at all.

Yet I have more connection to the Amish than do most Americans and most
academics. I grew up among distant Amish relatives and friends. My sister-in-law’s

father taught in an Amish school. My brother worked for an Amish construction

47



company as both a builder and their driver. During college I worked with my father at a
small grocery store in the heart of the county with the largest population of Amish. I had
several Amish co-workers and well over 50% of my customers were Amish. I had
connections, but not so much that I can call any Amish district “my home community.”
Because of this, I would argue that my connection to the Amish is no more personal than
it would be had I traveled a great distance to research with them. They are within the
area I call my home community, but they are culturally and epistemologically distant.

I would also argue that I am epistemologically distant from my own family. My
community is a combination of blue-collar, farming, and general small town laborers.
Higher education is not a priority; in fact, the Amish are only educated formally through
the eighth grade, and the wider community greatly celebrates high school graduation as a
mark of adulthood. College, at least when I was growing up, did not enter into most
people’s minds. Or mine for that matter.

My parents did not attend college. In fact, but for a very few exceptions, college
was not a reality in my extended family either. I am, as it is called these days, a “first
generation scholar.” Unlike my siblings and most of my extended family, I left home and
got a BA. During that time I felt drawn in, intrigued, and finally called to the foreign
world of academics. And now I am finishing a doctorate. You might say I didn’t just go
to college. Ileft and didn’t come back.

I feel distant from my home community and my family after 10 years of higher
education. I have physically left the community, but even more so, I am distanced
because of my education and the experiences I have had in higher academics. In terms of

culture, knowledge, belief systems, and even patterns of speech, I am a foreigner when I
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go back home. My immediate family has kept up with my these changes and we are still
close, but in the terms of traditional ethnographic research, the sheer fact that I have the
knowledge of how to do an ethnography and the capability of doing one distances me as
much as if I had traveled a much farther distance and to a people I had never met.

It is for these reasons that I see my study as being caught somewhere between
more traditional ethnography and autoethnography as I research both my own family and
members of a culture that I am not a part of. What I mean is that by researching within
my own family, I research myself and my community. When I research among the
Amish, I research a community of people that I have access to but am culturally, socially,
and in some ways religiously distinct from; therefore I adhere to traditional ethnography
as well.

I note that my research among my family is even more problematic than “regular”
autoethnography because I am closer to them than even to my “home community.” I was
really conflicted about doing this study because I felt that it would be putting my family
on display. I hated the thought that I might somehow take advantage of their trust in me
in order to advance my career. And if I am honest with myself, I was hesitant to put
myself on display as well; for an autoethnographic study of one’s own family must
necessarily include one’s own self. This study delves into my heritage, my family life,
my personal history, and my faith in ways that leave me feeling exposed to personal
attack from the academic world.

I also hesitated to include the Amish in my study because 1 was nervous about
approaching them for interviews, uncertain of their willingness to participate, and fearful

of taking advantage of my connection to them. The areas surrounding my home town
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have a tourist draw because of the Amish, and tourism here, like most places, offers a
very different picture of the Amish than is true. The thought that I might somehow add to
false notions of their culture and belief systems was sobering.

But again, the idea of heritage literacy, the fact that my family was so unusual as a
research site, the reality that Amish in my area had such a wealth of knowledge and
wisdom, and the fact that I have been raised to offer hospitality and give of myself
compelled me to take the risk. Iread other ethnographies (Cushman, Fishman, Heath)
and autoethnographies (Lindquist, Ellis) enough to know that it is possible to do
ethnographic work in an honorable, ethical, and rigorous manner.

L Participant Selection

The study takes place in what I will call “Smalltown.” I grew up in northern
Indiana, where the eastern counties have the third largest population of Amish in the
United States, after Holmes County, Ohio and Lancaster County, Pennsylvania. The area
is still strongly rural, and one can see the seasons change by the way fields of corn look
as much by temperature or precipitation. In late fall and winter the fields are a stubble of
corn stalks left to break down and fuel the next season’s crop. Spring’s fields are dark
furrows of dirt, and summer country roads are often clogged with tractors or wet with
irrigation water as the corn grows high and green.

Amish and non-Amish (“English”)® homes neighbor one another along county
lanes, and towns like Smalltown are where people come for groceries, school, and to a

lesser extent, entertainment. Smalltown has a population of less than 7,000. I grew up in

% The term “English” is used by Amish and other community members to refer to anyone who is not
Amish, much like anyone who is not Jewish is a Gentile. In this way, “English” people within this
community may have no ties to England.
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the same county as Smalltown, in a neighboring town of 25,000”. More Amish live
around Smalltown than do around the larger town where I grew up, so I opted to center
my research on the Smalltown community when finding Amish participants.

I knew that I would need to extensively triangulate my data, perhaps more so than
most, because I was interviewing my own family. I needed extensive data to analyze,
and I needed to be able to consider it from multiple perspectives. I wanted to be sure that
a literacy mode I observed in one family was indeed taking place in other families and
among the community. In order to ensure that I had depth in my data, information that
could lend me a different perspective in looking at my own family, and a framework in
which to understand how and why they answered as they did, I opted to include several
different “types” of participants. I included in my data collections “key participants” or
members of my immediate family, literacy artifacts such as recipes, implements used in
adult baptism, quilts, and biblical scriptures as they were used in a variety of contexts,
and “community participants” who were either Amish or who had left the Amish church
(English). Again, to make my data set richer, some community participants know my
parents or grandmothers, and other participants had no connection to my family at all
other than the fact that they live in the same area. I will explain the details of all this data
in the following paragraphs.

I call members of my family “key participants” because they were my main
source of inspiration in thinking about heritage literacy. I interviewed them multiple
times and when writing this text I consulted with them and collaborated in making this
text as accurate and respectful of all participants as possible. Included in this group are

Cora, my great grandmother (92), Edna, my grandmother (70), Lucy, my mother (49),

7 Populations are rounded numbers from the 2004 census.
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and Merry, my sister (24). These women are four of the five living generations in my
family. The fifth generation, my brother’s children, was too young to take part in the
study and I was unwilling to risk their exposure.

In total, I interviewed my great grandmother, Cora, ten times, my grandmother,
Edna, five times, my mother, Lucy, five times, and my sister, Merry, three times. These
recordings totaled more than 26 hours of audio recorded interviews. I also collected a
number of literacy artifacts. I’d like to highlight just a few of the more unique bits of
data that is in this body of information. One tape recording is a nearly three hour group
conversation including me, my sister, my grandmother, and my great grandmother. I tape
recorded my great grandmother, Cora, teaching me to make pie. She has been known for
her pies most of her life, and it was a joy to have her show me her methods, especially
when she said, “I do believe you are a pie maker.” I also taped a conversation with my
grandmother, Edna, as we went through boxes of memoirs that she has kept throughout
her life. In the box were all sorts of artifacts from the list of her wedding presents to
drawings and poems that my siblings and I made for her as children. Grandma also
allowed me to read the journal she has kept on and off throughout her life. Finally, my
great grandmother showed me more than 40 recipes inherited from her mother and
grandmother (my great-great grandmother and great-great-great grandmother), and gave
me an ancient tin can that her mother had used to make biscuits.

Interviews with my family members (key participants) were a simple matter of a
phone call to set a time and date. Usually the recorded interview data was coupled with
as much “off tape” conversation as there was on tape and the dialogue was more of an

informal conversation between friends than a formal interview. To an interview I would
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bring a set of questions that I wanted to discuss, and these questions helped steer the
conversation to interesting and productive information. Other than the group
conversation with my sister, my grandmother, and my great grandmother, interviews
were one-on-one. The consent form that my key participants signed is in Appendix A.

Some may wonder why I only included female family members in this study. My
reasoning is first that I have a connection with the women of my family that many of the
men do not understand. My siblings and I were raised as much by my great grandmother
and grandmother as by our own parents. Beyond the sheer amount of time we spent at
each of their homes, we are emotionally close to them as much as we are to our parents or
to each other. There are men I could have interviewed in my mother’s family, but they
lack an understanding of the depth of our connection, the ways that we share our
experiences, and the passage of information between us. The only exception to this rule
is my brother who has been blessed with a sensitive spirit and a desire to understand his
roots in the same way as my sister and I. He contributed to this study in that he read
drafts of chapters to verify accuracy in how I represented both the Amish, our family, and
our faith.

I selected community participants based on a few criteria. First, they needed to
live in the same area as my family: that of Smalltown, Indiana. Secondly, they needed to
have connection to the Amish culture or be Amish presently. Community participants fit
into one of two categories: either they were practicing Amish or they grew up Amish and
opted not to join the Amish church and are now English. I interviewed 15 Amish

community members, and four English community members with Amish heritage. The
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following table shows the pseudonyms, cultural affiliation (category), interview date, and

interview duration:

Table: Pseudonyms and Interview Times

Pseudonyms Category Interview Date Interview Duration
Deborah Amish 7/12/2005 27 minutes
Naomi Amish 7/12/2005 21 minutes
Rachel Amish 7/12/2005 29 minutes
Sarah and Amos English 7/12/2005 1 hour, 17 minutes
Martha Amish 7/13/2005 15 minutes
Ruth Amish 7/13/2005 35 minutes
Rebecca Amish 7/15/2005 1 hour, 16 minutes
Leah Amish 752005 27 minutes
Annie English (Mennonite) | 55505 12 minutes
Dorothy Amish 7/6/2005 33 minutes
Ida and Solomon Amish 7/6/2005 31 minutes
Jane Amish 7/6/2005 18 minutes
Marie Amish 7/19/2005 24 minutes
Miriam English 7/19/2005 1 hour, 45 minutes
Bethany Amish 7/18/2005 16 minutes
Mary Amish 712012005 22 minutes
Emma English 712712005 55 minutes

My interviews with English participants were considerably longer than the

conversations with Amish participants. The English participants, though, were people
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with whom | was familiar, though distantly, or they knew my family members. Also,
these participants had been through a similar experience to my great grandmother’s
choice to leave the Amish church, so we had much to talk about in terms of our
experiences. I also think that my interviews of Amish participants were shorter because I
was interrupting their day, and I was a stranger.

I made contact with community participants in several ways. First, I based my
search on suggestions from my family members. Their recommendations led me to both
Amish and English participants. Second, to generate more data for triangulation, I opted
to find participants that were in no way connected to my key participants except that they
lived in the same area. Because I am familiar with the area, each day I drove in a
different direction away from Smalltown in order to find participants that represented the
full community surrounding the town.

As I was driving, I could identify some Amish homes to stop at and ask for
interviews, but other homes I could not distinguish as Amish or English. Homes that are
built by Amish for Amish use are easy to spot, but not all Amish live in such homes.
Some families live in rented or purchased homes that once were English. I visited the
homes I could easily identify as Amish. These homes are painted crisply white without
trim of any kind or shutters around the windows. A vegetaib]e garden is usually visible
from the road, there is often a buggy parked in the drive, and horses are in the
neighboring pasture. No power lines, phone lines, or exterior electricity meters are
connected to Amish homes. It also helped to see a few Amish children playing in the

yard.
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If I identified a home as being Amish, I would drive up, park my car, and knock
on their door. If a child answered the door, I asked for her parents. I had a scripted
explanation of who I was and what I wanted:

Hello, my name is Suzy Rumsey and I’m writing a book about families.

I’m driving around the area interviewing Amish families to find out how

they pass on information between generations. I am interested in how we

teach our children and what we learned from our grandparents. My folks

live over in Smalltown, and they are part of my study too. Would you be

interested in talking with me about your family?

If the adult or family agreed to be interviewed, they’d invite me into their home, usually
they offered me a drink or food, and they’d sit me at the kitchen table. It was after I was
invited in that I more fully explained the nature of the “book” I was writing as a PhD
dissertation that I hoped to publish later. I also more fully explained what the study is
and hopes to do. If they still were open to chatting with me, I asked them to sign a
consent form, a copy of which is found in Appendix A.

I stopped at more than 30 homes in the areas surrounding Smalltown, but over
half of the people I asked to interview turned me down. Some were polite, some were
wary, and some were just “too busy” to sit and talk during summer gardening and harvest
time. Knocking on strangers’ doors in order to impose on them was difficult for me to
do, and being turned down was extremely discouraging and often embarrassing. But
each day that I set out to interview people, I found a few who were open to talking and

interested in the project and in me and my family as well.
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II. Description of the Area

The area surrounding Smalltown and the town itself are the setting for my study.
As I noted earlier, Smalltown has a population just less than 7000. According to several
real estate websites and the 2000 census, nearly 2,500 Old Order Amish live in the town
limits or near Smalltown. According to the Mennonite Historical Society of Canada,
Smalltown and the town I grew up in have a total of abbut 4000 Amish. These two towns
are a part of the Northern Indiana community of Amish, which comprises one of the three
largest communities in the United States.

The population of Amish surrounding Smalltown is Old Order. This means that
they adhere to the teachings of Jacob Ammon, the Protestant Christian originator of the
Amish movement, as origihally conceived in 1693. Old Order Amish maintain a lifestyle
similar to that of the early 19" century (in varying degrees) because this is their
interpretation of Jesus’ instruction to “be in the world but not of the world” (John 15:19;
John 17:16)%. They dress in solid colored, dark clothing; women wear calf-length, plain
dresses and aprons, men wear dark pants, suspenders, and light colored shirts. Women
always keep their heads covered by either a white covering, a white kerchief, or, when in
public, a black bonnet over their covering. Their clothing is usually sewn at home on a
treadle sewing machine. The Amish also choose not to use modern conveniences such as
electricity and automobiles. Finally, Amish speak a peculiar German dialect known as

Pennsylvania Dutch or Pennsylvania German, which I have been calling “Dutch” to this

point.

¥ All Biblical scripture references are taken from the New American Standard Bible. This version is known
among biblical scholars as a very accurate and literal translation of the original Hebrew and Greek biblical
texts.
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It is important for me to note here that each of the Amish individuals and families
who I spoke with were different from all others in a variety of ways. The Amish in my
study are not a homogenous group, rather they are diverse in their personalities and to
some extent their beliefs. Of the 15 Amish participants, probably 15 different districts
were represented, meaning that these people offered 15 different perspectives on what it
means to be Amish in northern Indiana because they are directed in different ways about
how to live Amish.

Amish communities do not operate like a convent and are not cloistered apart
from English neighbors, something I will explain more in the following section. In any
Amish district there might be 20 or so families represented, many of whom are related. A
district is overseen by a bishop, two ministers, and a deacon, all men appointed by casting
lots. The bishop dictates how strict his district will adhere to traditional living patterns,
what technologies and “conveniences” will be allowed and what will not, and even how
people will educate their children.

Behavior patterns and adoption of technologies depended heavily on who the
bishop of a district was. Some participants dressed in the darkest colors; others dressed
in lighter colors. Some women had only a kerchief covering their hair as they worked in
their garden, while others were pinned and bonneted and starched. Most participants had
no cars, no electricity, and no phones; but this was not as steadfast a rule as outsiders
might think. Many Amish have cell phones related to their business, gas powered
vacuum cleaners, and generators to run freezers in their barns. One participant’s parents
were members of an Amish church in Florida that even allowed electricity but no cars or

phones. They even had a computer.

58



My point here is not to paint any Amish participant in a negative light to other
Amish or to outsiders. The diversity among the Amish is a known fact to my
participants. Amish couple, Ida and Solomon, even stated that they think the Amish in
general are getting “too worldly” with too many conveniences and special things like
family vacations. In other words, these people, like any group of people, have a variety
of interpretations on what it means to be Amish and what it means to live the lifestyle.

In my data collections, I observed that more Amish live south of Smalltown than
live directly west or north. However, north of town there was a large community of Old
Order Mennonite, a conservative Christian group with similar religious beliefs to the
Amish but which allows “modern conveniences,” which makes sense given that a larger
city is some 20 miles north. Hence, the further away from this “metropolis” the more
Amish lived.

DATA ANALYSIS: DIFFERENCE AS OTHERING

Another way that difference impacted my data collections and this study focuses
on the fact that an autoethnography uses multiple perspectives and an ethnographic
researcher is contextualized within the study. Within ethnography, two perspectives have
been named: the emic and the etic perspective. “The labels ‘emic’ and ‘etic’ were derived
from technical terms that serve as guides to their origin and pronunciation: phonemic and
phonetic” (Wolcott 136). The emic perspective is the insider’s or “native’s perspective,”
and as Fetterman puts it “is at the heart of most ethnographic research” (30), while the
etic perspective is that of the social scientific or “external” view of reality (Fetterman 32).
The usefulness of these terms is in the ways that they keep in mind the two “worlds” that

any ethnographer is part of. On the one hand, an ethnographer needs to pay attention to
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emic perspectives that are important within a particular community; on the other hand she
must pay attention to etic perspectives in the field and academic readers of ethnographic
studies.

Like any ethnographer, I have had to make tough decisions about what to include
and what to exclude from my writing. However, because this is an autoethnography, |
have had to make those decisions about what to include of my own family members and
myself as well as for my community participants. I do have a responsibility to the
academic community to be detailed in my descriptions, be systematic in my analysis, and
to ground my work in existing research. I would not be an academic if I didn’t have a
certain amount of curiosity and a desire to share my findings with my colleagues.
However, I believe that my most important responsibility in this study is to my family
and to my participants. Above any desire I might have to succeed as an academic or
publish this text, I want first to be respectful, accurate, and careful in how I represent
those who have generously allowed me into their lives.

The decisions over what to include and what to exclude have not always been
black and white. I have grappled with the level of description needed for clarity in my
argument versus an overly nostalgic or overly critical sounding portrayal. I want to be
accurate, but I also want to be careful and respectful. The other difficulty in deciding
what to include and what not was in respect for my family and their history. My great
grandmother readily talked for hours about her experiences growing up and marrying
Amish. The same topic caused my grandmother to become silent and put up walls. The
transition from Amish to English was not an easy one and to dwell on it or offer details

about the events surrounding it would cause pain and embarrassment. Similarly, while I
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could easily discuss the use of computers, academe, and even rhetorical theory with my
mother and sister, I rarely broached these topics with my grandmothers. I never want
them to feel I look down on them because I have more formal education, so I avoided
talking overly much about my life as an academic.

I’ve found that my mother and sister have been invaluable in their collaboration
with me over these points. We passed drafts back and forth and discuss my descriptions
of them and my other participants. They have been invaluable in their critique and
reading of my work, particularly in how I represent them and my other participants.
Their reading ensured that I had multiple perspectives even in descriptions of people.

The benefit of autoethnography, it seems, is the capability of allowing one’s self
to be part of the study. My collaboration between my mother, sister, and I grays the
seeming separation between the etic and emic perspectives. I am both outsider and
insider, and by collaborating and then expressing my conflicts with my participants,
together we are all able to be outsiders and insiders together.

L. Othering

In a discussion of the emic and etic perspectives, one issue that ethnographers
must address is the concept of othering. The oldest forms of ethnography were
documents of colonization. Eppin notes, however, that in “recent decades all the
emphasis has been upon Othering mechanisms, yet ethnography (however complacent
and prejudiced, however marked by unrecognised ethnocentrism), remains unsurpassed
as an anti-Othering epistemological device” (315, my emphasis). Rather than an act of
othering or an act of colonization, Eppin seems to stress that ethnography is the humbling

act of putting ourselves in someone else’s shoes in order to understand them better.
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While I think that ethnography certainly has the capacity to reduce the tendency
of researchers othering their participants, to say that it is an “anti-Othering
epistemological device” seems to be presumptuous. I do think, however, that
autoethnography, because it stressed the positionality of the researcher within the context
of her study, has an even stronger capacity to reduce othering. One of the reasons that |
sought my mother and sister’s counsel and collaboration is that I believe this is the best
way to avoid othering my participants. I also sent out portions of chapters to show my
community members how their interview data was being used. If I ask my participants
for their help in my work, the work becomes our work and is no longer the researcher
abstractly talking about “them.”

Autoethnography, specifically, offers a way to make ethnography a study less in
difference and more in adaptations to those differences because it emphasizes both the
community being researched and the ways that the researcher positions herself within the
research. Autoethnography lays bare the inner-conflicts researchers face when they see
supposed “differences” and how they react against both those differences and to the
knowledge of their own struggle. Lynn Domina, a poet who has written on the work of
Zora Neale Hurston, writes,

Because of the tendency of ethnography to exoticize its object of study, an

ethnographer practicing autobiography would be forced to negotiate

between a disciplinary practice which can sometimes seem to construct
characters as odd or quaint and a simultaneous desire to represent herself

realistically rather than romantically; in this sense, autoethnography could
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be argued to be an oxymoronic term (Raynaud, “Rubbing” 38; Carby 75-

76) (198).

But it is this very oxymoron that compels autoethnographers to examine themselves and
their research practices through a critical lens of equality and respect for others.
Autoethnography seems to be balancing this oxymoron because, as Wolcott notes,
“[d]uring [the] long, slow, but apparently inevitable process of ‘coming home,’
ethnography lost its single most defining feature as the study of others, or at least of
others who differed dramatically from the ethnographer” (25). While Wolcott seems to
criticize this characteristic of aut<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>