INTRODUCTION

Is Everyone an Author?

E'VE CHOSEN A PROVOCATIVE TITLE for this bock, so it's
fair to ask if we've gotten it right, if everyone is an au-
thor. Let’s take just a few examples that can help to
make the point:

* A student creates an Insfagram account, which immediately finds a
large audience of other interested people.

@

A visitor to the United States sends an email to a few friends and
family members in Slovakia~-and they begin forwarding it. The
message circles the giobe in a day.

L]

A professor assigns students in her class to work together to write a
number of entries for Wikipedia, and they are surprised to find how
quickly their entries are revised by others.

a

An airline executive writes a letter of apology for unconscionable

delays in service and publishes the letter in newspapers, where mi}-
lions will read it.

» Asmall group of high school students who are keen on cooking post
their recipe for Crispy Candy Cookies on their Cook’s Corner blog and
are overwhelmed by the number of responses to their invention.

* Five women nominated for the Academy Award for Best Actress pre-

pare acceptance speeches: one of them will deliver the speech live
before an international audience.
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» You get your next assignment in your college writing class and set
out to do the research necessary to complete it. When you're finished,
you turn in your twelve-page argument to your instructor and class-
mates for their responses—and you also post a short excerpt fromiton
Twitter.

Al] of these examples represent important messages written by people who
probably do not consider themselves authors, Yet they fllustrate what we
mean when we say that today “everyone’s an author” Once upon a time, the
ability to compose a message that reached wide and varied audiences was
restricted to a small group; now, however, this opportunity is available to
anyone with access to the internet.

The word author has a long history, but it is most assoctated with the
rise of print and the ability of writers to claim what they have written as
property. The first copyright act, in the early eighteenth century, ruled that
authors held the primary rights to their work. And while anyone could po-
tentiaily be a writer, an author was someone whose work had been pub-
lished. That rough definition worked pretty well until recently, when tra-
ditional copyright laws began to show the strain of their 300-year history,
most notably with the simple and easy file sharing that the internet makes
possible.

In fact, the web has blurred the distinction between writers and au-
thors, offering anyone with access to the internet the opportunity to publish
what they write. If you have access to the internet (at school, at a library, at
home), you can publish what you write and thus make what you say avail-
able to readers around the world.

Think for a minute about the impact of blogs, which first appeared in
1997. When this book was first published, there were more than 156 mil-
lion public blogs, and as this new edition goes to press, there are more than
478 million blogs on Tumblr alone. Add to blogs the rise of Twitter, YouTube,
Instagram, Facebook, and other social networking sites for even more evi-
dernce to support our claim: today, everyone’s an author. Moreover, twenty-
first-century authors just don't fit the image of the Romantic writey, alone
in a garret, struggling to bring forth something unique. Rather, today's
authors are part of a huge, often global, conversation; they build on what
others have thought and written, they create mash-ups and remixes, and
they practice teamwork at almost every turn. They are authoring for the
digital age.
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Redefining Writing

If the definition of author has changed in recent years, so has our under
standing of the definition, nature, and scope of writing.

Writing, for example, now includes much more than words, as images
and graphics take on an important part of the job of conveying meaning.
In addition, writing now includes sound, video, and other media. Perhaps
more important, writing now often contains many voices, as information
from the internet is incorporated into the texts we write with ease, Finally,
as we noted above, writing today is almost always part of a larger conversa-
tion. Rather than rising mysteriously from the depths of a writer's original
thoughts, a stereotype made popular during the Romantic period, writing
almost always responds to some other written piece or to other ideas. If “no
man [or woman)] is an island, entire of itself” then the same holds true for
writing.

Writing now is also often highly collaborative. You work with a team to
produce an illustrated report, the basis of which is used by members of the
teamto make a key presentation to management; you and a classmate carry
out an experiment, argue over and write up the results together, and pre-
sent your findings to the class; a business class project calls on you and oth-
ers in your group to divide up the work along lines of expertise and then to
pool your efforts in meeting the assignment. In all of these cases, writing is
also performative—it performs an action or, in the words of many students
we have talked with, it “makes something happen in the world”

Perhaps most notable, this expanded sense of writing challenges us
to think very carefully about what our writing is for and whom it can and
ruight reach. Email provides a good case in point. In the aftermath of the
September 11 attacks, Tamim Ansary, a writer who was born in Afghani-
stan, found himself stunned by the number of people calling for bombing
Afghanistan “back to the Stone Age” He sent an email to a few friends ex-
pressing his horror at the events, his condemnation of Osama bin Laden
and the Taliban, and his hope that those in the United States would not act
on the basis of gross stereotyping. The few dozen friends to whom Ansary
wrote hit their forward buttons. Within days, the letter had circled the globe
more than once, and Ansary’s words were published by the Africa News Ser-
vice, the Philippine Daily Inquirer, the Evening Standard in London, the San
Francisco Chronicle and many other papers in the United States, as well as
on many websites.
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Authors whose messages can be instantly transported around the
world need to consider those who will receive those messages. As the exam-
ple of Tamim Ansary shows, no longer can writers assume that they write
only to a specified audience or that they can easily control the dissemina-
tion of their messages. We now live not only in a city, a state, and a country
but in a global community as well—and we write, intentionally or not, to
speakers of many languages, to members of many cultures, to believers of
many creeds.

Everyone's a Researcher

Since all writing responds to the ideas and words of others, it usually draws
on some kind of research. Think for a mornent of how often you carry out
research. We're guessing that a little reflection will turn up lots of exam-
ples: you may find yourself digging up information on the pricing of new
cars, searching Craigslist or the want ads for a good job, comparing two new
smartphones, looking up statistics on a favorite sports figure, or searching
for a recipe for tabbouleh. All of these everyday activities involve research.
In addition, many of your most important life decisions involve research—
what colleges to apply to, what jobs to pursue, where tolive, and more. Once
you begin to think about research in this broad way--as a form of inquiry
related to important decisions—yow’ll probably find that research is some-
thing you do almost every day. Moreover, you'll see the ways in which the
research you do adds to your credibility--giving you the authority that goes
along with being an author.

But research today is very different from the research of only a few de-
cades ago. Take the example of the concordance, an alphabetized listing of
every instance of all topics and words in a work. Before the computer age,
concordances were done by hand: the first full concordance to the works of
Shakespeare took decades of eye-straining, painstaking research, counting,
and sorting, Some scholars spent years, even whole careers, developing con-
cordances that then served as major resources for other scholars. As soon as
Shakespeare's plays and poerns were in digital form—voilal--a concordance
could be produced automatically and accessed by writers with the click of
a Motse.

To take a more recent example, first-year college students not too long
ago had no access to the internet. Just think of how easy it is now to check
temperatures around the world, track a news story, or keep up to the min-
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ute on stock prices. These are items that you can google, but you may alse
have many expensive subscription databases available to you through your
school’s library. It's not too much of an exaggeration to say that the world is
literally at your fingertips.

What has not changed is the need to carry out research with great care,
toread all sources with a critical eye, and to evaluate sources before depend-
ing on them for an important decision or using them in your own work.
What also has not changed is the sheer thrill research can bring: while much
research work can seem plodding and even repetitious, the excitement of
discovering raterials you didn't know existed, of analyzing information in
a niew way, or of tracing a question through one particular historical period
brings its own reward. Moreover, your research adds to what philosopher
Kenneth Burke calls “the conversation of humankind,” as you build on what
others have done and begin to make significant contributions of your own
to the world’s accurmulated knowledge.

Everyone’s a Student

More than 2,000 years ago, the Roman writer Quintilian set out a plan for ed-
ucation, beginning with birth and ending only with old age and death. Sur-
prisingly enough, Quintilian’s recomrnendation for a lifelong education has
never been more relevant than it is in the twenty-first century, as knowledge
is increasing and changing so fast that most people must continue to be ac-
tive learners long after they graduate from college. This explosion of knowl-
edge also puts great demands on communication. As a result, one of your big-
gest chalienges will be learning how to learn and how to communicate what
you have learned across wider distarnces, to larger and increasingly diverse
sets of audiences, and using an expanding range of media and genres,

When did you first decide to attend college, and what paths did you take
to achieve that goal? Chances are greater today than at any time in our past
that you may have taken time off to work before beginning college, or that
youreturned to college for new training when your jobchanged, or that you
are attending college while working part-time or even full-time. These char-
acteristics of college students are not new, but they are increasingly impor-
tant, indicating that the path to college is not as straightforward as it was
once thought to be. In addition, college is now clearly a part of a process of
lifetime learning: you are likely to hold a number of positions—and each
hew position will call for new learning.
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Citizens today need more years of education and more advanced skills
than ever before: even entry-level jobs now call for a college diploma. But
what yow'll need isn't just a college education. Instead, you'll need an educa-
tion that puts you in a position to take responsibility for your own learning
and to take a direct, hands-on approach to that learning. Most of us leam
best by doing what we're trying to learn rather than just being told about it.
What does this change mean in practice? First, it means you will be doing
much more writing, speaking, and researching than ever before. You may,
for instance, canduct research on an economic trend and then use that re-
search to create a theory capable of accounting for the trend; you may join
a research group in an electrical engineering class that designs, tests, and
implements a new system; you may be a member of a writing class that
works to build a website for the local fire department, writes brochures fora
nonprofit agency, or makes presentations before municipal boards. In each
case, you will be doing what you are studying, whether it is economics, en-
gineering, or writing.

Without a doubt, the challenges and opportunities for students today
are immense. The chapters that follow try to keep these challenges and op-
portunities in the foreground, offering you concrete ways to think about
yourself as a writer—and yes, as an author; to think carefully about the
thetorical situations you face and about the many and varied audiences for
your wark; and to expand your writing repertoire to include new genres,
new media, and new ways of producing and commmunicating knowledge.




