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Drawing from a study of one student’s literate engagements with English studies and fan fiction
and related fan art over her two years in an MA program, and that also reached back to the earlier
writing she did for English classes and other writings before the study began, this article employs
sociohistoric theory to examine the profoundly dialogic interplay of vernacular and disciplinary
literate activities. Following a detailed look at the student’s extensive involvement with fan fiction,
the article elaborates the trajectory of linkages between fan fiction and English studies, paying
particular attention to the repurposing of literate practices across these activities, the synergies
and tensions that texture such interactions, and the long-term implications they have for the
production of literate practice and person. Ultimately, the article argues for increased theoretical,
methodological, and pedagogical attention to the heterogeneous assemblage of literate practices
and identities that may be mediating literate action and, in particular, to the role vernacular

literacies can play in developing disciplinary engagement and vice versa.

Introduction

In response to an undergraduate literature class assignment that asked students to
create an alternative version of James Thurber’s “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,”
Kate Shearer (a pseudonym) crafted a richly detailed short story depicting the
indomitable Mitty as the hero of a fighter squadron tasked with protecting the
world’s major cities from an alien attack. I include a portion of her story below:

Project Blue, the eight greatest fighter pilots in the world, stood straight and tall. They
had been gathered from around the globe—Andre Leblanc from France, Chiba Hien
from Japan, “Blaster” Keaton from the United States. And, of course, there was Walter
Mitty, Project Blue’s greatest hero.

“You will work in pairs, one to each of the most endangered cities, until you eradicate
the enemy. Then you will be assigned a new city” [Commander] River consulted his
notes. “Andre and Keaton, take Paris. Hien, Malcolm to Tokyo; William and Ellen to
London. Mao Mao and Mitty, you will fly to new York.” River’s eyes met Mitty’s and a
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silent look passed between them. Suddenly Mitty understood: the greatest danger lay
there, in New York, and River knew that only Walter Mitty could stop it.

Having encountered Thurber’s story in their own undergraduate classes, and
perhaps having invited their own students to take up similar tasks, many readers
will no doubt recognize Kate’s piece as part of the literate activity in which she
was engaged as an undergraduate English major. In this sense, her story is just
one of the many disciplinary activities that provide opportunities for negotiating
a trajectory of participation into English studies, which in Kate’s case will stretch
into graduate school and beyond. And yet, Kate’s reworking of Thurber’s classic
is also linked into her extensive participation with a variety of “vernacular litera-
cies,” those self-sponsored, informally learned literate practices that are “rooted
in everyday experience and serve everyday purposes” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998,
p- 251). Her Mitty story, which Kate would eventually publish on an online fan
fiction site alongside the dozens of other fan fic stories she had written by that
time, borrows in particular from the plot and characters of Sonic Wings, a video
game she’s both played extensively and written a number of fan fiction stories for,
and more generally from a set of textual practices she had developed through her
extensive engagement with creating fan fiction and related forms of fan art over
a period of six years. Her version of the Walter Mitty story, then, is a palimpsest
textured with multiple literate activities that signals, even if covertly, Kate’s deep
engagement with both disciplinary and vernacular texts, practices, and activities.

In this article I draw from a study of Kate’s disciplinary and vernacular en-
gagements that collected a wide variety of her texts, supplemented by open-ended
and text-based interviews over her two years as a graduate student, and that also
reached back to the earlier writing she did for her English classes and other writ-
ings throughout college and high school. Focusing on the tensions and synergies
Kate negotiates between her fan fiction writing and a range of literate activities in
her English studies classes, this article elaborates the profoundly dialogic interplay
of vernacular and disciplinary literate activities that has prominently shaped the
pace and path of Kate’s literate life. Ultimately, I argue that Kate’s fan fiction and
fan art profoundly mediate her engagement with English studies, and, likewise,
that her participation with English studies figures prominently in her fan activities.

Gesturing toward decades of writing research that had situated literate activ-
ity tightly within a particular discourse community or activity system and thus
had carved the literate landscape into a series of discrete, autonomous territories,
Russell (1997) identified the lack of knowledge regarding the relationship between
disciplinary literate activities and the literate activities of other sites of engagement
as “a central problem in writing research” (p. 504). In order that writing studies
might bridge this gap, Russell called for research that addressed, empirically, theo-
retically, and methodologically, “how doing school, doing work, and doing the other
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(political, familial, recreational, etc.) things our lives are made of come together
through the mediation of writing” as well as “the ways people change as writers
...as they move within and among various social practices” (p. 505). Russell (1999)
reiterated his call in a later publication, pointing yet again to the need for inquiry
into the relationship between the literate activities of “school and society,” between
academic disciplines and “business, industry, government, media, advocacy groups,
and so on in which professionals work, as well as the families, neighborhoods, and
ethnic communities out of which students come” (p. 89).

Over the past decade, responses to Russell’s (1997, 1999) calls have located
disciplinary texts and tools into an extensive network connecting disciplines and
professions. A number of studies have charted the tensions and synergies that
mark students’ transition from general education courses into upper-division
disciplinary courses (Carroll, 2002; Herrington & Curtis, 2000). Tracing the link-
age of disciplines into professions, a large number of studies have focused on the
relationship between the literate activities of school and work. Dias, Freedman,
Medway, and Paré (1999) outlined the radical disconnects between writing for
advanced undergraduate courses and matched workplace settings. Russell and
Yanez (2003) followed the textual pathways that link disciplinary work of a history
course into an expansive network that connects classroom and professional genres.
More recently, Beaufort’s (2007) remarkable six-year longitudinal study traces
one writer’s efforts to negotiate the synergies and conflicts among disciplinary
activities of undergraduate courses in history and engineering and then between
the tools and practices privileged there and those he encounters in his job as an
engineer following graduation.

Noting writing studies’ pronounced tendency to bound the circulation of
disciplinary texts and tools well within official worlds of school and work, a num-
ber of scholars began extending those pathways into the vernacular literacies that
animate people’s everyday lives. Prior (1998) and Prior and Shipka (2003) traced
the far-flung multimodal networks that link personal and domestic activities into
the chains of textual production for academic and professional tasks. Medway
(2002) examined the ways everyday genres commonly employed in personal jour-
nals and daily planners come to inform architecture students’ use of professional
sketchbooks. Brandt (2001) provided a brief account of a writer’s efforts to craft
texts for various levels of graduate education and later for work by drawing heavily
upon his father’s ornate style of writing and delivering sermons. These analyses
underscore the need for writing studies to follow even more fully the “chains of
acts, artifacts, and actors that are woven together and unwoven in polyvalent mo-
ments of being” (Prior & Shipka, 2003, p. 75), particularly those that link vernacular
and disciplinary activities, and to include the vernacular more prominently in our
accounts and analyses of disciplinary and professional work.
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This article offers a detailed look at Kate’s extensive history of engagement with
fan fiction and then elaborates the dialogic interplay between fan fiction and the
disciplinary activities of English studies throughout her high school, undergradu-
ate, and graduate years, paying particular attention to the frequency with which
such linkages occur over time and the long-term implications they have for the
production of a literate self.

Linking Literate Activities

I situate my thinking about Kate’s multiple literate engagements in a body of
theoretical work that acknowledges both the situated nature of discursive and
material practices and the way such practices are taken up and transformed across
contexts and activities. Wertsch (1998) highlighted the critical importance of
“spin-off,” the re-deployment of cultural tools from one context to another, as a
prominent property of mediational means (p. 59). He traced the production of
fiberglass from its original use by the military as a lighter yet stronger material for
airplanes to its later use in the construction of pole-vaulting poles, automobiles,
and fishing rods as one example of “spin-off,” or repurposing. This movement of
cultural tools across contexts, noted Wertsch, is the rule rather than the excep-
tion: “most of the cultural tools we employ were not designed for the purposes to
which they are being put. . .. In a sense, one could say that we are in a position of
always ‘misusing’ poles, words, patterns of speaking and thinking, and so forth in
carrying out our actions” (p. 59).

Scollon’s (2001) fine-grained ethnographic study of Brenda, a toddler encoun-
tering a number of discursive and material tools, traced an even more extensive
trajectory of repurposing across activities. In Brenda’s multiple encounters with
a crayon, for example, she employed it initially as a tool for drawing, again as a
tool for learning color, again as an object to be named, and yet again as an object
to be handed to her mother as a form of social interaction. This use of the crayon
for what Scollon referred to as its more normative function and then later, echo-
ing Wertsch (1998), for a series of “spin-off functions” (Scollon, 2001, p. 123)
highlights how cultural tools are routinely taken up across activities. Reflecting
on Brenda’s various repurposings of the crayon, Scollon stated “we cannot argue
that the mediational means by which those acts are performed are uniquely fit to
specific actions or practices. What is a crayon to draw with in one point of view is
a colored object to [learn] colors with in another; what is an object to demonstrate
interpersonal politeness with in one point of view is a way to get the attention of
[her mother] from another” (p. 125). Cultural tools, then, are not so uniquely fitted
to specific actions or practices that they cannot be employed for others; rather, they
come to be linked over time across multiple sites of engagement into a “nexus of
practice,” a “network or matrix of intersecting practices which, although they are
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not perfectly or inevitably linked into any finalizable latticework of regular pat-
terns, nevertheless form a network or nexus” (p. 16), with each “nexus” involving
a heterogeneous array of tools—some local and specific and some spun off from
other sites of engagement.

Beyond serving as sets of practices and tools for accomplishing social ac-
tion, these networks also figure prominently in the production of self. According
to Scollon (2001), in the sense that such networks are assembled from and thus
reflect a person’s participation in multiple communities, the nexus also functions
as “a network or matrix of linked practices which are the basis of the identities we
produce and claim through our social actions” (p. 7). In this sense, Scollon echoes
the notion of identity as a “nexus of multimembership” articulated by Wenger
(1998), who stated that “[o]ur various forms of participation delineate pieces
of a puzzle we put together rather than sharp boundaries between disconnected
parts of ourselves. An identity is thus more than just a single trajectory; instead,
it should be viewed as a nexus of multimembership” in which “our various forms
of participation, no matter how distinct, can interact, influence each other, and
require coordination” (p. 159). For Wenger, the central work in the construction
of identity involves the ongoing effort to reconcile the conflicts and synergies that
arise from one’s multiple engagements. This “work of reconciliation,” Wenger
argued, “entails finding ways to make our various forms of membership coexist,
whether the process of reconciliation leads to successful resolutions or is a constant
struggle,” and adds that “the work of integrating our various forms of participa-
tion is not just a secondary process. . . . rather, it is at the core of what it means to
be a person” (p. 160).

Conceptually, situating literate activity within a nexus of practice that links
together multiple activities and domains foregrounds several key issues. First, it
unanchors literate practices and tools from any single domain and maps them into
more extensive networks of circulation that link multiple sites of engagement. The
linkages Wertsch (1998) traced between making military planes and fishing poles
and Wenger (1998) charted between claims processors’ participation as parents and
employees, as well as Scollon’s (2001) attention to “everyday” tools such as crayons
and other common household utensils, suggest the need for networks to stretch
across official and unofficial activities and to include everyday tools and practices.
Second, it attends to the creative repurposing of literate practices and tools across
activities, to the ways they are taken up and transformed throughout the entire
network. Given that Scollon’s approach addresses a wide range of semiotic means,
including non-verbal and multi-modal communicative tools and practices, it is
also sensitive to the way such repurposings involve transformations across media.
Third, it highlights the profoundly heterogeneous array of literate practices that
are mediating action at any historical moment, some local and some spun-off
from other sites, and the potential synergies and tensions among them. Finally, it
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posits multiple and diverse forms of literate participation, rather than any single
form, as the basis for what Brandt (2001), Schultz (2002), and others have referred
to as a “literate identity,” one’s sense of oneself as a literate person in the world.

Methodologically, unraveling the dense networks rendered visible by such a
perspective demands the kind of “nexus analysis” in which researchers are immersed
in the “work of tracing pathways and trajectories of texts, actions, practices, and
objects, of people and communications across time and space and multiple modes”
that Scollon (2008, p. 241; see also Scollon, 2005) both described and enacted. Such
tracings are consistent with the “ecological” orientation toward research outlined
most recently by Fleckenstein, Spinuzzi, Rickly, and Papper (2008) that “invites
the researcher to define a research project by means of the relationships—the
networks—feeding into a particular phenomenon, a process that harmonizes with
an ecological metaphor for writing” (p. 398). Both theoretically and methodologi-
cally, then, this framework provides a way to theorize the interplay among Kate’s
disciplinary and vernacular engagements.

Methods

Participant and Setting

Kate Shearer is a white female in her mid twenties. Raised in a small town in the
southeastern United States by middle-class parents, Kate attended a large public
university in the southeast following graduation from her rural high school. For
graduate school, Kate was accepted into the MA program in English at another
of the region’s large, public research-oriented universities. At the end of her first
year of the MA program, she enrolled in the graduate writing studies course I was
teaching, a class that explored the literate activities associated with a range of con-
texts beyond formal schooling. For her seminar research project, Kate conducted
a case study of one young woman’s online fan fiction writing. While conferencing
with me about her seminar project, she mentioned that she had written a great
deal of her own fan fiction and was interested in exploring it both theoretically
and methodologically. When the semester ended, I asked Kate if she would be in-
terested in participating in a study of disciplinary literate activities I had recently
received IRB approval for. Eager to talk about her extensive history with a range of
school and non-school literate activities, Kate volunteered to participate. Our study
began in the fall of 2007, the beginning of Kate’s second year in the MA program.

Data Collection

Throughout the study, collected texts and a series of semi-structured and open-
ended interviews served as key sources of data. During the initial interview, I
employed a protocol of specific questions designed to elicit information about
Kate’s past and present experiences with reading and writing for a wide range of
purposes (e.g., “What are your earliest memories of reading and writing?” “What
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kinds of texts were readily available in your home?” “What kinds of reading and
writing are you currently engaged in for school and non-school purposes?”). In
an effort to describe her fan fiction and fan art more clearly to me during this
interview, Kate opened one of her notebooks for her graduate classes to show me
the dozens of characters and scenes from her fan fiction sketched in the margins.
Focusing on unraveling this interanimation, what Dyson (2003) would refer to as
a “textual tangle” (p. 29) of fan fiction and the literate activity of Kate’s graduate
coursework, I conducted a series of four text-based interviews lasting between
one and one and a half hours each. Focusing on questions addressing textual in-
vention and production (e.g., “What can you tell me about how you created this
text?” “What materials did you draw from in putting this text together?”), these
interviews examined the wealth of fan fiction and English studies texts I had col-
lected (see Table 1, below) and had begun to analyze, as well as any new texts that
Kate had provided. In all, I read hundreds of pages of inscriptions (collected texts,
key sections of transcripts of audio and video recordings of interviews, interview
notes, and analytic notes) and listened to and viewed hours of audio and video
recordings in order to develop a sense of the breadth and depth of Kate’s various
literate engagements.

TaBLE 1. Texts collected from Kate’s engagements with English studies and fan fiction.

Literate Activity Text Collection
+ Conference proposal and the delivered conference paper
* MA thesis
English studies + MA exam notebook
(high school, college, + Notebooks for 3 graduate courses
graduate school) + Seminar papers for 8 graduate classes

+  Writing sample for a graduate creative writing class

+ Copy of the “Walter Mitty” paper for an undergraduate
literature course

+ 2 poems written for an undergraduate poetry class

+ 3 papers for undergraduate literature classes

+ 8 fan fiction short stories

+ 6 fan poems

A 41-chapter fan fiction novel

+ Chapter from Kate’s science fiction novel

Fan fiction and fan art + Fan play based on Poe’s “Masque of the Red Death”

+ Fan play based on Everyman

+ Tllustrations and reference sheets associated with the novel
(most created by Kate, others created voluntarily by other
fans or commissioned by Kate)

+ Images of fan costumes and fan dolls

+ 5 websites designed by Kate

+ 10 fan music videos Kate created
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I supplemented these formal semi-structured and text-based interviews with
dozens of follow-up questions I developed while examining the interview record-
ings, my notes, and texts that Kate had brought to the interview or had provided
at other times. I emailed these questions to Kate after the formal interviews and
she emailed her responses, usually by the next day, which I then printed and ar-
chived. I also supplemented formal interviews with dozens of informal conversa-
tions throughout the year and a half of data collection on which this manuscript
is based. I kept notes on seven of these informal conversations, which occurred
during chance meetings on campus or when Kate stopped by my office.

Analysis

To search for instances of spin-off across literate activities, I analyzed these data
interpretively and holistically (Miller, Hengst, & Wang, 2003).1 first arranged data
inscriptions chronologically and then examined them for instances where it ap-
peared that elements were being repurposed across activities. Once I had identified
instances of apparent spin-off, I traced those elements backwards and forwards
through the data inscriptions in order to possibly extend their trajectories as a
way to develop a sense of the nexus of practice or “functional system” (Hutchins,
1995; Prior, 1998; Scribner & Cole, 1981) in which elements were being used. After
initial trajectories were constructed, I reviewed and modified them by checking
those constructions against the data inscriptions (to ensure accuracy and to seek
counter instances) and by submitting them to Kate for her examination. At these
times I often requested additional texts from Kate, and frequently she volunteered
to provide me with additional texts and/or insights that she thought might be
useful in further detailing the interplay between engagements. It was frequently
the case that my understanding of the relationship between disciplinary work and
fan fiction needed significant modification as a result of closer inspection of the
data, identification of additional relevant data, or discussions with Kate during
interviews. I modified accounts of these interplays according to Kate’s feedback.
Finally, I asked Kate to member check (Lather, 1991) final versions of the inter-
plays in order to determine if they seemed valid from her perspective. She also
read and responded to conference talks based on this research as well as early and
later drafts of this article.

Below, I explore Kate’s extensive engagement with creating fan fiction and then
partially elaborate the ways it shapes and is shaped by her disciplinary activities
for a variety of English studies classes, focusing especially on her initial year of
graduate education.

Findings
“Being a fan”: Kate’s Fan Fiction and Fan Art
Since early childhood, a key facet of Kate’s literate life has been creating fan fic-
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tion, a kind of textual poaching wherein fans of a popular movie, novel, or video
game use that cultural text as a source “from which to generate a wide range of
media related stories. . . . stretching its boundaries to incorporate their concerns,
remolding its character to better suit their desires” (Jenkins, 1992, p. 156). Barton
and Hamilton (1998) included the many forms of literate activity associated with
“being a fan” among the host of other self-sponsored and informally-learned
vernacular literacies that are “not regulated by the formal rules and procedures
of dominant social institutions and which have their origins in everyday life” (p.
247).1In contrast to the more dominant literacies, those associated with and serving
the formal purposes of organizations such as school, law, and work, vernacular
literacies “are rooted in everyday experience and serve everyday purposes. They
draw upon and contribute to vernacular knowledge” (p. 251-252).

As early as she could remember, Kate was making up fan fiction' stories based
on what she had seen or read in the popular media and writing them down in
the diary she kept: “Since I was a kid I would always make up stories in my head
about the stuff I watched, like I liked the show Duck Tales, and so I would make
up stories about them and write them in my diary.”* The earliest stories that
found their way into her diary were often just one-sentence plot summaries of
the elaborate tales she constructed in her mind. One of these early stories, written
in her diary when she was eight years old, reads, “The Ninja Turtles went to Los
Angeles today.” Other stories from her diary, however, were much longer, like the
multi-page tale written with what Kate described as her “eight year old spelling
and punctuation” that combined the characters from the Duck Tales and Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoons.

Kate’s fan stories would find their way into the public sphere when she acquired
a home computer around age fifteen. In what she described as a pivotal moment
in her engagement with fan fiction, Kate clearly recalled her initial encounter with
other people’s fan fic stories on line and the impact it had on her own:

Iliked Tiny Toons, the cartoon, and I was doing internet searches on stuff for the show,
and I found a website of Tiny Toons fan fiction, and I saw that other people do this,
other people make up stories about shows they like. So, I wrote one for Tiny Toons and
I posted it on the site, and then I ended up doing two more for that show. And then I
just started finding more and more of other people’s fan fiction on the Internet, and so
I started writing it for more and more shows. I probably never would have kept doing
it if it hadn’t been for the internet.

Her computer and access to the internet provided Kate with a way to read others’
fan fic and make her own available to others. As a result, her fan fiction expanded
exponentially over the next few years as she wrote and posted stories for an in-
creasing number of fandoms. “Basically, if I was interested in it, I was reading and
writing fan fic about it,” she stated. The dozen or so stories she wrote and posted
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for one popular cultural text, the cartoon Darig, including the seven-part final
story, earned her a great deal of recognition. Describing this other key moment
in her engagement with fan fiction, Kate stated,

When I was a junior or senior in high school I started writing fan fiction stories based
on Daria, a cartoon that was on MTYV for a while. That was the first time that I was re-
ally successful with the fan fic. Lots of people read it, lots of people liked it and became
fans of my stories. It was the first real time that I was famous as a fan fiction author,
and so that was pretty fundamental.

The acclaim she received from members of the Daria fandom did a great deal to
enhance Kate’s confidence as a fan writer and deepen her engagement with fan
fiction.

Working on her fan fiction several times a week consistently for the past ten
years, often in stretches of four to five hours a day during particularly intense ses-
sions, Kate has published a 41-chapter novel, dozens of short stories, and a variety
of other texts from the popular texts at the center of the more than 50 “fandoms”
she participates in, including those dedicated to movies such as Alien, Little Shop
of Horrors, and Cars; comics like Spy vs. Spy; video games such as Final Fantasy,
Manhunt, and Dragon Quest; drama including Shakespeare’s The Tempest and
A Midsummer Night’s Dream; and a wide range of books, anime, cartoons, and
television shows. Both in terms of the amount of time she invested in it and the
amount she wrote, Kate’s level of engagement with fan fiction is consistent with
other published accounts of this and other types of fan activity (Jenkins 1992,
2006). “Basically,” Kate stated, “there’s never been a time over the past ten years
when I haven’t been writing some kind of fan fic. It’s important to me, and so I
make the time to work on it.” According to Kate, her goal in reworking these vari-
ous texts centers around creating a more coherent and satisfying whole. As she
states, “I like adding on to the original stories, kind of filling in the blanks. I like
to make the story focus on what I want it to focus on or make things happen that
I wanted to happen. Sometimes I want to develop characters more or introduce
new ones.” In order to do so, she draws upon the kinds of strategies for interpret-
ing, appropriating, and reconstructing these texts that Jenkins (1992) outlined in
Textual Poachers, including recontextualizing original material by filling in gaps or
extending the timeline, refocusing attention toward more secondary or underde-
veloped characters or elements, or weaving together elements of various original
texts into what is known as a “crossover.”

The various fan fiction texts Kate has created based upon a Disney animated
movie titled Treasure Planet, which is in itself a piece of fan fiction based on Rob-
ert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, published in 1883, provide a representative
example of Kate’s fan fiction and fan art. In repurposing Treasure Planet, much of
Kate’s efforts have focused on Navigational Error, the 41-chapter novel she started



146 Research in the Teaching of English Volume 44 November 2009

during her MA program that is accompanied by a number of stand-alone short
stories that relate closely to but are set outside the novel. In her retellings of these
texts, Kate continues and extends the exploits of Jim, a young man yearning for
adventure, and John Silver, the cyborg first mate, the movie’s main characters, as
they journey throughout the universe. And yet, Navigational Error does not draw
solely upon Disney’s Treasure Planet. It incorporates characters, settings, and
other elements from a dense network of movies (Willard, Dagon), video games
(Final Fantasy, Treasure Quest), cartoons (Sailormoon), television programs (Red
Dwarf), science fiction stories (H.P. Lovecraft stories, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to
the Galaxy series), novels (Stephen King’s Desperation, Sir Thomas Malory’s Le
Morte D’Arthur), as well as figures from Greco-Roman mythology and other his-
torical events (i.e., the French Revolution).

Popular texts are not the only ones woven into the fabric of her novel. Kate
states that she often draws upon texts of her own as well. One such resource has
been the science fiction writing that she started when she was around 13 years old.
Like a good deal of her fan fiction, much of Kate’s sci-fi was set in futuristic techno-
worlds occupied by robots and/or aliens and tended to focus on the relationship
between humans and robots or cyborgs. Describing the linkages between them, she
stated, “they’re very closely related because I bring in original characters from my
science fiction and put them in my fan fiction, and I do the same thing with the
places I've created for the science fiction, and I deal with a lot of the same themes
in both.” Kate draws from the text of her own life as well, employing elements of
experiences with friends and family into the novel. She sees her fan fiction novel,
for example, as

a crossover with my real life. Like, Jim and his little crew end up working for a lawyer as
runners. My roommate when I was an undergraduate worked as a runner for a lawyer.
So when I was trying to think about what they could do on a ship that few people could
do I thought “Oh, well, they could run errands for a lawyer.” And, some of the behaviors
that Jim’s mother exhibits are things that my mother does to me. Like, there’s this one
part toward the end [of the novel] where she is telling Jim that she is just giving him
advice and he doesn’t have to follow it, but he knows that if he doesn’t follow it he’ll be
in big trouble. And it’s like, that’s my mom. Oh, and I have these characters that run
the boarding house where Jim and everybody live named the Uffords and . . . I made
them these walrus-like people and they’re southern and they have southern accents;
they say “ya’ll” and everything.

It is important to note that Kate’s fan fic productions are not limited to the written
word. Consistent with Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) statement that “being a fan
involved a range of literacy activities spanning reading and writing and incorpo-
rating other media” (p. 249), Kate also engages in a number of other forms of fan
art. The stories she creates are often supplemented by the many drawings she does
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(see Figure 1, below). She started doing these drawings for her stories during her
high school years:

I haven’t taken an art class since kindergarten, but my mom used to do a lot of art with
me when I was little so I think that had a lot to do with why I like drawing now. The first
fan art I can remember doing were a bunch of pictures of robots from Mystery Science
Theatre 3000. Now a lot of the art is mostly illustration purposes, to show what certain
characters or scenes I write about would look like.

According to Kate, “I have such a vivid picture of them in my mind I just wanted
people to really see what they look like. I can describe them in words, but I think
people can understand them better if they can see them.” Elaborating on how her
drawings have progressed, Kate stated “At first I did them just with pen and paper,
but then I got a tablet, a digital tablet, for drawing my fan art. You can just draw
it on the tablet and it comes up on the computer screen, and then I can color it in
using Photoshop. Basically, I do the line art and then layer the color under it, that’s
how animators do animation cells.” In addition to the drawings, Kate engages in a
variety of other forms of fan art as well. She has also made a number of costumes
based on her fan fiction characters, and created a number of music videos as well
using video clips from popular movies and setting them to music. She has also
commissioned other fans to create a number of Barbie-doll sized figures of some
of the original characters she created for her various stories.
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FiGure 1. Samples of Kate’s drawings for her fan fiction novel. At left, a computer-
generated sketch of a character Kate repurposed from the Sailor Moon comic. At
right, a computer-generated “reference sheet” for her Bertrand Merle character.
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Kate’s fan fiction is a textual playground in which she repurposes, combines,
works across, and remediates (Bolter & Grusin, 1999) an array of vernacular texts,
genres, media, and technologies. And yet, however much Kate draws upon the
vernacular in creating her fan fiction, it is linked into a larger nexus of practice that
includes her disciplinary participation in English studies. The following section
of this article elaborates the interplay between Kate’s fan fiction and the literate
activity of English studies. I argue that Kate’s engagement with fan fiction figures
prominently in her disciplinary enculturation and vice versa.

“Fan Fic-ing” English Studies

High School and Undergraduate Connections

According to Kate, many of her earliest disciplinary encounters with English studies
were heavily mediated by her engagement with fan fiction and vice versa. Recount-
ing the relationship between her fan fiction and the literate tasks she encountered
in her high school English classes, Kate stated,

I don’t think that I ever thought of them as separate. I've always been combining them.
When we read the “Masque of the Red Death” in tenth grade I wrote a funny play ver-
sion of it using the people in the class as characters, and when I showed it to the teacher
she let us [perform] it for class. And so even back then, like I rewrote Everyman, the
medieval play, with my own characters in it and that kind of thing, so I've always been
combining school work and fan fiction.

This interweaving continued to texture Kate’s engagement with the central disci-
plinary texts she encountered in her undergraduate courses. When she was asked
to read The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K. LeGuin for a sophomore literature
class, Kate stated that the ending was so sad that she wrote her own alternative
ending to the story just to make herself feel better about it: “It was so sad that I had
to write some other ending to make me not feel so bad about how the book ended,
because one of the characters dies.” Kate wove her fan fiction into her literature
coursework in ways that were more visible to her teachers as well. Her revision of
Thurber’s “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” based on the plot and characters of
Sonic Wings, the assignment indexed in the opening page of this article, was created
and submitted for another literature course that same year. Reflecting on her use
of Sonic Wings as the basis for reworking Thurber’s story, she stated,

I was excited when I figured out that I could work Sonic Wings into it; that’s another
fandom I had written for. [Sonic Wings] kind of gave me a framework for doing the
Walter Mitty thing. Because if it had only been working with the Mitty story, then I
would have had to figure out what could I have him doing and what could I have him
imagining. But I was really into writing [fan fiction] about this video game at the time
and so I thought “Well, I can have him be a Sonic Wings pilot with these other people.”
It worked pretty easily since [Mitty] has all these fantasies. His wife is having him plant



RooZzEN “Fan Fic-ing” English Studies 149

flowers for her, and he starts fantasizing about being a fighter pilot and fighting these
flower-looking monsters. So it fit pretty well for that. It wouldn’t have fit so well if he
didn’t have all of these fantasies; Thurber made it easy for me.

In re-deploying fan fiction in these kinds of private and more public ways, Kate
continued to recognize her extensive engagement with fan fiction as an asset to her
participation in English studies and an important element of the literate identity
she was developing as an English major.

In addition to becoming more frequent, Kate’s linkages between fan fic-
tion and disciplinary activities became much more visible to her teachers in the
upper-division English courses she took as a junior and senior. Recounting her
experience in a creative fiction writing course, Kate stated, “We were given a story
prompt around which we had to base a story. I wrote a short Sailormoon fan fic
based on the prompt and turned that in. ’'m pretty sure I told the instructor that
it was fan fiction, and she didn’t have a problem with that. I also did some other
story assignments using my characters from my other fan fiction.” Describing the
writing she produced for her senior poetry seminar, Kate stated,

even though the class was about reading poetry, our instructor had us write one poem a
week imitating a poem that we’d read [for class]. I turned a lot of these imitations into
fan poems. One was an imitation of Elizabeth Bishop’s poem “Roosters.” I wrote it as a
fan poem for Sailormoon and posted it [on a fan fic site]. Another was an imitation of
“Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” that I wrote as a fan poem for my favorite
Stephen King novel Desperation.

Although one might anticipate that Kate would draw less and less on her extensive
experience with fan fiction as her engagement with disciplinary texts and activities
deepened and intensified, she responded in the opposite manner, not only finding
more and more ways to weave the two together, but also submitting the resulting
texts to fulfill class assignments. The short stories she submitted for the creative
fiction writing class pull heavily from Sailormoon, a regular source for her fan
fiction stories, as well as characters she had used in other fan fiction stories she
had written. Likewise, many of the responses to the weekly imitation assignments
she submitted for her poetry class, like the ones she wrote based on Bishop’s and
Steven’s poetry, also function as published fan poems for the various fandoms for
which she writes.

In many ways, then, Kate’s extensive and long-running engagement with fan
fiction meant that she came to the disciplinary work of English studies “with a
range of choices available to [her], including choices that are far from traditional
in appearance, but which nonetheless speak to the circumstances” (Bazerman,
1997, p. 23). For her, these early encounters with English studies throughout high
school and college regularly became what Bazerman referred to as “opportunity
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space[s],” in which activities create “the possibility for spontaneity, attention to
local conditions and dynamics, and the introduction of many of the impulses,
resources, concerns, etc. that participants bring to the situation” (qtd. in Medway,
2002, p. 147), in which she could undertake the work of coordinating her interest
in fan fiction with her participation in disciplinary tasks. According to Kate, this
practice was encouraged by at least some of her teachers. By the time she graduated
with her BA in English with a minor in creative writing, Kate’s ongoing efforts to
work these literate engagements together resulted in a more or less coherent literate
self that reflected her participation in both. The continued development of that
self was a key factor in her decision to pursue graduate education.

Aligning Fan Fiction and Graduate Education

Describing the journey that would eventually bring her to graduate school, Kate
stated, “I wanted to teach creative writing,and I had applied to some MFA programs
right out of undergrad, but I didn’t get in.” She worked as a secretary at her father’s
business for a year, enjoying the opportunity to be around family but not finding
the job itself very fulfilling. She wanted to find a position more aligned with her
interest in her writing, but, as she stated, “I didn’t think I could get a job I'd like
with just a bachelor’s degree in English. Then I decided to get an MA instead of
an MFA.” The English MA program at the large research-oriented university that
accepted her application offered a specialty in creative writing, and Kate eagerly
adopted that specialization as her own and enrolled in a creative fiction writing
class taught by a popular and enthusiastic professor.

As it had with the creative writing class she took as an undergraduate, it would
seem that Kate’s extensive experience with fan fiction and her related science fic-
tion writing would serve as a resource for and blend more or less harmoniously
with the demands of the graduate creative writing course she took during her first
semester as an MA student. Two weeks into the class, though, Kate encountered
significant resistance to her efforts to weave her interest in fan fiction into her
writing for the course. For the writing sample students were asked to submit, Kate
provided the instructor with a fairly polished draft of story set in a futuristic city
named Seven that bustles with robots, hovercars, and roving thugs armed with
laser knives. Within this William Gibson-esque landscape, Kate’s story details the
romantic relationship developing between two characters: Clarendon Reyn, one
of the city’s most prominent citizens (and one of the central figures in Kate’s fan
fiction novel), and Juste Bishop, a reporter with the city’s last print newspaper. I
include here an excerpt from Kate’s story:

He stood on something like a short pedestal, making him seem slightly taller than the
rest of us. Everything about him was angular: hard grey eyes, hair pulled back severely
and with a pronounced window’s peak, bony shoulders in a long black coat that fell
too large around his body. I wrote some bitter adjectives in my notebook, but the other
reporters just watched him. They had hovering robots to do the recording for them.
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“I'm delighted to welcome you to my first tour. 'm sure you'll find it very intriguing
... different from anything you've previously seen.” He was like the guys who sold stuff
on the streets near my flat in the low-class Paren district, a strange quality for a rich
man. Some of the other reporters were craning their necks, desperately trying to see
into the museum. Viola Vice surreptitiously motioned for her round little hover bot to
edge closer, but before it got very far, Reyn snatched it out of the air.

In richly detailed prose, the passage describes one of the initial meetings between
the two main characters, as seen through the eyes of Juste Bishop, at a press con-
ference for the opening of Reyn’s museum. Although somewhat backgrounded,
elements of Kate’s fan fiction are visible, most clearly in the repeated references to
the robots hovering around the scene.

Discussing the professor’s reaction to her writing sample, Kate stated that after
reading it “[the professor] asked me to drop the class because my writing was too
much like cyberpunk” and thus conflicted with the kinds of short story writing
the professor privileged in a graduate-level creative fiction writing course. Kate’s
sense of the issue was that the professor perceived the writing Kate wanted to
pursue in the class as being “genred” in ways that were not “literary or academic
enough.” Elaborating on her sense of the professor’s interpretation of her writing
sample, Kate stated,

[the professor] probably thought that I was kind of cheating in terms of being creative
because by using fantasy settings maybe I wasn’t working as hard as if I were adapting
characters into a real world. But 'm not so sure. It’s a lot harder to figure out, like, how
would this work in a world where people interact with robots on a daily basis, or where
there are hovercars moving around and that kind of thing. I think that the fantasy stuff
is harder.

The professor’s vision of the kind of writing students needed to produce in the
course conflicted with Kate’s long history of drawing together disciplinary writ-
ing and fan fiction, a history that included overtly drawing upon fan fiction for
the creative writing course she had taken in college. It also challenged the literate
identity she had assembled, a conception of herself as a writer that reflected the
extensive nexus of literate practice from which she drew. Such challenges to the
notions of themselves as writers that persons bring with them to graduate education
are not unusual. A number of studies (Berkenkotter, Huckin, & Ackerman, 1988;
Blakeslee, 1997; Chin, 1994) documented persons’ efforts to negotiate the conflicts
between the literate selves they had developed through previous encounters with
schooling and those they are asked to take up in later disciplinary encounters. In
Kate’s case, though, the conflict centers around her engagement with vernacular
literacies that holds such a prominent place in her sense of herself as a writer.
Kate commented that she could have opted to do other kinds of creative writ-
ing in order to remain in the class and continue with that specialization, but felt
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that it was more important for her to be able to include her vernacular activities
in her disciplinary work, to maintain the literate identity she had constructed: “I
could have stayed in the [creative writing] course, but I wouldn’t have wanted to
stay in and write something I didn’t want to write.” According to Wenger (1998),
reconciling different forms of participation “demands more than just learning
the rules of what to do when. It requires the construction of an identity that can
include . . . different forms of participation into one nexus” (p. 160). Sensing that
the course would not offer her the opportunity to continue her long history of
weaving these literate activities together as fully as she wanted, Kate dropped the
course and began searching for a specialization that afforded the fuller interplay
of vernacular and disciplinary activities.

Kate’s interest in William Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor, especially the
way they blended elements of fantasy into their realistic portrayals of southern
characters and settings, led her to consider focusing on modern southern literature,
but after taking a course on composition theory she ultimately chose to pursue a
specialization in composition and rhetoric. Reflecting on her decision, she stated,
“I realized that [teaching composition] was the best career I could have in order
to still be able to pursue my writing. I wouldn’t have wanted to stay in creative
writing and write something I didn’t want to write, even though it meant having
to change my specialization.” In addition to informing her choice of specializa-
tion, Kate’s engagement with fan fiction also shaped her decision to pursue the
program’s thesis option. Originally, she didn’t envision herself doing the kind of
sustained scholarly work involved in writing a thesis. As she stated, the thesis op-
tion “sounded like a great deal of work. And another reason was that I thought it
would have to be about literature, and I didn’t feel like I had enough to say about
literature to write one.” However, after conducting a case study of another young
woman’s fan fiction writing for the composition studies course she took at the
end of her first year, and then discovering that she could expand on that work for
a thesis project, Kate chose to pursue the thesis option. As she tells it,

When I first started grad school I didn’t even want to do the thesis option, and I planned
to just take [the comprehensive exams] instead. I had started to change my mind
when I thought about getting the composition specialty after taking [the department’s
graduate-level composition theory and practice course], but knowing that I could do
a thesis on fan fic convinced me.

In these ways, then, Kate’s fan fiction figured prominently as she navigated the
complex world of graduate education. Her interest in continuing her extensive
engagement with fan fiction was a large part of what prompted her to see gradu-
ate school as a viable option toward a career, and, once she was accepted into the
university’s MA program, Kate actively worked to align her interest in fan fiction
with the opportunities available to her. Unwilling to set that interest aside in order
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to participate in the creative writing specialization, Kate explored other options,
and she eventually charted a path that provided opportunities for aligning fan
fiction with her progress toward a degree. The chance to pursue her interest in fan
fiction was a key part of her decision to specialize in composition and rhetoric, and
the opportunity to focus on her fan fiction figured prominently in her decision
to pursue the thesis option. In finding ways to weave disciplinary and vernacular
literate worlds even more tightly together than she had as an undergraduate, Kate
envisioned a trajectory for her literate life that she had not perceived before.

“Fan fic-ing” Plato and Burke

Kate’s fan fiction also figured prominently in much more acute ways as she negoti-
ated the readings for the MA exams.’ Having decided to specialize in composition
and to take the thesis option, the next step along her path to an MA involved a
series of written exams based on the required reading lists for the three areas she
had selected, her area of specialization, rhetoric/composition/technical and pro-
fessional writing, and two others: English literature to 1500 and early American
literature. Kate started preparing for her exams during the spring and summer of
her first year in the program, planning to take them the next fall. Her preparation
consisted of reading some secondary sources about the assigned readings and then
working carefully through the readings themselves. As she did, she took careful
notes in a notebook she used specifically for that purpose, making sure to list key
themes, concepts, and terms but also to record her own insights and observations,
connections she saw to other texts she had read, questions she had, and so on.

Having been exposed as an undergraduate English major to much of the mate-
rial on both the English to 1500 and early American literature lists, Kate felt very
much at ease working her way through those readings, comfortable that she was
picking up on the right things and that she could respond to whatever questions
she encountered on the exam.* Her confidence waned, however, when she started
working her way through the rhetoric, composition, and technical communica-
tion list. This was especially the case as she negotiated the rhetoric readings, which
consisted of key excerpts from Bizzell and Herzberg’s The Rhetorical Tradition that
spanned the full length of the field’s history, starting with Plato and Aristotle and
continuing on through Chaim Perelman, Stephen Toulmin, and Kenneth Burke.
Having had no coursework in rhetorical theory, negotiating these readings was
often quite a challenge for Kate.

Her efforts to engage with these readings were repeatedly scaffolded by her
fan fiction activities. While reading Plato’s Phaedrus for her exams, for example,
Kate noted that the interplay between Socrates and young Phaedrus reminded her
of the relationship between John Silver and Jim, the two main characters of her
fan fiction novel. Over the next few days, Kate wrote a short story she titled “As
Wolves for Lambs” set outside of Navigational Error that revolves around Jim being
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asked to read a series of books, including Plato’s Phaedrus, as a way to further his
education and perhaps illuminate his relationship with Silver. Much of the story is
built around Jim ruminating upon large passages from Plato’s Phaedrus. I include
one such excerpt from the story below:

Jim quickly opened the book before he thought any more along those lines. Not satis-
fied with two speeches, the rat-man gave still another one, this one in favor of being
in love. Most of it was cloaked in so many metaphors, Jim lost interest. The one part
that did retain his attention was the description of how the boy would finally come to
love his admirer.

“..the constant kindness that he meets in close companionship with his lover strikes
the beloved with amazement; he realizes clearly that all his other friends and relations
together cannot offer him anything to compare with the affection he receives from this
friend...”

Jim was nearly finished with the book; he resolutely opened it once more, steeling
himself for yet another speech. To his relief, there seemed to only be dialogue left as the
two characters started talking about what made good writing and some inane metaphor
about calling a donkey a horse. Then, slowly, it dawned on him: that was rhetoric.

In addition to borrowing a quote from the Phaedrus for the title of the story,
Kate also repurposed a lengthy passage to illuminate Jim’s relationship with John
Silver, one of the central themes she had been developing in her fan fiction novel.
Plato’s Phaedrus, then, is woven into a densely textured collage connecting Robert
Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island, Disney’s Treasure Planet, and the constellation of
other texts threaded into Kate’s Navigational Error and the “As Wolves for Lambs”
short story.

In drawing upon Plato’s Phaedrusin this manner, Kate links preparing for her
MA exams into the chain of textual invention and production for her fan fiction,
wherein the fan fiction novel she is writing informs her initial encounter with the
Phaedrus, which in turn becomes the foundation for the short story she writes. As
Kate explains in the author’s note she attached to the piece when she published
it on the website:

Okay s0’s 'm studying for the comps I'll be taking in the fall, and one book on my reading
list is Plato’s Phaedrus. Most of it consists of three speeches arguing whether it’s better
for a man to be in love with the boy he chooses for his lover, or not. (Yup, that’s required
reading for the composition rhetoric exam. Wow, I love my specialization . ..) Some of
the stuff in the third speech really got me to thinking about Silver and Jim . .. so here ya
go. It takes place after Silver and Jim are getting along but before the mutiny, obviously.

Yes, yes, I know they probably don’t have Plato out there in space, but let’s assume
that some texts from Earth leaked out there somehow :) The quoted text in the story
is from my edition of Phaedrus, translated by Walter Hamilton. Every word is directly
from that translation, even the “lad” part ;).
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Speaking to the dialogic interplay between studying for her exams and writing this
fan fiction story, Kate commented that “writing my fan fiction about the Phaedrus
made me go back and re-read parts of it over and over again to get it right so that
I could have Jim respond to it correctly. That really helped me learn it.” Her state-
ment here indicates that her familiarity with the Phaedrus is due at least in part
to having engaged deeply with it while writing the story, and thus how intimately
reading Plato’s dialogue and writing the story are intertwined. A number of scholars
(Berkenkotter, Huckin, & Ackerman, 1988; Casanave, 2002; Prior, 1994, 1998) have
noted that disciplinary literate activities are a key means through which learners
are socialized into the discursive practices of a given discipline. In Kate’s case, it is
the “As Wolves for Lambs” fan fic story that provided an opportunity for further
enculturation into the disciplinary work of composition and rhetoric and deeper
engagement with Plato’s Phaedrus in particular.

In other instances, Kate turned more explicitly to her long engagement with
fan fiction to help her navigate what she saw as more challenging readings. Ac-
cording to Kate, her ability to negotiate the readings had gone fairly well until
she encountered the excerpts from Toulmin’s The Uses of Argument and Burke’s
A Grammar of Motives in Bizzell and Herzberg’s (2001) The Rhetorical Tradition,
where she found herself lost just a few pages into Toulmin and then again as she
dove into Burke’s discussion of the dramatistic pentad as a way to parse rhetori-
cal situations into act, scene, agent, agency, and purpose. Describing her initial
reaction to this unfamiliar material, Kate stated, “the Toulmin was difficult. If he
hadn’t had his little diagrams in there I wouldn’t have understood it. The Burke
was terrible for me. It was long, it was dense, and there were terms being used
in ways that I'd never heard before, like the whole act, agent, agency thing.” In
negotiating these more challenging readings from the list, she leaned even more
heavily on her note-taking: “I just took a lot of notes so that I could study from
them, and so I tried to write the notes in ways that I could remember the readings
when I came back to them.”

According to Casanave (2002), a key issue for MA students involves finding
“frameworks for their writing and thinking into which initially puzzling terminol-
ogy, methods, and concepts fit” (p. 217). For Kate, a framework for gaining some
purchase on the slippery terrain of Burke’s dramatistic pentad emerged from her
long engagement with fan fiction, particularly some of the fan fic stories she had
written based on Spy vs. Spy some years before. Recounting her introduction to
Spy vs. Spy many years before, Kate stated, “I saw this Mountain Dew commercial
where they had the two spies from Spy vs. Spy fighting over a can of Mountain
Dew. And I saw that and thought the spies looked neat and then I started look-
ing up and reading stuff on the Internet. That’s when I found a Spy vs. Spy fan fic
community on the web and so I started writing some of my own. I also started
reading all the Spy vs. Spy comics.” In the same way that she re-deployed the Sonic
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Wings video game as a framework for rewriting the Walter Mitty short story, Kate
pulled heavily from the Spy vs. Spy fan fiction she had written some years before
to create a kind of heuristic for understanding Burke’s terminology (see Figure 2
below). Discussing the connection she saw between the two that led her to create
the document in Figure 2, Kate stated,

[Burke] kept talking about “agents” and I thought “Well, that sounds like Spy vs. Spy,”
and so I drew the little cartoon with the spies as the agents and thinking about them
doing stuff to each other helped me understand Burke. I started drawing this in the
middle of reading him because otherwise I knew I could never keep track of “agent” and

“counteragent,” “agency,” all that stuff.  knew that when I came back to this reading, I'd
have my little drawings to help me. It really did help me figure out what was doing what
and what was being acted on. Basically, 'm illustrating Kenneth Burke with characters
and things from Spy vs. Spy. [ Laughs] I'm fan fic-ing graduate school.
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FIGURE 2. Page from Kate’s MA exam notebook containing her illustration of Kenneth
Burke’s dramatic pentad using elements from her engagement with fan fiction.
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Assembled using passages from A Grammar of Motivesand hand-drawn images
borrowed from the Spy vs. Spy comic, this “promiscuous combination of writing
and drawing” (Medway, 2002, p. 146) from Kate’s MA exam notebook reflects
her efforts to use fan fiction to scaffold her understanding of Burke’s dramatistic
pentad. At the top and center of the page, Kate worked to clarify Burke’s abstract
notions of act, scene, agent, agency, and purpose (the underlined terms) by drawing
upon the concrete interaction between the spies she wrote into the space above
those underlined terms (i.e., “black explodes” as the act, “B’s house” as the scene,
etc.) and enhancing it with images of the white spy as an agent and smaller spies
as co- or counteragents. In the page’s lower left quadrant, Kate used drawings of
common elements from the comic (i.e., the bomb, the briefcase, and one of the
spies themselves) as well as some other common objects unrelated to the comic
(i.e., the crystal ball, the paintbrush) to illustrate Burke’s passage regarding the
various entities that could be identified as an agent: “Under ‘agent’ one could place
any personal properties that are assigned a motivational value such as ideas, the
will, fear, malice, intuition, and the creative imagination” (Burke, 2001, p. 1301).
Down the right-hand side of the page, Kate again sketched elements from the Spy
vs. Spy comic (i.e., the spies as hero and villain, the file, the bound wrists, the spy
behind bars, etc.) to illustrate a passage in which Burke offered examples of the
various terms that make up his pentad: “The hero (agent) with the help of a friend
(coagent) outwits the villain (counteragent) by using a file (agency) that enables
him to break his bonds (act) in order to escape (purpose) from the room where
he has been confined (scene)” (Burke, 2001, p. 1301). In repurposing elements
from her experience with fan fiction, Kate is, quite literally, “fan fic-ing” Burke’s
dramatistic pentad, and “Burke-ing” Spy vs. Spy as well.

Kate also noted that the overall look of the page was heavily shaped by other
texts she had read and created for her fan fiction, particularly the “reference sheets,”
pages that include an image or images of the character and then notes regarding
various details of the character’s appearance including style of clothing, colors, eye
shape, personality, and so on, she had seen other illustrators using and had used
herself for her own characters (see, for example, the computer-generated reference
sheet at right in Figure 1 above). Referring to the page from her notebook, she
stated, “It’s kind of like a reference sheet people do for their characters. I picked it
up from there.” Explaining further, she stated, “illustrators will have drawings of
the character combined with notes about how to draw them or other information.
I have this book for Sailormoon called The Materials Collection by Naoko Takeuchi
that has her drawings of every character and her notes beside them, and they look
like this.” In employing the various texts she consumed and produced associated
with the Spy vs. Spy comics, as well as the reference sheets she created (which, in
turn, were based on those she encountered in Takeuchi’s book and perhaps others),
Kate’s engagement with Burke’s A Grammar of Motives emerged from her efforts
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to coordinate and stabilize a dense network of diverse texts and representations,
what Spinuzzi (2003; see also Bazerman, 1994; Hutchins, 1995) referred to as
“compound mediation” (p. 98).

In their analysis of architecture students’ sketchbooks, Dias et al. (1999) argued
that the various unofficial texts that students create for disciplinary activities are
critical sites for “rehearsing both the ideational content and the rhetoric .. . of the
discipline” (p. 111). Woven from elements of Burke’s A Grammar of Motives and
Spy vs. Spy, this page from Kate’s MA exam notebook reveals how she drew upon
her engagement with fan fiction to rehearse both the content and the rhetoric of
composition studies. Finding herself without the “little diagrams” she found so
helpful in understanding the Toulmin reading, Kate created her own “little draw-
ings” to help her negotiate Burke’s pentad by drawing from a nexus of practice
that linked English studies with fan fiction. Through repurposing texts and textual
practices from her extensive history of engagement with fan fiction and fan art,
specifically objects from the Spy vs. Spy comic and the reference sheets for her
fan fiction characters, Kate deepened her engagement with and understanding
of Burke’s theory.

Casanave (2002) stated that writing games such as preparation for exams are
designed to assist MA students in acquiring “a sense of agency and authority that
allow([s] them to feel they [are] legitimate contributors to a professional conversa-
tion” (p. 107-108) and to help them develop identities that “bring them into the
peripheries of professional communities of practice” (p. 111). Examination of
the literate activities associated with Kate’s preparation for her exams reveals how
profoundly her efforts toward these ends were mediated by her extensive history of
engagement with fan fiction. Her knowledge of Plato’s Phaedrus emerged in part
from using that text as the basis for her fan fiction story, and elements of the Spy
vs. Spy comic and the reference sheets she’d used to develop fan fiction characters
enhanced her understanding of Burke’s dramatistic pentad. Echoing Wittgenstein’s
(1953) notion of crisscrossing a topical landscape as a metaphor for building
knowledge, fan fiction functions for Kate as another traverse across the disciplinary
landscape of English studies, although from a somewhat different angle.

The alignment of Kate’s fan fiction and her disciplinary activities continued to
thicken throughout her final year in the MA program as she worked to maintain
a literate identity that reflected the variegated literate landscape she inhabited.
After passing her comprehensive exams, Kate completed her thesis, a case study
exploring the agentive potential in one young woman’s fan fiction and fan art, the
following semester. The research and writing for her thesis, which included Kate’s
reflections and insights into her own experiences with fan fiction, served as the
basis for her presentation at the 2008 Conference on College Composition and
Communication (CCCC). Kate also began research on the rhetoric of rejection in
one of the online fan communities she participated in for her seminar paper in a
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rhetorical theory course. She also found the time to complete the fortieth chapter
of Navigational Error and continue her efforts on a number of other fan fiction
projects, including a website and stories based on the Darkwing Duck cartoon and
comic book that she was especially enthusiastic about. Elaborating on a number
of other alignments she saw between her fan fiction and graduate school activi-
ties, Kate stated,

[b]asically, fan fiction is embedded in my grad school experience. Melanie, (all of the
names in this extended interview excerpt are pseudonyms) one of the grad students, is
[into fan art] too, and so she’s seen all of my stuff. And, like if you look at my notebooks
from different classes, I basically have drawings of my characters all over them; I draw
them everywhere. My character Belle from my Darkwing Duck stories is a feminist from
me having conversations with Whitney, she’s another grad student, about feminism from
our classes. [Whitney] was a huge influence on Belle. Whitney loves to cook and so do
I, and so we would get together to cook and have dinner and so Belle loves to cook as
well. Steven, he’s a grad student too, is interested in Plato, and so one day I told him
about using Plato’s Phaedrus in one of my stories and so he asked to see it, so he’s seen
it too. Sometimes when I would have my students in the [computer] lab working on
their drafts, I’'d be working on my fan fiction right with along with them.

By the end of her two and a half years in the MA program, then, Kate’s engage-
ment in fan fiction had come to mediate not only her graduate coursework and
her disciplinary pathway, but also the very fabric of her social relationships with
other graduate students and her teaching as well.

Discussion: Authoring Self across Vernacular and Disciplinary
Worlds

Efforts to more fully understand the circulation of the literate tools and activities
among academic disciplines and persons’ wider literate investments have tended
to situate persons and practices comfortably within networks linking the official
worlds of school and work (Beaufort, 2007; Dias et al., 1999; Russell, 1997; Rus-
sell & Yanez, 2003). However, Kate’s encounters with English studies throughout
high school, college, and graduate school powerfully foreground the linkages she
made and managed between her vernacular and disciplinary literate engagements.
Fan fiction facilitates Kate’s disciplinary participation in a number of ways and
at multiple points along her pathway through English studies. Her encounters
with key disciplinary readings—from Everyman in high school to the poetry of
Stevens and Bishop in college through Burke’s A Grammar of Motives as a gradu-
ate student—are enriched by her fan fiction. Kate’s experience with fan fiction
deepens her engagement with a range of other disciplinary texts as well, including
her class notes, seminar papers, MA thesis, and a conference proposal and paper.
This use of fan fiction to enhance disciplinary work is consistent with Barton and
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Hamilton’s (1998) observations that vernacular literacies commonly underpin
more dominant ones.

Beyond the consumption and production of disciplinary texts, fan fiction
enhanced Kate’s disciplinary enculturation in more global ways as well. After all,
it is not just that Kate decided to pursue higher education, but that she chose to
do so in order to extend her engagement with her vernacular literate activities;
not just that she selected a specialization in composition and rhetoric, but that she
chose one that aligned with her continued interest in her fan fiction; not just that
she chose to pursue the thesis option, but that this step toward becoming a scholar
was motivated in part by a chance to more closely examine her and others’ engage-
ment in writing fan fiction and other online fan activities. Beyond graduation,
Kate’s fan fiction continues to influence her disciplinary activities. She currently
teaches composition and literature and tutors in the writing center at an urban
university in the southeast, and, as of our last communication a few months ago,
is looking for ways to incorporate elements of fan fiction into her teaching and
tutoring. She is also tentatively exploring a number of options for doctoral work
that will allow her to more fully examine the textual practices associated with fan
fiction and other forms of computer-mediated communication. Drawing in part
from her MA thesis, Kate recently submitted an initial draft of a chapter detailing
her engagement with fan fiction that was selected for publication in an edited
collection about the digital generation. Upon completing her chapter and submit-
ting it to the editor, she stated that “it might be the only academic publication to
mention Darkwing Duck”

Although this partial tracing of the interplays between fan activities and
English studies focuses on fan fiction shaping Kate’s disciplinary engagement, the
profoundly dialogic nature of the relationship demands attention to the prominent
ways Kate’s disciplinary literacies were recruited into her fan fiction. In addition to
the popular texts (e.g., comics, movies, video games) Kate drew upon in creating
her fan fiction and fan art, she also repurposed many of the texts she had encoun-
tered in her English studies classes as well: Poe’s “Masque of the Red Death” and
Everyman became the basis of fan plays; the poetry of Bishop and Stevens served
as the foundation for fan poems about Sailormoon and a Stephen King novel; “The
Secret Life of Walter Mitty,” Beowulf, and Plato’s Phaedrus informed a number
of fan fic short stories. In many ways, these repurposings of key English studies
texts as the basis for fan pieces invites us to view fan fiction as a way for Kate to
maintain, and even enhance, her disciplinary activity, and are certainly consistent
with Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) observation that dominant literacies are of-
ten incorporated in more vernacular ones. Ultimately, then, this story of making
disciplinary texts and activities meaningful in ways other than for seminar papers,
passing exams, and earning degrees and making vernacular activities meaning-
ful in ways beyond pleasure and private leisure provides a rich portrait of Kate’s
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efforts to compose a literate life in a manner that affords ongoing engagement in
both. In this sense, Kate’s literate life emerges as the product and process of a kind
of literate “knotworking,” Engestrom, Engestrém, and Vahaaho’s (1999) term to
describe the “distributed and partially improvised orchestration of collaborative
performance between otherwise loosely connected actors and activity systems,”
the “tying, untying, and retying together of otherwise separate threads of activity”
(p. 346) over a lengthy period of time that links the disciplinary to the vernacular,
the vernacular to the disciplinary.

To a great extent, this weaving and re-weaving together of these seemingly
disparate artifacts and activities is afforded, I would argue, by the orientation
toward texts that Kate developed through her extensive engagement with fan
fiction, a disposition that understands texts as flexible and malleable and thus as
capable of being turned to a number of different functions. In addition to what
texts are, then, Kate also sees them in terms of what they might become, of how
they might be repurposed and to what end as well as how they might be combined
with other texts. Plato’s Phaedrus, for example, can illuminate the relationship
between characters in a fan fiction novel, images from Spy vs. Spy comics and
webpages can clarify Burke’s dramatistic pentad, and Thurber’s Walter Mitty can
become a figure in a video game. Beyond the ways texts might be repurposed,
Kate’s disposition also takes into account how texts might be remediated (Bolter
and Grusin, 1999) as well. Elements of popular television programs and movies,
for example, can be entextualized and digitized into stories and novels displayed
on online fan fic sites. Characters that appear originally as descriptions in novels
or as images in a movie or comic book can be sketched, first by hand and then
using a digital tablet, and then posted online as fan art illustrations. Or, they can
be enacted and embodied in the form of the fan art costumes Kate makes or the
fan dolls she had commissioned others to create. Kate’s engagement with Burke’s
dramatistic pentad traced the extensive semiotic pathway traveled by the images
from Spy vs. Spy. The images that appeared in Kate’s MA exam notebook, and which
are here re-represented in a scholarly article, were only the latest remediation in
a long chain that stretched back through the fan fiction stories Kate wrote about
the spies, which were informed by the images she found on web pages and those
she encountered in Spy vs. Spy comic books, which she sought out in response to
the Mountain Dew commercial on television that featured the spies. In turn, those
illustrations in her exam notebook were appropriated into Kate’s memory as she
prepared for her MA exam, and were perhaps entextualized as she responded to
the questions on her MA exam, vocalized as she discussed Burke in her rhetorical
theory class or with her friends in other graduate classes, and so on.

This is not to say that these kinds of interplays are always enriching. Although
the partial trajectory I have traced foregrounds the ways that repurposing fan
fiction afforded deeper engagement with English studies, Wertsch (1998) noted
that to attend solely to
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the kinds of empowerment provided by cultural tools gives us only a partial picture and
one that is benign in an important sense. It does so because it overlooks a countervail-
ing, though equally inherent, characteristic of meditational means—namely, that they
constrain or limit the forms of action we undertake. (p. 38-39)

That tendency to introduce both affordances and constraints to action is, for
Wertsch, a key characteristic of mediational means, particularly those repurposed
from other activities. This property is foregrounded in Scollon’s (2001) analysis of
cultural tools as well, particularly in what he referred to as their “partial” nature, that
they are always “doing and saying more and less than is intended by the users” (p.
121). As he stated, because tools are reused across engagements, “the mediational
means never fits the action exactly. . . . Thus a mediational means affords some
action but this lack of exact fit to concrete actions means the mediational means
also limits and focuses that action” (p. 121). This “partial” nature of mediational
means has important consequences for the nexus in which they circulate. As Scol-
lon (2001) noted, the notion of a nexus refers not just to the points of connection
among elements, but to the overall pattern of linkages and incommensuralities, to
the affordances as well as the constraints that animate the network. Understand-
ing more fully the interaction of Kate’s vernacular and disciplinary engagements,
then, demands attention to how they limited as well as enriched her participation.

Kate’s experience of coming to understand the generic borders of creative
writing at the graduate level, or at least in that particular creative writing course,
serves as one prominent example of fan fiction constraining her disciplinary
engagement. There are a number of other ways, perhaps more subtle but no less
powerful, that it limited her participation as well. The three composition studies
classes Kate took while in the graduate program, for example, were designed to
help MA students develop a breadth of knowledge about the field. Kate’s seminar
projects in two of those courses focused tightly on fan fiction. Although it does
complement multiple facets of composition studies, the emphasis on fan fiction
may have narrowed her attention to those areas obviously and overtly related, and
thus kept her from traversing the disciplinary terrain from other angles. Kate’s
interaction with Plato and Burke offer more specific examples, even though her
uptake of these texts was not limited to only what she gleaned from viewing them
through the lens of fan fiction texts and practices. Although the characters and
objects of Spy vs. Spy certainly do bring Burke’s (2001) emphasis on heroes and
villains, escape and imprisonment, as well as “the basic stratagems which people
employ, in endless variations, . . . for the outwitting or cajoling of one another” (p.
1299) to the fore, they also tend to obscure the motivations driving other acts Burke
addressed (i.e., voting, war, committee meetings) as well as the important issue of
the ratios among the various elements of the pentad. Similarly, Kate’s decision to
focus on fan fiction for her thesis project because she knew that she already had a
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great deal to say about that topic might also be interpreted as a missed opportunity
to deepen her knowledge of other facets of composition studies. Her experience in
the creative writing course aside, from Kate’s perspective these interplays did not
constrain her disciplinary participation; she did not indicate to me that she saw
them as anything but helping her to negotiate the disciplinary landscape. Such a
view is consistent with Wertsch’s (1998) observation that it is usually only when
the use of new tools focuses attention and action in different directions that the
constraints imposed by previous tools are recognized: “It is usually only with the
appearance of new, further empowering (and constraining) forms of mediation
that we recognize the limitations of earlier ones” (p. 40).

I cannot know what the future holds for the interplay of Kate’s disciplinary
and fan literacies. Perhaps these alignments will continue to thicken and fan fiction
will come to play an even more prominent role in Kate’s teaching and scholarly
work, asserting even greater influence on her engagement with the discipline.
Likewise, perhaps the texts, practices, and motivations emerging from her con-
tinued disciplinary efforts will be reflected more prominently in her fan activities.
On the other hand, perhaps these alignments will subside and thin, and linkages
and tensions with other literate activities will take precedence, prompting devel-
opment in other directions. For the present, as Kate teaches and tutors literature
and first year composition and considers doctoral work in composition studies
and continues her array of fan activities, orienting herself on her richly variegated
literate landscape will no doubt be part of her ongoing work of reconciliation, the
continual effort she will devote to coordinating the complex ways these and other
literate engagements interact and influence one another.

Implications for Research and Teaching

As Russell (1997, 1999) and others (Berkenkotter, 2001; Syverson, 1999) have
pointed out, how we understand and imagine the networks in which literate tools
and practices circulate is a crucial issue for writing research. According to Prior
(1998, 2008; see also Dressman, McCarthey, & Prior, 2008), critical aspects of our
inquiry, including what questions are asked, what sites of engagement garner at-
tention, what data are regarded as potentially important, and which pathways are
followed and in what directions, are driven by how we envision the trajectories along
which actors and artifacts travel. As we work to more fully understand the circula-
tion of disciplinary texts and practices, Kate’s story should push us to consider the
full range of persons’ literate engagements, not just those readily associated with
disciplines and professions. Rather than deciding beforehand where the pathways
of disciplinary texts and tools begin and end, and in which directions they run, we
need to follow their trajectories wherever they lead, even if that carries us to and
from vernacular literacies. If the study of disciplinarity must be informed by rich,
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full description and critical analysis of what it entails and with what it connects,
then we would surely be remiss if, in working to trace the pathways of disciplin-
ary actors and artifacts, we neglected entire realms of literate activity. As we plan
and conduct further research, Kate’s story should prompt us to consider what
other vernacular literacies might be impinging upon disciplinary activities, and
vice versa, as well as the synergies that exist between seemingly unrelated literate
activities and the tensions that exist between seemingly congruent ones. Even more
broadly, Kate’s story invites us to ask how we might trace even more fully the rich
varieties of experiences with reading and writing that are mediating literate action,
how, in other words, we might more fully address, empirically, theoretically, and
methodologically, the sociohistoric and semiotic pathways that deposit elements
of various literate thens and theres into literate activities here and now.

In addition to shaping our research, how we understand and imagine the net-
works in which literate persons, tools, and practices circulate is a crucial pedagogical
issue as well. In this sense, Kate’s story has as much to tell us about how writing
might be best supported and taught as it does about how it might be examined. As
Yancey (2004) noted in her CCCC Chair’s Address, “our model of teaching com-
position, as generous, varied, and flexible as it is in terms of aims and as innovative
as it is in terms of pedagogy—and it is all of these—(still) embodies the narrow
and the singular in its emphasis on a primary and single human relationship: the
writer in relation to the teacher” (p. 309). Viewed from this perspective, what Prior
(1998) referred to as “the chronotope of the classroom” (p. 249), literate persons
are reduced to only students, and their histories of literate engagement configured
solely in academic terms. Writing is reduced to the ability (or perhaps the lack
thereof) to use disciplinary practices in order to interact with disciplinary texts in
the pursuit of disciplinary objectives, and thus the circulations of tools and texts
come to be configured solely within disciplinary cycles. Richly literate landscapes
are reduced to only classrooms, college libraries, and writing centers. Extending
and enriching this perspective is critical if we are to realize Yancey’s vision of “a
new curriculum for the 21st century, a curriculum that carries forward the best of
what we have created to date, that brings together the writing outside of school and
that inside” (p. 308, italics in original). To date, responses to Yancey’s call include
a number of innovative approaches that occasion and make visible, both to our-
selves and our students, “the system of circulation—the path that writing takes. ..
beyond and around the single path from student to teacher” (p. 310-11). Shipka’s
(2005) multimodal model of composition immerses learners in a set of rich and
rigorous tasks that ask them to analyze how a broad array of communicative tools
can and do shape the production of a wide variety of activities. Jolliffe and Harl
(2008) invite undergraduates to log their curricular and extracurricular reading
as a means of illuminating the richness of their literate lives.
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This portrait of Kate repurposing, remediating, and coordinating a rich
network of texts and textual practices, of authoring herself continually across ver-
nacular, disciplinary, and even professional worlds and the tensions and synergies
that texture her efforts, suggests the need to make even more visible the rich and
extensive networks at play in our students’ literate lives. To this end, my teach-
ing—whether for first-year composition, upper-division undergraduate classes, or
graduate courses in composition and rhetoric—often centers around sets of formal
and informal writing tasks that invite learners to explore their multiple and diverse
literate engagements in a variety of ways and from multiple perspectives. One set
of tasks, for example, asks students to identify the full range of their encounters
with literacy, especially experiences in which texts assume a variety of forms or
might not be immediately visible but are nonetheless shaping activity in significant
ways. One activity within this set that has been particularly productive, especially in
first-year composition, asks students to articulate their notion of “writing”—what
it involves, what forms it can take, how it is learned, and elements that shape its
production, reception, and distribution—and then to compare their representa-
tions with those offered by a range of institutions and communities. Another set
of tasks invites students to examine the relationships among various experiences
with reading and writing, often by asking them to identify and analyze key instances
of texts, tools, or practices being repurposed across activities and worked through
multiple representational media. Informed by analyses of the ways cultural tools
both afford and constrain action (Hutchins, 1995; Scollon, 2001; Wertsch, 1998),
scholarship examining how persons coordinate multiple texts and practices (Ba-
zerman, 2002; Prior, 1998; Spinuzzi, 2003), and the research with Kate on which
this article is based, a recent spin-off of this task asks students to focus on specific
instances of repurposing and to explore how such interactions might be afford-
ing as well as constraining action. It seems important to note that these tasks are
not geared toward obscuring or ignoring persons’ academic engagements, but
rather toward inviting learners to situate disciplinary activities in a larger literate
ecology. Nor are these tasks aimed at eliminating the tensions that can arise as
persons negotiate and coordinate profoundly heterogeneous networks of tools,
texts, practices, and identities by making, say, disciplinary literacies more like fan
fiction ones or vice versa; rather, they are designed to help learners identify such
tensions as opportunities to understand more fully what it means to be a literate
person in the world.

Students’ responses to these tasks, which often trace rich histories with a
diverse collection of texts and tools, situate school tasks within extensive cycles of
literate action and representation that stretch across multiple literate activities and
appear in a number of media, continually remind me of all that can be obscured
or rendered completely invisible, subordinated or entirely ignored, when literate
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persons and activities are seen only from the dominant perspective offered up by
classrooms, disciplines, and professions. Understanding those rich histories, those
extensive cycles of repurposing and remediation that stretch across the full range
of literate engagements—Kkey considerations in making literacy instruction more
relevant in the production of the persons, practices, texts, and tools shaping writ-
ing in the twenty-first century—demands that we follow the advice Shaughnessy
(1976) offered for making visible learners’ rich experiences with language and
literacy that typically go unrecognized: to become “student[s] of new disciplines
and of [our] students themselves” (p. 239).
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NOTES

1.1 do not wish to suggest that fan fiction is the only type of vernacular literacy in which Kate is
engaged. Closely linked to her fan fiction is the science fiction she’s written, which includes a num-
ber of short stories as well as a novel that has undergone two revisions and is undergoing a third.
Other vernacular engagements include scrapbooking, website design, and sporadically keeping a
diary (in hardcopy and using online sites such as Diaryland and Livejournal).

2. Excerpts from interviews used throughout this manuscript have been slightly edited for readabil-
ity. False starts and repetitions have been omitted; punctuation and capitalization have been added.
3.1do not mean to suggest that Kate’s weaving together of fan fiction and the disciplinary work
of her MA program was narrowly confined to preparing for her exams or even only to her com-
position coursework. She continued to repurpose texts she encountered in many of her graduate
courses as foundations for her fan fiction. For example, Kate wrote a number of fan fiction pieces
based on Beowulfafter encountering it as a required reading in a graduate course on the narrative
and the again for a course on the epic. Not coincidentally, her seminar papers for both of those
classes focused on Beowulf.

4. Beyond having encountered many of the readings on the “English to 1500” reading list in her
undergraduate and graduate courses, Kate’s relative comfort with the materials on the “English
to 1500 reading list might also arise from her having used a number of these texts (i.e., Beowulf

and Everyman, among others) as the foundation for some of her fan fiction stories.
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2010 David H. Russell Award Call for Nominations

The National Council of Teachers of English is now accepting nominations for the
David H. Russell Award for Distinguished Research in the Teaching of English. This
award recognizes published research in language, literature, rhetoric, teaching proce-
dures, or cognitive processes that may sharpen the teaching or the content of English
at any level. Nominations of publications to be considered should be postmarked no
later than March 1, 2010.

Any work or works of scholarship or research in language, literature, rhetoric,
or pedagogy and learning published during the past five years (i.e., between Janu-
ary 2005 and December 2009) are eligible. Works nominated for the David H. Russell
Award should be exemplary instances of the genre, address broad research questions,
contain material that is accessibly reported, and reflect a project that stands the test of
time. Normally, anthologies are not considered. Reports of doctoral studies, while not
precluded from consideration for the Russell Award, are typically considered as part
of NCTFE’s separate “Promising Researcher” program. Works nominated for the award
must be available in the English language.

To nominate a study for consideration, please e-mail the following information
to college@ncte.org: Your Name, Your Phone, Your e-mail, Author, Title, Publisher,
Date of Publication, and one paragraph indicating your reasons for nominating the
work; postmark deadline is March 1,2010. Please include four copies of the publication
for distribution to the Selection Committee, or give full bibliographic information so
that the Selection Committee will encounter no difficulty in locating the publication
you nominate.

Send nominations and materials to: David H. Russell Award, NCTE, 1111 W.
Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1096, Attn: Felisa Mann. Final selections will be
announced in mid-August 2010






