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ndergraduate students confront digital archives virtually everywhere they 
turn, in the academy as well as their everyday lives. Most students frequent 
social networking sites, such as Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest. These sites 
archive students’ posts, tags, shares, tweets, and pins in ever-shifting ways, 

whether or not students understand such online activity as implicated in the “digital 
memory-making and personal archive building” theorized by media scholar Joanne 
Garde-Hansen (144). Moreover, in coursework, students face assignments calling 
for research that many will conduct online. In doing this research, students are likely 
to locate sources not only through “archival services like JSTOR, Project Muse, and 
Science Direct,” but also through Wikipedia, which scholar of writing studies James 
P. Purdy characterizes as “one of the world’s largest archives” (“Three” 32, 36).1 
Finally, just as students may unknowingly work with digital archives, instructors 
may unwittingly archive student work by requiring it be submitted to plagiarism 
detection databases that, as Purdy argues, are essentially digital archives of student 
writing (“Anxiety”). In short, and as many teacher-scholars well know, the archive is 
no longer a professional space solely for specialized scholarly research at protected 
sites; undergraduate students regularly engage with digital archives. 

 The ubiquity of digital archives in students’ lives is matched by a growing 
body of scholarship on how to more intentionally engage students in archives—both 
digital and traditional. Scholars who are invested in traditional brick-and-mortar 
archival research continue to explore best practices for training students to partici-
pate in and benefit from such research. In “Gifts of the Archive: A Pedagogy for 

College English, Volume 78, Number 1, September 2015

New Pedagogical Engagements with  
Archives: Student Inquiry and  
Composing in Digital Spaces

U

Pamela VanHaitsma

Pamela VanHaitsma , NCTE member since 2008, is an assistant professor of English at Old 
Dominion University. Her work has appeared in Rhetoric Society Quarterly and Journal of Basic Writing 
and, with Jessica Enoch, is forthcoming in the December, 2015 College Composition and Communication. 
Pamela is currently working on her book manuscript, a queer history of nineteenth-century rhetorical 
education and epistolary practices. 

h34-55-Sept15-CE.indd   34 7/28/15   1:07 PM

selson
Text Box
Copyright © 2015 by the National Council of Teachers of English. All rights reserved.




 New Pedagogical Engagements with Archives  35

Undergraduate Research,” for instance, rhetoric and composition historian Wendy 
Hayden draws on Susan Wells’s notion of the “‘gifts’ of the archives” in order to 
outline their distinctly pedagogical gifts for teaching “research skills” within and 
beyond undergraduate rhetoric courses. At the same time, scholars more interested 
in digital archives emphasize their unique affordances. Here Purdy, also building 
on Wells’s earlier account, identifies new “gifts”—“integration, customization, and 
accessibility”—that digital archives make possible in the classroom (“Three” 28). In 
terms of accessibility, for example, sites such as the Digital Archive of Literacy Nar-
ratives and even Wikipedia make “both getting to and creating archives . . . easier” 
(41).

Of course, mention of Wikipedia may raise eyebrows among seasoned archival 
scholars, who rightly question whether some of these sites and databases even count as 
archives. Indeed, what constitutes an archive in present-day digital contexts is widely 
debated within rhetoric, composition, and writing studies by archival professionals 
and scholars and across the digital humanities. On the one hand, the term “archive” 
may be understood in very broad ways, such that the Web becomes an archive. 
Along these lines, we may “view the Web itself as ‘the most important archive ever 
created’ (Miller and Bowdon 594) or ‘the largest document ever written’ stored in 
a digital archive (Gitelman 128)” (qtd. in Purdy, “Three” 27). On the other hand, 
an archive may be defined in equally narrow ways, with the term applying only to 
repositories of artifacts that are organized in keeping with provenance and original 
order and made available to the public for the purposes of research. Yet as archivist 
and archival studies scholar Michael Moss writes in “Opening Pandora’s Box: What 
Is an Archive in the Digital Environment?,” the narrowest definitions of archives 
are usually offered as a “defence of the archive against those who might wish either 
to appropriate its functions or . . . to substitute some other definition” (71).2 I wish 
neither to defend narrow conceptions of the archive, nor to advance any substitute 
definition. It is well beyond the scope of this essay to resolve complex definitional 
debates about archives that, as Moss shows, both precede and become more vexed 
with the advent of digital technologies. Instead, I seek to work between the above 
(and admittedly caricatured) extremes of broad and narrow definitions. As an ar-
chival researcher and historian of rhetoric, as well as a composition teacher, I am 
interested in both what are more traditionally understood as archival collections of 
materials from the past and how teacher-scholars engage undergraduates in digital 
archival practices that hold relevance for the students’ inquiry and composing in 
present-day spaces.

Motivated by these interests, my essay advances a pedagogical approach in which 
students simultaneously examine traditional archival materials from the past and cre-
ate new online archives of related materials from their lives. I set out this pedagogy 
first by exploring further the existing scholarship on teaching with archives from 
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across English studies. Here I identify and bring together two strands of scholarship 
that consider how traditional archival work encourages student inquiry, as well as 
how digital archiving technologies make such work more accessible and even en-
able the creation of archives. I then build on this scholarship in order to outline a 
new approach to pedagogical engagements with both traditional and digital archival 
practices. As I show through a close examination of student writing in response to 
a specific course assignment, the proposed approach enables the sort of inquiry and 
historical investigation encouraged by any archival research. Yet, because of how 
students examine traditional archival materials alongside online archives of materials 
they themselves have collected, this inquiry becomes relevant to students’ everyday 
lives and their composing practices within digital spaces. While there are many good 
reasons to engage students in traditional and digital archives, I argue for doing so in 
ways that serve not only the agendas of archival researchers and scholars of digital 
archives, but also the objectives of undergraduate courses, the interests of students 
taking them, and the demands of those digital spaces in which students compose. 

T e a c h e r - S c h o l a r S  o n  e n g a g i n g  a r c h i v e S  i n  T h e  c l a S S r o o m

In advocating this pedagogical approach, I join archival scholars in a well-established 
yet ever-evolving conversation about the pedagogical potentials of incorporating ar-
chival work in the classroom. Scholars who study the theory and practice of archives 
explore a wide range of possibilities for inviting students to engage with archival 
materials, collections, and spaces. This scholarly conversation is vital because, as 
feminist rhetoricians Jessica Enoch and Jordyn Jack urge in “Remembering Sappho: 
New Perspectives on Teaching (and Writing) Women’s Rhetorical History,” there is 
a need to constantly think anew about potentially productive relationships between 
pedagogical and archival practices (519). I, too, seek to think anew, to consider still 
more “new perspectives” on involving students in archival projects. In doing so, I 
bring together and advance two strands of the existing scholarly conversation: first, 
on how archival work enables student participation in scholarly inquiry; and, second, 
on how digital technologies afford even greater participation by allowing students 
to also build new online archives.

Archival work in the classroom holds potential first and foremost because it 
invites students to participate in scholarly inquiry.3 When students conduct archi-
val research, they of course learn archival research methods. This process is most 
beneficial, though, not because students will become professional archival scholars 
(most will not), but because primary archival work involves students in inquiry-driven 
research and writing. In “Training in the Archives: Archival Research as Professional 
Development,” for example, composition scholars Jonathan Buehl, Tamar Chute, 
and Anne Fields argue that training in archival methods benefits graduate students 
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across writing studies, regardless of whether these students later specialize in archi-
val research. The “practice with real archives” involved in such training encourages 
students not only “to conduct creative and provocative historical research,” but also 
to “think critically about methods, methodology, and scholarly argumentation” (274, 
279). Importantly, such scholarly inquiry is possible for graduate as well as under-
graduate students, as Hayden emphasizes in her work on the “gifts” of archives. In an 
archival project for an undergraduate rhetoric course, Hayden introduced students 
to the Hunter College Archives, where they conducted primary research and, after 
a period of ongoing inquiry and writing, developed  “a range of different types of 
papers from scholarly inquiries on what it means to study rhetoric or do archival 
work to recovery and analyses of particular texts” (410). One “gift” across this range 
of projects is that undergraduate students’ research and writing helped them to do 
the real work of scholarly inquiry, to “transform from thinking of themselves as stu-
dents to seeing their insights and their work have value to an academic field” (418). 

Digital archives make such scholarly inquiry more accessible to undergradu-
ate students. In keeping with Purdy’s discussion of accessibility as a “gift” of digital 
archives, humanities scholars argue that digital archives allow them to teach inquiry 
in a variety of forms, depending on their fields. In “Out of the Ivory Tower End-
lessly Rocking: Collaborating across Disciplines and Professions to Promote Student 
Learning in the Digital Archive,” Megan A. Norcia emphasizes collaboration across 
fields in order to support student participation in the digital archive project I Remain: 
A Digital Archive of Letters, Manuscripts, and Ephemera. Reflecting on engagement 
with this digital archive in an early-American studies course, Norcia explains that the 
digital “technology enable[d] students to find new meanings in old texts; offere[d] 
a model of scholarly intervention in ongoing critical discussions; . . . and cause[d] 
them ultimately to question how history is represented, framed, and processed in the 
present moment” (93). Work with the digital archive I Remain thus helped students 
engage in specifically historical and historiographic forms of scholarly inquiry.

Still other digital archives support research and writing in undergraduate litera-
ture courses. Joanne T. Diaz shows, for example, how digital archives may enable the 
teaching of textual studies and even close reading (see also Miller). In “The Digital 
Archive as a Tool for Close Reading in the Undergraduate Literature Course,” Diaz 
describes assignments in which students engaged with the Early English Books Online 
(EEBO) database in order to develop close readings of textual variations in early 
modern poems. Diaz asserts that this “examination of primary texts in digital archives 
challenges students to reconsider what a book is and how it functions as a series of 
editorial choices; it encourages them to make persuasive claims about the different 
contexts” (425). “[P]erhaps most important,” Diaz concludes, “it can actually get 
undergraduates—and teachers—to work toward a clearer and more effective defini-
tion of close reading” (425). Of course Diaz’s emphasis on close reading as a form 
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of inquiry is quite specific to her field and the English literature survey courses she 
teaches. Yet I highlight Diaz’s account for precisely this reason, because the pedagogi-
cal “gift” of accessibility to digital archives is likely to play out in varied but equally 
exciting ways within different fields and courses, with their different investments in 
textuality, historiography, and primary research. Because “[d]igital archives eliminate 
many temporal and spatial obstacles to archival research”—to accessing primary 
materials such as those available through EEBO and I Remain—these archives hold 
promise for a wide range of humanities courses and pedagogical objectives (Purdy, 
“Three” 40). While archival work enables student participation in scholarly inquiry, 
then, digital archives make this work more available to undergraduate students.

In addition to the above examinations of how archival work supports student 
inquiry, a second strand of scholarship highlights another affordance distinctive to 
digital archives: the possibility that students may not only study primary materials col-
lected in existing archives, but also use digital technologies to contribute to and even 
create new archives. This possibility is a feature across present-day digital contexts 
for composing, in which the lines between “users” and “producers” are blurred. As 
such, digital and new media scholars have variously understood these composers as 
“author-users,” “produsers,” and “prosumers” (Anderson; Bruns; Purdy, “When”; 
ctd. in Purdy, “Three”). Most relevant here is Daniel Anderson’s argument that, 
with the advent of new digital technologies and tools, it is not only “experts” but 
also “students” who may produce “digital texts.” Because “entry-level technologies 
allow students to produce multimodal texts without expert knowledge,” Anderson 
explains, students become “producers and consumers, or ‘prosumers’” (n. pag.). The 
implication of prosumer possibilities for archives, Purdy emphasizes, is that, “[i]n 
digital spaces, people can become both users and producers of archives” (“Three” 34). 

Most of the scholarship on this potential to produce digital archives focuses 
on the participation of and collaboration between professional scholars, archival 
specialists, and community stakeholders. In their introduction to the special issue 
of College English on digital historiography, Enoch and David Gold highlight such 
scholarly, professional, and community participation in “the work of building digital 
historiography projects ourselves,” as opposed to analyzing those digital archives 
already in existence (107–8). In the issue, Ellen Cushman’s contribution focuses on 
collaboration with the Cherokee Nation, and Jim Ridolfo’s on collaboration with 
the Samaritan community, in order to develop, create, and sustain digital archives.4 
But there is also room for undergraduate students to play a role in building archives.5

Consider, for instance, public historian Lauren Jae Gutterman’s discussion of 
student involvement in OutHistory, “a combination online encyclopedia, museum, 
and archive” that utilizes MediaWiki software to enable collaborative editing by 
users (97). Built into the site are multiple avenues for collaboration by diverse stake-
holders, who are invited “to write history themselves or to upload materials from 
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their personal collections” (102). The site “features both collaboratively created, 
continually evolving articles—like those on Wikipedia—and completed exhibits 
created by scholars, students, activists, and others” (97). In terms of student par-
ticipation, the site has featured “an undergraduate-created exhibit on queer youth 
activism since World War II” (99). Also writing on a Wikipedia project in “Archive 
2.0: What Composition Students and Academic Libraries Can Gain from Digital-
Collaborative Pedagogies,” composition scholar Matthew Vetter similarly indicates 
that undergraduate students may collaborate with university librarians and archivists 
to create online archival projects (see also Stephens and Thumma). In short, digital 
technologies for archival work make it possible for undergraduates to join in not 
only using but also building digital archives.

In hopes of cultivating this possibility further, my essay brings together the 
two strands of scholarship reviewed here—on using pedagogical engagements with 
traditional archives to prompt student inquiry and on inviting students to both use 
and build digital archives—in order to envision a pedagogical approach that pursues 
similar objectives through simultaneous engagement with both traditional and digital 
archives. I carry forward the scholarly investments in traditional archives as spaces 
for scholarly inquiry, as well as in digital archival practices as responsive to student 
composing in digital spaces. I build on these investments by advancing a pedagogical 
approach in which students examine traditional archival artifacts from the past and, 
at the same time, compose their own online archives of related present-day materials. 
In this way, I mean to advocate pedagogical engagements with archives that remain 
attentive to the past, but become relevant to the composing practices of students in 
our present-day prosumer culture. 

n e w  a r c h i v a l  a n d  P e d a g o g i c a l  e n g a g e m e n T S

I developed this pedagogical approach to engaging with archival materials and 
collections while teaching two first-year composition courses, one of them gender 
studies themed, at the University of Pittsburgh. Here, the first-year writing course is 
inquiry-based, in that a primary goal articulated on the staff syllabus is for students 
to “engage in writing as a . . . form of critical inquiry . . . to use writing as a way 
to explore and generate ideas as well as explain them . . . [and] to make productive 
use of uncertainty rather than come to hasty conclusions.” It was with this course 
goal in mind that I first created assignments asking students to engage in inquiry by 
examining traditional archival materials and composing new online archives. Such 
assignments hold potential for classroom inquiry into a variety of themes depend-
ing on the course in question—for example, having to do with education, work, 
linguistic diversity, technology, cultural movements, US history, globalization. The 
assignments considered here were used within composition courses that explored 
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another topic: language use in romantic relationships. This type of topic provides, 
in the words of composition scholars Jonathan Alexander and David Wallace, “op-
portunities to engage with students in challenging discussions about how the most 
seemingly personal parts of our lives are densely and intimately wrapped up in larger 
sociocultural and political narratives that organize desire and condition how we think 
of ourselves” (W302-3). In the archival assignment I designed, students investigated 
how gendered language practices for participating in romantic relationships have been 
conditioned by past and present-day instruction. The traditional archival materials 
students examined were nineteenth-century letter-writing manuals that taught the 
romantic letter genre. Then students developed their own online archive of the 
varied sources from which they learn twenty-first-century multimodal and digital 
rhetorics for romantic interactions and relations. 

Early in this assignment, I shared with students selections from two of the more 
popular letter-writing guides up to and at midcentury: The Fashionable American Letter 
Writer (1832) and Chesterfield’s Art of Letter-Writing Simplified (1857) (Johnson 189, 
n. 5). Nineteenth-century letter-writing manuals are widely studied by historians of 
writing and rhetoric instruction as well as cultural historians because, as literary critic 
and historian Elizabeth Hewitt notes, these books “offer a veritable how-to manual 
for depicting and enforcing appropriate social relations” (11).6 I assigned selections 
from The Fashionable American and Chesterfield’s not only because of their popularity 
and cultural significance, but also because the full text of both manuals is readily 
available to students through the digitized holdings of the University of Pittsburgh’s 
Nietz Collection of nineteenth-century textbooks (“Nietz”). The particular selections 
shared with students consisted of sections focused on romantic letter writing, such as 
Chesterfield’s “Love, Courtship, Marriage, Etc.,” which characteristically offers readers 
brief directions and consists primarily of model love letters (see Figure 1). Students 
examined such archival materials through small group work, in-class discussions, 
and online exchanges, initially focusing on the question of what the manuals seem 
to teach about language use within romantic relationships. 

After initiating this study of archival materials from the nineteenth century, 
I then asked students to collaboratively compose an online archive of twenty-
first-century manuals they identified as teaching them how to use language within 
romantic relationships. This part of the assignment was intentionally open ended. 
I emphasized students could choose manuals that focus on spoken, written, multi-
modal, and/or digital forms of rhetoric. Also, because the purpose was to archive the 
sources from which students actually learned romantic language use, the texts could 
be overtly pedagogical “manuals” or other texts that teach more implicitly. Students 
collectively assembled the class archive using the Blackboard Course Management 
System (CMS) they were already familiar with, so that the external layer of the online 
archive appeared as a list of materials by title (see Figure 2). As students uploaded 
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their individual contributions to the archive, they each wrote a short piece introduc-
ing that contribution to the rest of the class; these introductions then appeared once 
users of the archive clicked on the link to a particular title. In this way, students took 
advantage of what Purdy identifies as the “gift” of “integration,” in that research 
and writing are integrated as those who contribute to digital archives “annotate and 
describe the items they are submitting” (“Three” 37). Of course, in understanding 
the students’ online collections as “archives,” I am working from what I previously 
characterized as a relatively broad definition of the term. It is also important to note 
that, while there is considerable variety across different types of digital archives, those 
under discussion here were relatively simple and small in scale; the archives existed 
online, but were created by students to facilitate research within immediate course 
contexts, and were not made public outside of those courses (though all students 
named herein did grant written permission for me to publish about their composing). 

Figure 1: Opening to section from Chesterfield’s Art of Letter-Writing Simplified (1857). Courtesy of  

University of Pittsburgh Digital Research Library
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After creating these online archives and examining nineteenth-century manuals, 
students drew from both kinds of primary materials in order to further develop their 
initial analysis within more formal essays. The essay assignment asked students to ana-
lyze how the present-day texts and the nineteenth-century manuals taught language 
practices for composing and participating in romantic relationships (see Appendix).7 
As we shall see, essays explored a range of critical questions, with students engaging 
archives in ways that certainly furthered the course goal from the staff syllabus, of 
“writing as a . . . form of critical inquiry.” But the broader pedagogical approach—
inviting students to examine traditional archival materials as well as compose their 
own online archives of related sources—is one I now share because of its twofold 
relevance to students’ own present-day interests and composing practices in digital 
spaces. First, this pedagogical approach not only occasions scholarly inquiry, but 
also, because students work with online archives they created, it emphasizes inquiry 
into the relations between archival materials from the past and the texts of students’ 
present-day lives. Second, as students consider relations between past and present 
composing, they also inquire into generic shifts enabled by digital technologies. In 
these ways, the proposed pedagogical approach to engaging archives invites both 
involvement in and inquiry about student composing in digital spaces.

S T u d e n T  i n q u i r i e S  i n T o  P a S T  a n d  P r e S e n T  r e l a T i o n S

The first reason I recommend this pedagogical approach is because of how it oc-
casions inquiry into the relevance of archival materials from the past to students’ 

Figure 2: Selection from external layer of an online archive created by students using the CMS.
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present-day experiences and concerns. As previously discussed, scholars from a 
range of fields in English have emphasized the potential for archival work to support 
the scholarly inquiry of students (Buehl, Chute, and Fields; Diaz; Enoch and Jack; 
Hayden; Norcia; Purdy, “Three”). But a particular type of inquiry is made possible 
when students examine archival materials from the past alongside the materials they 
collect in their own online archives: inquiry into the relations between the two sets 
of materials, between the past and the present. Rather than teachers imposing our 
ideas about how materials from the past remain important, in other words, we may 
explore with students the possible connections they see to the present.

Of course, such exploration does not necessarily require that students create 
new online archives. Instead, teachers may provide the present-day materials for 
such analysis. But that approach risks closing down inquiry into the relationship 
between traditional archival materials and students’ lives, because teachers may not 
anticipate the kinds of present-day materials that a particular class of students actu-
ally experience as relevant. In fact, in the classes I taught, students archived materials 
quite unlike what I had initially anticipated. Whereas I saw relationships between 
nineteenth-century letter-writing manuals and twenty-first-century guidebooks to 
online dating, the students did not see print books as sources they would realistically 
encounter or consult. Nor did students limit themselves to overtly pedagogical texts. 
Instead, the sources most commonly archived across both courses were websites and 
print magazines including articles about dating and relationships as well as film clips 
modeling romantic communication.

In one of the classes, for example, students contributed eighteen sources to the 
online archive they created.8 Just three of these were overtly instructional how-to 
videos and articles: “How to Communicate Effectively with Men,” “How to Get a 
Girlfriend,” and “How to Date a Deaf Person” (Landau; Monahan). Three others 
were articles about love and communication (Bergland; Moyer; Slatcher and Pen-
nebaker). Five were music or spoken word videos posted to YouTube, and one an 
excerpt from Jeanette Winterson’s novel Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit. Of the six 
film clips archived, one was from He’s Just Not That Into You, a romantic comedy 
based on the self-help manual, He’s Just Not That Into You: The No-Excuses Truth to 
Understanding Guys, and another, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days, features a female lead 
who writes how-to pieces for a fictitious women’s magazine titled Composure (Beh-
rendt and Tuccillo). One of the music videos also plays on instructional language, 
with the performer Marina and the Diamonds presenting a series of numbered rules 
for “How To Be a Heartbreaker.” The materials students archived thus included 
texts that both were and were not overtly pedagogical, along with those troubling 
any easy distinctions between the purposes of instruction and entertainment. It was 
crucial that students worked with this online archive, rather than present-day materi-
als I might have identified as related to nineteenth-century manuals, so that students 

h34-55-Sept15-CE.indd   43 7/28/15   1:07 PM



 44 College English

could investigate how the traditional archival materials relate to present-day texts 
that are genuinely relevant to their own learning and language use. 

The online archives created in both classes served as rich resources for students 
as they developed essays. Students analyzed the online archives they created, as 
well as the more traditional archival materials I shared, in order to open up a wide 
range of inquiries in keeping with the course goals. Using their writing “to explore 
and generate ideas” about how both past and present-day sources overtly and more 
subtlely teach the rhetoric of romantic relations, these first-year writing students 
developed essays such as the following:

	 •	Jake	Nuttle9 writes humorously that, when he sent his girlfriend a text message with a 
line from a nineteenth-century romantic letter model, “the phrase that was meant by 
Chesterfield to be romantically sealed in a love letter left her laughing and begging that I 
never speak like that again.” Nuttle’s essay then asks, “[H]ow have romantic relationships 
evolved so much that Chesterfield’s guide was unsuccessful at consoling my long-distance 
relationship as intended?” To answer this question, Nuttle examines the gender norms 
taught in Chesterfield’s as well as The Art of Manliness’ online entry, “The Art of Letter 
Writing,” and another article, “Relationships and Cell Phone Etiquette” (Houghton; 
McKay and McKay).

	 •	Jane	Gringolts	explores	the	“positives	and	negatives”	of	technological	change,	such	that	
the Internet has replaced the post as a primary means for romantic communication. 
Comparing the instruction in Chesterfield’s to the examples offered by films included 
in the class archive, Gringolts writes that, when it comes to romantic correspondence, 
“Letters have been replaced with emails, which is not a bad thing, except words have been 
replaced with symbols and sentences consist of just a few letters. Wht r u up 2 2day?” 

	 •	Shiwei	Li	 compares	Chesterfield’s to present-day Chinese TV dating shows. Li finds 
that, in both the manuals and the TV dating shows, the exchanges between and about 
potential participants in a relationship focus on a man’s “wealth” and a woman’s “ap-
pearance,” “rather than other essences deep down.” But Li also argues that Chesterfield’s 
instruction is distinct in teaching gender norms such that nineteenth-century women 
had little “autonomy”: model letters taught they “should obey their parents before they 
get married, and then subordinate to their husbands after they become ‘Mrs.’” 

	 •	Blake	Bernard	examines	both Chesterfield’s and The Fashionable American alongside the 
reality TV show Jersey Shore, arguing that, “The difference in romantic language between 
today and 200 years ago is respect.” Bernard contrasts nineteenth-century instruction “to 
woo a woman” using “courtesy in order to persuade her to unite . . . in holy matrimony” 
with television examples of going to bars and using “language and tactics . . . to bring . 
. . women back to the house” for “hooking up.” 

	 •	Wan	Huang	contrasts	Chesterfield’s, which “had an automatic assumption that all ro-
mantic relationships are heteronormative,” with online articles identified through her 
research, such as “Gay Dating: Five Things to Consider” and “How Gay Relationships 
Are Blown Apart by the Misuse of ‘Heteronormative’” (Archer; Jackson). Yet, making 
points that many queer critics of gay marriage do, Huang writes that, “the final goal of 
homosexual relationships” in the twenty-first century seems to “not have deviated too 
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far away from that of heteronormative relationship” in the nineteenth century, in that 
gay people are taught to “desire” the “outcome” of “monogamous relationships” and 
“eventually matrimony” (Conrad; “Marriage”; Muñoz). 

	 •	Bailey	Barstar	analyzes	how	the	romantic	letter-writing	instruction	in	Chesterfield’s and 
The Fashionable American taught that, “the social norm was that a relationship was strictly 
heterosexual.” But Barstar subjects the materials students submitted to the class archive 
to the same critical analysis. She writes that, in spite of popular representations in shows 
and films like Modern Family and Brokeback Mountain, “An overwhelming amount of [the 
submissions] (including my own) had to do with heterosexual relationships.”

While these are just five student essays from among the two classes, they point 
to the range of relations students explored between past and present-day teaching 
and learning of language use for romantic relationships. Before my first time teach-
ing the assignment under discussion, I was hesitant about whether students would 
see any relations between nineteenth-century letter-writing manuals and their own 
composing practices. I was concerned students might see the romantic letter genre as 
an irrelevant thing of the past, because as one student would later write, “Today letter 
writing is pretty much obsolete due to cell phones and the Internet.” But, through 
a pedagogical approach in which students analyzed the nineteenth-century manuals 
alongside their own online archives of the present-day texts from which they learn, 
the question about the continued relevance of those manuals was an open one that 
students could and did explore through their inquiry-based essays.

S T u d e n T  i n q u i r i e S  i n T o  g e n e r i c  S h i f T S  a n d  d i g i T a l  c o m P o S i n g

A second reason for a pedagogical approach in which students simultaneously examine 
traditional archival materials and compose new online archives is because this ap-
proach encourages student inquiry into questions of interest to them in light of the 
digital environments in which they compose. Indeed, in spite of my initial hesitancy, 
I found that students were actually incredibly curious about letter writing, precisely 
because of how much the predominant genres and modes for romantic communica-
tion across distance have shifted in light of technological changes. Yet rather than 
uncritically celebrating this shift through commonplace progress narratives about 
increasingly enabled connection, students also asked about its limits. In this way, 
the pedagogical approach I advance not only takes advantage of the affordances of 
digital archives as identified by scholars, in that students may compose their own 
online archives; it also prompts critical inquiry about communication and composi-
tion in digital spaces.

Students examining their online archives alongside nineteenth-century manu-
als took great interest in the shift from romantic letter writing to online dating, 
social networking, and texting. As student writer Kristen Rosowski asserts, “The 
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21st century of technology, texting, email, Twitter, Facebook, and cell phones has 
drastically changed the language between romantically involved couples.” Nor are 
students alone in finding these generic shifts worthy of investigation. Scholars from 
across the humanities and social sciences investigate how digital technologies enable 
the emergence of new practices for romantic communication, dating, and relation-
ships, whether computer mediated or conducted wholly online (Constable; Coyne 
et al.; Merkle and Richardson; Slatcher and Pennebaker; Valentine). For example, in 
“From the Bridal Letter to Online Flirting: Changes in Text from the Nineteenth 
Century to the Internet Era,” Eva Wyss considers how the genres for correspondence 
within romantic relationships have shifted from nineteenth-century letter-writing 
practices to twenty-first-century online dating. Like Wyss, students inquired into 
the implications of these generic and technological shifts.

While investigating such shifts, several students seized on Bailey Barstar’s 
contribution to the online archive, a clip from the movie He’s Just Not That Into You 
(Newest Movie Trailers). In her introduction to the clip, Barstar describes how the 
main character, played by Drew Barrymore, “brings up a very important point”: 
whereas nineteenth-century people talked or wrote to each other as directed by 
letter-writing manuals, “Today we are bombarded with so many different kinds of 
technology . . . to try and communicate how we feel in a romantic relationship: texting, 
email, phone calls, dating websites, blogs.” Barstar’s use of the word “bombarded” is 
fitting for the clip she uploaded to the online archive. In the clip, as Barstar writes, 
Barrymore’s character complains about the multiple technologies “now” in play for 
romantic communication: 

I had this guy leave me a voicemail at work so I called him at home and then he 
emailed me to my Blackberry and so I texted to his cell and then he emailed me to my 
home account and the whole thing just got out of control. I miss the days when you 
had one phone number and one answering machine and that one answering machine 
had one cassette tape and that one cassette tape either had a message from a guy or it 
didn’t . . . now you just have to go around checking all these different portals just to 
get rejected by seven different technologies. It’s exhausting.

Like Barrymore’s character, students writing about this clip emphasized the 
potential limitations of new technologies for romantic communication. In contrast 
with the character, though, students were less concerned about exhaustion or dif-
ficulty; instead, students explored the limits of ease. 

For example, Jane Gringolts explains that, like nineteenth-century changes in 
postal technology, the invention and widespread use of emailing and texting have 
enabled increasing efficiency but, in the process, made it too easy to put less effort 
into romantic communication. Jessica Skowyra agrees, writing that, “Rather than 
writing long, thought out, and important letters,” people “often simply settle with 
sending a text, or a Facebook message,” in which they “can get away with expressing 
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minimum feelings compared to the letters from the nineteenth century.” Katrina 
Morace, after comparing the “lavish” details in nineteenth-century letters to con-
temporary texting, quips, “Most people don’t follow grammar rules or even write 
out full words, let alone add such . . . details.” Students comparing archival materials 
from the nineteenth century to their own online archive of present-day materials 
thus inquired into how the emergence of digital technologies have impacted genres 
and modes for romantic correspondence and communication.

In exploring the potential limitations of present-day digital technologies and 
genres for romantic communication, students engaged in critical inquiry rather than 
taking at face value commonplace progress narratives about technological progress, 
particularly as expressed through companies marketing online dating sites and apps. 
As Ashley Henshaw’s article “5 Best Sites for College Online Dating” promises, 
while “[s]tudents today are busier than ever” and “it’s hard to find time for dating,” 
“many online dating services have made the process of finding a date easy” (n. pag.). 
Across the sites on Henshaw’s list, one finds similar promises to make dating or 
hooking up easy (see also Sasson). The Facebook app EmbarrassNot: Personal Rela-
tionships Simplified even promises to remove emotional risks, to help users “build . . .  
relationships without the risk of embarrassment” (n. pag.). Next to their friends’ 
names, users check one heart if they would like to go on a date with the person, two 
hearts if they would like “an Advanced (serious, romantic, intimate) relationship,” 
or three hearts if they want to “start a Family.” The selections are confidential un-
less two friends make the same selections, in which case the app notifies those users 
of “the match.” The app even “has an option of a ‘Broken Heart,’ which may make 
a breakup go much easier.” Yet, while dating apps and sites suggest connecting or 
breaking up with someone may be as easy as clicking on a (perhaps broken) heart, 
Gringolts, Skowyra, Morace, and other students who examined their online archives 
alongside model letters from the nineteenth century questioned whether such ease 
amounts to progress.

To be clear, as students wrote essays about the technological and generic shifts 
evident when comparing their online archive to nineteenth-century materials, they 
did not, alternately, romanticize the practice of letter writing—much less, like 
Barrymore’s character, the technology of answering machines. Cultural texts that 
romanticize “the lost art” of writing love letters abound, even online, and are often 
published on or near Valentine’s Day (Luck; Castillo; Shores; see also Garfield). But 
students complicated one-sided narratives of nostalgia as much as they did those of 
technological progress. Rosowski, for example, recognizes the pluses of what she calls 
“unlimited” means for communication, claiming, “love letters” from the nineteenth 
century “are hieroglyphics for today’s younger generation”; they are “absurd and 
strange.” Similarly, Barstar reports that she has received one love letter in her life, 
and, “It honestly was extremely awkward.” 
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Also to be clear, my goal is not to critique narratives of technological loss or 
progress. Instead, I mean to highlight the possibilities of a pedagogical approach 
in which student writers analyzed materials from the nineteenth century alongside 
an online archive they created of present-day sources. In doing so, students were 
able to critically inquire into generic shifts in communication, from letters via the 
post to texts and messages via social networking sites and apps. Students thus par-
ticipated in the sort of scholarly inquiry that teacher-scholars have emphasized as a 
potential for pedagogical engagements with brick-and-mortar archives, but in ways 
both enabled by and attentive to student composing in and about present-day digital 
archives and spaces.

c o n c l u d i n g  P e d a g o g i c a l  q u e S T i o n S :  P l a T f o r m S  a n d  P u b l i c i T y

This essay has advanced a pedagogical approach in which students both examine 
traditional archival materials from the past and create new online archives of present-
day materials. To illustrate the potential of this pedagogy, I have discussed student 
writing in response to an assignment from two inquiry-based, first-year writing 
courses that explored instruction in language practices for romantic relationships. 
For this assignment, students analyzed archival artifacts from nineteenth-century 
manuals teaching romantic letter writing alongside their own self-generated archives 
of twenty-first-century sources, from which they learn digital practices for composing 
romantic relationships. Importantly, this pedagogical approach did not train students 
in specialized archival practices and methods, traditional or digital. Instead, this ap-
proach to pedagogical engagement with archives encouraged student inquiry and 
writing in keeping with course objectives but in ways attentive to students’ everyday 
lives and composing in digital spaces. 

While I have focused on student inquiry and composing, my classroom experi-
ence with this pedagogical approach raises other questions, particularly with respect 
to platforms and publicity. In terms of platform, teachers interested in engaging 
this pedagogical approach need to ask, which platform(s) for building archives may 
best serve my pedagogical goals and course objectives? Certainly the online archive 
I asked students to create using the Blackboard CMS was quite crude, technologi-
cally speaking. On the one hand, the advantage to such a platform, and the reason 
I chose to use Blackboard, is because students are usually already familiar with the 
CMS utilized in a specific class and broader institutional context. As such, less class-
room time needs to be devoted to instruction in the nuts and bolts of how to use the 
platform to upload, write about, and access archival contributions. Of course, this 
issue of instructional time may be more salient in first-year writing classes—where 
department- and programwide course objectives and requirements leave limited 
time for archival work—and less so in upper-level or special topics courses that may 
focus on archival training. 
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On the other hand, the primary disadvantage to relying on an already familiar 
CMS is that students (and teachers) lose out on opportunities to learn and gain 
practice with new platforms and, more specifically in the case of developing archives, 
miss out on some of the unique affordances of technologies for digital archiving. 
A number of these affordances—such as the integration of research and writing 
within the same digital spaces, collaboration among users to build online archives, 
and customization of the materials archived—were present with use of the CMS 
as discussed in this essay (Purdy, “Three”). But additional affordances relevant to 
platforms designed specifically for digital archiving include: creation of metadata, 
such as through tagging and transcribing artifacts to make them more searchable; 
crowdsourcing through increased collaboration with users and stakeholders from 
outside the immediate course context; and online publication so that archives are 
widely accessible, again, outside of the course or institution (Graban; Purdy, “Three”; 
Ramsey-Tobienne; Ridolfo, Hart-Davidson, and McLeod). Classroom engagement 
with these affordances is possible through web archiving platforms such as Archive-
It and Omeka (“About Us”; “Omeka”). Omeka may be especially suitable for use in 
undergraduate classrooms, because there is a “basic, free plan” that includes hosting 
on Omeka’s server; pedagogical resources for educators interested in the service are 
also posted to Omeka’s site (“Tech”; see also Enoch and VanHaitsma). 

 But when teachers invite students to publish the archives they create through 
a web archiving platform such as Omeka rather than within CMS pages available 
only to fellow students and approved users, this move brings up yet another ques-
tion about publicity: how does publication serve pedagogical goals and, with it, what 
additional concerns arise? Such publication would allow undergraduate students to 
utilize the affordances of digital technologies and archives more wholly. It would 
also allow students to answer calls such as composition historian Kelly Ritter’s that 
those involved in archival work do more to make such work accessible to the public, 
and especially to audiences not able to visit traditional archives (461). While Ritter 
addresses her argument to archivists and archival scholars, digital technologies make 
it possible for undergraduate students to also participate in bringing archives to more 
public audiences. Where teachers encourage students to do so, however, we have a 
responsibility—as in any assignment to publish online—to prompt careful reflection 
on questions about the audiences, purposes, and effects of such publication, as well 
as copyright issues relevant to archiving artifacts.

The questions I have raised about publicity and platforms are just a couple among 
many facing teacher-scholars interested in pedagogical engagements with archives. 
Scholars who bring archival research into the classroom must constantly question 
how and why we do so (Enoch and Jack 519). Certainly scholars incorporate archival 
materials for many sound pedagogical reasons. But we are often motivated just as 
much, if not more, by investments in particular archival materials—by a desire to 
share those materials with students and an eagerness to have students learn from our 
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archives. Because of these investments and desires, we likely arrive in the classroom 
with preconceived ideas about the materials, about how and why to write about and 
engage with them. Precisely for this reason, it is essential that we actively invite 
students to explore questions of relevance to their lives and composing practices in 
digital spaces.

A p p e n d i x 
e S S a y  3 :  r h e T o r i c a l  e d u c a T i o n  f o r  r o m a n T i c  r e l a T i o n S

b a c k g r o u n d

For Essay 2, we analyzed how the gendered “rhetoric of courtship” is represented in 
a wide range of cultural texts. In some ways, we might conceptualize these cultural 
texts as everyday sources through which we learn lessons about gender, rhetoric, and 
romantic relations. But we also learn the gendered rhetoric of romantic relations 
through more overtly pedagogical texts—and people living within what is now the 
United States have long done so. For the next essay, we will focus on past and present 
pedagogical texts that teach how to use rhetoric in order to participate in romantic 
relationships. We will examine nineteenth-century letter-writing manuals alongside 
contemporary relationship guides that teach spoken and written arts for composing 
romantic selves and relations on paper, online, and in person. 

a S S i g n m e n T

Your task for Essay 3 is to analyze at least two pedagogical manuals or guides, asking 
how they offer instruction in language practices for participation in romantic rela-
tions. Your analysis should explore what the guides seem to teach about rhetoric, 
gender, and romantic relations. You may also consider what you and/or others learn 
from and do with the guides. 

a S S i g n e d  a r c h i v a l  m a T e r i a l S

Chesterfield’s Art of Letter-Writing Simplified. New York: Dick & Fitzgerald, 1857. 
Nietz Collection, University of Pittsburgh Digital Research Library, 2002. 53–65. 
Web. 

The Fashionable American Letter Writer. Brookfield: E. Merriam & Co., 1832. Nietz 
Collection, University of Pittsburgh Digital Research Library, 2002. vii–ix, xi, 60–4, 
178–79. Web. 
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a d d i T i o n a l  r e S e a r c h  a n d  c r e a T i o n  o f  o n l i n e  a r c h i v e S

In addition to examining selections from the above manuals, you will collectively 
assemble your own online archive on Blackboard. This online archive will be a col-
lection of present-day texts that represent, model, or otherwise teach rhetoric for 
participating in romantic relations. Each of you will locate a “manual” or guide to 
contribute to the archive. Contemporary guides are wide ranging, and can be found 
online, at bookstores, and through the campus and public libraries. The guides you 
choose may focus on spoken, written, and/or digital forms of rhetoric. They may be 
addressed to a broad or mainstream audience, or to a particular or subcultural audi-
ence. They may be guides for relatively traditional and normative ways of relating 
or for alternative ones. It is up to you.

a c k n o w l e d g m e n T

I want to express gratitude to the University of Pittsburgh students whose writing I discuss in this essay. 
I am grateful as well to Kelly Ritter and the anonymous CE reviewers for their editorial feedback and to 
Steph Ceraso and Jess Enoch for comments on earlier versions of this essay. I would also like to thank 
Old Dominion University colleagues and graduate students who engaged with me in a lively conversation 
about this work in presentation form.

n o T e S

1. Wikipedia is “not always thought of as an archive,” Purdy explains, but it “saves each version of 
an article and the discussion surrounding the writing of that article. Thus, it serves as an archive of the 
creation of articles for the world’s largest encyclopedia” (“Three” 36, n. 6). Alternately, for discussion of 
“using MediaWiki software” to collaboratively create an archive, see public historian Lauren Jae Gutter-
man’s “OutHistory.org: An Experiment in LGBTQ Community History-Making” (97). 

2. For further discussion of definitional debates regarding archives, see Craven; Owens; Theimer. 
3. Although to different ends, Enoch and I also make this point about digital archives involving 

students in scholarly inquiry within our essay “Archival Literacy: Reading the Rhetoric of Digital Archives 
in the Undergraduate Classroom” (in press).

4. For further discussion focused less on classroom pedagogy and more on the creation, maintenance, 
and use of digital archives by scholars and community stakeholders, see Carter and Dent; Enoch and 
Bessette; Graban; Graban, Ramsey-Tobienne, and Myers; Ramsey-Tobienne; Rawson; Reed; Ridolfo, 
Hart-Davidson, and McLeod; Solberg. 

5. In asking students to create archival collections, this pedagogical approach also cultivates what 
historian of rhetoric and composition Lynée Lewis Gaillet calls an “archivist-researcher stance.” Archivist-
researchers, Gaillet explains, are scholars engaged in not only studying “existing materials and artifacts,” 
but also “creating or compiling materials into new collections” (50). “Building archives of collected 
materials,” she writes, is not only “important work,” but “represents one of the most-needed areas of 
scholarly attention within discussions of archival method” (53). My interest here is in how undergraduate 
students may join more seasoned archival researchers in assuming this archivist-researcher stance—but 
through the creation of specifically digital archives, and with a focus on inquiries perhaps more relevant 
to student composing than archival methods. 
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6. See also Bannet; Decker; Donawerth; Favret; Gage; Johnson; Mahoney; Poster; Schultz; Spring; 
Trasciatti; VanHaitsma.

7. The appended version of the assignment is from the gender studies–themed section of first-year 
composition. In this section, as is perhaps evident from the assignment, the entire course focused on 
questions of gender, rhetoric, and romantic relations. The students knew when they signed up for the 
course that it was gender studies themed. The second section of first-year writing used a similar assign-
ment, though not within an entire course focused on gender or romantic relations.

8. Both courses capped at nineteen students but enrolled seventeen or eighteen by the midpoint 
of the semester.

9. All student writing and names are used with written permission. Of those students who elected 
to return the optional permission form provided, each student chose whether his or her writing would 
be used anonymously or by name.
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