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Abstract

Traditional students spend about four years residing at their undergraduate institutions. During those
years, commuter students visit campus mostly on an as-needed basis, limiting their opportunities to es-
tablish a sense of belonging. Exacerbating the physical separation between students and their schools,
COVI-19-related lockdowns and closures challenged traditional means of community-building for in-
stitutions of higher education. A year without in-person classes in 2020–21 meant that in Fall 2021,
both first- and second-year students, plus two cohorts of new employees, were new to campus facili-
ties. Disbursing work and classes away from a centralized physical campus created a gap in experiential
institutional memory. This article considers the problem of belonging within an urban-grant univer-
sity community; shows how sound- and location-based digital composition projects preserve collective
memory, provide forensic documentation of institutional legacies, and strengthen students’ awareness
of temporal context; and theorizes the role of soundwriting projects in creating a sense of belonging for
college students.

1 Introduction

How do you know when you belong in a place?
We spend our days in dedicated spaces such as
the office, our homes, and those “third places” like
coffee shops—places that “provide opportunities
for important experiences and relationships,” are
“uniquely qualified to sustain a sense of well-being
among itsmembers,” andwhere “people gather pri-
marily to enjoy each other’s company” (Oldenburg
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& Brissett, 1982, pp. 268–69). We often share
spaces with others, and we often occupy them only
temporarily. Apartments are rented until the lease
expires; administrative necessities can reassign cu-
bicles or entire wings of buildings to different em-
ployees or departments; a colleague uses a lab or
room once our class ends and we leave. Our ability
to be in a space often has documentation to support
it, but there’s a less-tangible component to whether
we belong in a space. Belonging is more a func-
tion of perception than of documentation. Leases
and room assignments may declare our ability to
use a space for a time, but we still have a settling-in
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period during which we know we are supposed to
occupy a space, yet we may not feel like we fit in.
At what point does a person’s relationship with a
place shift from novel, to familiar, to accepting, to
expected? That sense of being expected in a place
has material consequences for our institutions, as
it is directly tied up with issues of recruitment and
retention or tenure and promotion. What steps
might we take to support and encourage a sense of
belonging on our campuses?

My question about awareness of belonging was
part of an effort to spark classroom discussion
about the relationship between perception and lo-
cation. I posed that question in a Writing for Digi-
tal Spaces course offered in both the Fall 2021 and
Spring 2022 semesters. In those classes, we en-
gaged in a multi-semester project for which stu-
dents built a GPS-activated, self-guided walking
tour of our main campus in Union, New Jersey.
(The exigencies of this project will be discussed at
length below.) With this tour, we hoped to pro-
vide current and future students a sense of the his-
tory and affordances of locations across campus,
giving students a better sense of familiarity with
the facilities available to them. It became obvious,
through a multitude of conversations about things
students learned through this project, that students
at this school were generally unaware of available
resources and the forces that shape and define the
spaces they interact with on a regular basis. If the
goal of our guided tour was to help students feel
more familiar with campus spaces, we needed to
rhetorically construct a sense of community con-
ducive to fostering belonging, both for future lis-
teners and for the students creating the tour.

Composition scholars have long been interested
in the concept of discourse community (Bizzell,
1982; Porter, 1986; Swales, 1990). We under-
stand how writing is used by these communities
to help achieve shared goals, and we often think

of constructing, composing, or changing commu-
nities through writing (Dean & Warren, 2012; Gra-
bill, 2007; Harris, 1989; Hyland, 2011; Inoue,
2015). Education scholarship, for its part, has
highlighted the importance of community in on-
line and blended learning environments (Garrison,
2007; Rovai, 2002). Further, the open-education
movement leans heavily on Dave Cormier’s (2008)
idea of community-as-curriculum in online spaces,
emphasizing human connection over content. Of
course, COVI-19 limited our ability to physically
connect in person, yet the problem has often been
viewed in terms of people, not places. When
Tice et al. (2021) observed the effects of COVI
on education—“lockdown undoubtedly increased
the social separation between students and instruc-
tors” (p. 2)—they saw only a social separation,
even though the root of the divide is a physical
one. Omitting any discussion of the locations of
these connections thusmakes our analysis omit the
buildings and spaces in which human relations take
place. After two years of COVI-related lockdowns,
taking gathering places for granted seems striking.

In Geographies of Writing: Inhabiting Places
and Encountering Difference, long before the global
pandemic, Nedra Reynolds (2004) asserted the im-
portance of place in composition studies. “Partic-
ularly when revolutionary advances in technology
have changed fundamentally the ways we compose
as well as how we experience space, it becomes im-
portant to attend to the concrete, to the material,
and to the geographic” (p. 4). I wish to offer a “yes,
and” to her assertion: We must attend to the inter-
actions of space and cyberspace, as well—the hy-
brid nature ofmodern lifemeanswe cannot divorce
our physical spaces from our digital environments.
For example, in autumn 2021, two hurricanes in
as many months directly affected the land upon
which my institution stands. Those back-to-back
major storms created flooding that ultimately dam-
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aged our network servers. Thus, regional weather
caused the university to disappear from the global
Internet. “Distance” learning suddenly felt very,
very local.

Location is also essential for constructing hu-
man connections. Because composition scholars
link composing practices to knowledge construc-
tion, they are well-positioned to examine and the-
orize the construction of community through texts.
By studying how students compose their spaces, we
can see how a sense of space and place plays a role
in their efforts to form communal relationships.
To be sure, students’ need for human connection
has been well-documented. Indeed, Felten and
Lambert (2020) open Relationship-Rich Education:
How Human Connections Drive Success in College
asserting that “relationships are the beating heart of
the undergraduate experience” (p. 1). Where they
rightly emphasize the importance of interpersonal
connections, I want to extend the work into an-
alyzing students’ relationships with their physical
spaces, as well. To be sure, in-person teachers and
classrooms manifest a unique environment, form-
ing a time-limited learning community. But what
of the larger, more diverse, and longer-lived idea
of a whole campus community? Helping students
feel like they belong to the overall school commu-
nity can have a lasting impact on retention, gradu-
ation rates, professional networking, and even fu-
ture donations to a school’s endowment. This arti-
cle explores the idea of belonging to a campus com-
munity and uses sound- and location-based digital
composition projects as an avenue for exploration.
I assert below that soundwriting projects preserve
collective memory, provide forensic documenta-
tion of institutional legacies, and strengthen stu-
dents’ awareness of temporal context. Overall, I
argue for the role of soundwriting projects in cre-
ating a sense of belonging for 21st-century college
students.

Returning for a moment to Geographies of Writ-
ing: Inhabiting Places and Encountering Differ-
ence, Nedra Reynolds (2004) argues that “compo-
sition studies needs cultural writing theories and
material literacy practices that engage with the
metaphorical—ways to imagine space—without ig-
noring places and spaces—the actual locations
where writers write, learners learn, and work-
ers work” (p. 3). She encourages us to attend
to the ways cultures construct their places and
spaces through examining their writing. If we view
a school’s student population as a self-contained
culture, giving students mechanisms for what
Reynolds calls “sociospatial construction” fosters
the development of both individual and shared
community identity. Further, in Opening New Me-
dia to Writing: Openings and Justifications, Anne
Frances Wysocki (2004) connects the spatial po-
sitions of modern education with the identity of
student-authors, arguing that writing classes too
often implicitly teach students acontextual writing
practices.

The way school can seem separated from
other institutions (the ones that consti-
tute the ”real world”) can keep the work
of classrooms from seeming that it has
any value or purpose outside the class
or the requirements of a degree sched-
ule, and people in writing classes can, for
that reason among others (like the archi-
tectural isolation of classrooms and cam-
puses from other social spaces), often feel
that they are writing by themselves, as
isolated, separated, individuals with no
particular, social, cultural, or historical
location. (p. 4)

Clearly, location is important in the study and prac-
tice of composition. By allowing students to re-
construct the physical designs of our institutions
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through soundwriting, we create opportunities for
agency, involvement, and sociospatial construc-
tion that give students more control over the ways
they engage with, and define themselves within,
the spaces they occupy. As Wysocki (2004) states,
we can “help [students] see—through what they
write–their particular locations in time, and place,
and hence how they are shaped by but can in turn
shape those locations (and themselves) through
textual work” (p. 4).

The project discussed in this essay leveraged the
affordances of virtual technologies to give students
the opportunity to define and shape the locations
of our campus’s built environment. To do this
work, the classes used the Echoes platform (http:
//echoes.xyz) to publish and host our tour. At its
most basic level, the platform uses the location ser-
vices of a user’s mobile device to trigger playback of
audio files keyed to specific places on a map. For
instance, when someone on the tour approaches
a building, they could hear a spoken greeting that
provides information specific to the building in
front of them. For this project, students created au-
dio that includes a basic introduction to each build-
ing, the services students can find inside, and each
building’s significance in campus history. Because
the tour is self-guided, it relies on exploration and
curiosity more than a script—people on the tour
choose their pace and direction and learn about lo-
cations as they approach, following paths thatmake
sense to them and helping to create an overall con-
cept of the campus layout. This is different from
a traditional guided tour, in which the sequence of
stops is determined by the guide, imposing a prede-
termined order that can lead to sequential recall—
“Oh, thatwas the placewewent to after lunch. How
do we get there again?” Our self-guided approach
allows users to construct their own concept of cam-
pus layout based on their own experience, however
that brings them to navigate the space.

This article begins by placing the site of study
into a specific geographic, political, and institu-
tional context. I review the role of urban uni-
versities as uniquely community-invested, work-
ing with proximal stakeholders to create hyper-
local applications of scholarship. Continuing the
overview of urban universities, I discuss the unique
challenges faced when establishing shared values
within populations of commuting students. Next,
I introduce a soundwriting project that addresses
issues of identity and community, presenting it as
well-suited to particular recruitment and orienta-
tion challenges presented by COVI-19. The sec-
tion that follows theorizes soundwriting as ameans
of composing belonging through combining collec-
tive memory, institutional legacies, and temporal
contexts. I close by asserting the value of location-
specific soundwriting as an opportunity to build
shared identity and collective experience within a
university community. To get there, I first need to
establish some institutional context.

2 Student Authority in the Urban
Commuter University

Speaking to a gathering at City College New York,
Clark Kerr (1968), then director of the Carnegie
Study of Higher Education, laid out his vision
for the successor to America’s well-regarded land-
grant university system. Those well-established
land-grant universities, he claimed, are driven by “a
spirit of concern, of responsibility and of service”
because the federal government established them
specifically to address the needs of farmers and
the nation’s burgeoning agricultural sector (p. 5).
Land-grant institutions worked to solve problems
and drive progress in the American heartland, pro-
viding opportunity for large numbers of (almost ex-
clusively white) World War II veterans through the
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G.I. Bill. Using the familiar idea of a successful
land-grant university as a foil, Kerr introduced the
idea of an “urban-grant” institution, for which, he
said, “the city itself and its problems would become
the animating focus” (p. 6). In other words, these
institutions would serve the specific local commu-
nities in which they were established. This hyper-
local attention calls for a tight integration of local
efforts and institutional scholarship in the name of
service to the (otherwise underserved) community.

In his assertions about the purposes of these in-
stitutions, Kerr (1968) adds that “the urban-grant
university should be concerned with the urban en-
vironment in its totality, its architecture, its space
use, its cultural programs and recreational facili-
ties” (p. 11). While rhetoriciansmay not contribute
much to the design philosophy of urban architec-
ture, we do have a role to play in understanding,
or perhaps even shaping, how the users of institu-
tional campuses construct their concepts of place,
space, and belonging. Further, when students have
authorial roles in such projects, they can construct
and define the institution in such a way as to meet
their (and their peers’) needs, enhancing their fa-
miliaritywith, and connection to, their school. This
co-construction directly supports the integration
of individual with local community that Kerr en-
visioned urban-grant institutions would address.

By attending to the needs of our immediate
communities, we can help students better under-
stand the communities in which they operate—a
slight twist on the managerial mantra that if one
takes care of one’s employees, those employees will
then take are of one’s customers. I for one am
ready to dispense with the metaphor of student-
as-customer and welcome the opportunity to build
teams of students ready to serve the community.
Indeed, the project introduced in this essay—the
self-guided audio walking tour—provides just such
an opportunity for students, enabling them to serve

the campus community by helping to define its
shape and its history.

It is easy to speculate on the effects of failing
to prioritize humanistic traditions in today’s higher
education. In an observation that seems plucked
from news reports in 2022, not a speech delivered
over half a decade ago, Kerr (1968) shared these
thoughts:

There are strong indications today of
a widening gulf between our univer-
sities…and the general public. Some
view the universities as elitist institutions
apart from the every day problems of
the community. Many resent the crit-
icisms of society that originate on uni-
versity campuses. Others see the uni-
versities as sources of new ideas that are
changing peoples lives in ways they fear
or don’t understand or approve. What we
need is more contact, not less, between
the people and the universities. We must
bridge the gulf between the intellectual
community and the surrounding society.
(p. 13)

Bridging that gulf will require concerted, deliber-
ate work, through both explicit scholarship and de-
liberate rhetoric. Writing about the history and
rhetoric of the urban university construct, Carol
Severino (1996) examined the roots of the Amer-
ican trend toward xenophobia and metrophobia—
a trend made all the more relevant and obvious in
the past decade through the global political drift to-
ward fascism. As I wrote in 2021, “we need to find
new tools to combat the rapid, persistent move to-
ward extreme-conservative presentations of news,
media, and truth” (p. xiii). For one potential ap-
proach to this essential work, I turn now to the
concept of an engaged university. By becoming en-
gaged with their related communities, today’s ur-
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ban universities can help shape the local news nar-
rative and create knowledge on its own terms, rely-
ing on a foundation of research and reality to com-
bat trends toward populism.

2.1 The urban university of today

In a 2001 report, the Kellogg Commission asserted
that the engaged university “must put its critical re-
sources (knowledge and expertise) to work on the
problems the communities it serves face” and chal-
lenges institutions to become more “sympathet-
ically and productively involved with their com-
munities” (pp. 13–14). Merely building an insti-
tution in an urban environment is no guarantee
that the school will serve the surrounding commu-
nity. Such an orientation of mutual benefit must
be intentionally cultivated, requiring administra-
tive support for establishing connections to, and
working relationships with, community resources
and groups. By making those connections, institu-
tions can help faculty direct their research work to-
ward supporting and benefitting the communities
in which they operate.

As mentioned above, the institution where
I work serves a predominantly local student
population—in otherwords, our students are a part
of the very communities the Kellogg Commission
on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universi-
ties calls us to serve. Addressing student needs
in a way becomes a hyper-local form of commu-
nity engagement. Indeed, as I will argue below,
as campus communities themselves include thou-
sands of members, projects that apply the work
of scholarship to the enrichment of a campus re-
source becomes its own form of community en-
gagement. When universities discuss conducting
research to benefit local stakeholders, they gener-
ally mean community partners outside the gates of
the institution. But what could be more local than

on-campus stakeholders? And what could be more
community-minded than strengthening the bonds
formed among students on campus? Considering
the institution itself as a beneficiary of the work
done in the space, while certainly not appropriate
in every situation, gives students a unique oppor-
tunity to become invested in both the production
of materials and their implementation, as students
themselves are the beneficiaries of what they pro-
duce.

Positioning an institution’s campus and student
body as a “surrounding community” may seem at
best like a stretch and possibly like blatant disre-
gard calls for engaged campuses. Yet according
to Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and
Land-Grant Universities (2001), the stated goal of
an engage university is to be “productively involved
with their communities, however community may
be defined” (p. 13, emphasis mine). By choosing
to define community locally, we can, through our
composition pedagogy, teach students both how
to address the needs of a specific external (though
admittedly familiar) audience, how to create texts
(broadly defined) for a non-classroom audience,
and how to connect the theoretical work of the
classroom with practical external application. For
the purposes of a composition classroom, I assert
that campus community is functionally indistin-
guishable from any other “surrounding commu-
nity” because bothwould be subject to the same au-
dience analysis, needs assessments, and contextual
interrogations. Indeed, for an undergraduate-level
class, treating the campus community as a public
audience provides an excellent opportunity to de-
velop rhetorical-analysis skills while reducing the
extra hurdle of deeply understanding a truly unfa-
miliar audience and the risk of more-public failure
should a project experience significant initial chal-
lenges. For composition classes, the campus com-
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munity serves as an effective bridge between class-
room learning and the idea of a public audience.

From a pedagogical standpoint, this hyper-local
focus gives students an unusual degree of empow-
erment, allowing them to feel the importance of
their work as they create it. From a rhetorical
standpoint, the hyper-local focus allows students
to occupy the position of rhetor and audience in-
terchangeably, positioning them as more qualified
to address decisions of style and content than the
teacher. Because the instructor does not represent
the intended audience, expectations and guide-
lines must be created organically by the students
in a grassroots approach to standards, assessment,
and quality control. This student-driven approach
aligns with what Friend and Morris (2013) asserts
about student self-empowerment: “Students must
have the chance—and the compulsion—to experi-
ment in their thinking and with their work.” Cre-
ating content for an audience of future peers al-
lows students to experiment with their approach,
content, and style, discovering what works best
for them in a given context. Attending to their
own needs and expectations as people intimately
familiar with the intended audience affords un-
precedented opportunity for co-creation, as stu-
dents reach out to other members of the campus
community to uncover knowledge heretofore kept
buried. Students discover and create community
simultaneously.

It is possible to consider scholarship for the pur-
pose of benefitting the campus community as a
form of public scholarship. This perspective par-
ticularly applies in the case of state-funded pub-
lic education. Public-serving, publicly funded in-
stitutions should produce research that benefits
the public—specifically the public that supports it
and/or the broader public. To be sure, major fund-
ing agencies have adopted this approach, requir-
ing grant recipients to publish research openly (Bill

& Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014; National In-
stitutes of Health, 2021; National Science Founda-
tion, 2015). When the outcomes of public schol-
arship apply to the community that houses a uni-
versity, the production of that public scholarship
fulfills the mission of the modern urban-grant uni-
versity. Further, when our research work responds
to an obvious need found within our local com-
munities, our institutions can be seen as respon-
sive to their communities, and the results of our
work more obviously benefit the people who sup-
port the institution. This reciprocal benefit ad-
dresses the concerns discussed above regarding the
gulf between the university and the public. Re-
sponding to immediate local needs also draws at-
tention toward practical applications of scholar-
ship and away from academics for the sake of aca-
demics. As Mia Zamora et al. (2021) state when
explaining the virtues of public scholarship, such
work can loosen the “problematic binds that come
from institutional structures” by allowing for “iter-
ative and emergent learning design.” Considering
from where such designs emerge again places em-
phasis on students and the communities of which
they are a part. Indeed, hyper-localized soundwrit-
ing projects help students, as Fancher and Mehler
(2018) explain, “learn how composition can be an
opportunity for deeper engagementwith the spaces
and people in their communities.”

At the risk of oversimplification, urban-grant
universities are integrally linked with their local
communities in two ways: in terms of both in-
put and output. The student body comes primarily
from the local (in-state) community, and their re-
search efforts focus on the local community. This
dual linkage creates a learning environment that is
responsive and practical in ways that students can
easily see and appreciate. The GPS-activated au-
dio tour of campus discussed in this article pro-
vides a specific example of one such project that is

Constructing Belonging Through Sonic Composition [pre-print] 7

https://chrisfriend.us
mailto:cfriend@kean.edu


CHRISFRIEND chrisfriend.us | cfriend@kean.edu | Union, NJ

essentially responsive to the very community that
created it. In this way, the project demonstrates a
commitment to engagingwith the local community
by applying scholarly pursuits to a perceived need
among a specific set of stakeholders. Kerr (1968)
advocated for this attention to the needs of an in-
stitution’s surroundings: “I have seen faculty mem-
bers who would work on an international prob-
lem…but not on the problems of their own city,
because they regarded such work as somehow be-
neath them” (p. 11). Because students were both
the creators and the beneficiaries of this project,
their perspective and experience gave them spe-
cific expertise and audience awareness. Because
students had experienced being confused, over-
whelmed, or lost on campus, they understood the
needs of our intended audience and could tailor
their work to address audience needs. Their exper-
tise also served to remove me from the traditional
role of arbiter of quality: Students knewwhen their
work met their standards in ways that I, the out-
sider, could not. This approach put students at the
center of our work and demanded that they make
decisions on their own regarding expectations for
quality and stylistic norms. Creating their own
norms and standards helped students buy into the
project and hold themselves accountable for suc-
cess, perhaps due to an enhanced sense of value,
a concept I will return to in the “Collective Mem-
ory and Institutional Legacies” section below. First,
though, additional information about the site of the
classes and campus will help establish the need for,
and context of, the soundwriting project discussed
in this article.

2.2 A sense of place for commuters

Fully 53% of my school’s masters-level students are
part-time (Kean University Office of Institutional
Research, 2021). The problem of building campus

culture is particularly acute for a campus situated
only thirty minutes from New York City. Com-
pelling students to remain on campus outside of
class time is no small task. Further, urban univer-
sities present a degree of environmental invisibility
by virtue of existing in spaces designed specifically
to not be noticed. As Michael Bull (2012) explains,
“urban citizens frequently ignore the physical en-
vironment through which they move. The mun-
dane journeying through the city invariably does
not evoke the ‘tourist‘ gaze, with city dwellers rarely
mentioning the spaces that the daily pass through.
City spaces are, rather, experienced as habitual,
not meriting mention” (p. 199) Urban universities,
thus, face a multi-layered challenge at the inter-
section of often-transient people occupying often-
unremarkable spaces.

A discussion of challenges related to campus res-
idency followed from the question that opens this
essay (“How do you know when you belong to a
place?”). I asked that question in class one day be-
cause students had talked about several instances
of not knowing where things are on campus or not
knowing how to get particular services or infor-
mation. I wondered whether students actually felt
like they were included in this campus where we all
spend our time. The answer was a resounding “no.”

Students in that class were mostly commuters,
which means their presence on campus is largely
task-oriented—typical of so many commuter
schools, most students here engage in a transac-
tional relationship with the campus: They drive
to school, they get/attend what they need, and
they leave. That task-oriented approach to campus
means commuters operate with a narrow focus,
attending to their coursework while potentially
limiting their peripheral knowledge of activities,
events, and campus life. As Fancher and Mehler
(2018) note when discussing an audio project at
the University of California, Santa Barbara, “most
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students come and go with relatively limited op-
portunities to address some of [their community’s]
problems.” Once their initial, post-admission
orientation is over, students have little reason to
explore campus and discover where services or
even non-classroom buildings can be found. David
Riesman, of the Carnegie Commission on Higher
Education, observed in 1975 that it is “difficult to
know how to reach and to teach those commuter
students who are the first in their families to attend
college, who generally work part-time, and who
rarely spend more than class time at the college”
(p. 149).

While connecting commuter students to campus
resources certainly presents challenges, residing on
campus does not automatically ensure a sense of
belonging. Though only 12% of our undergrad-
uate population and a mere 1% of graduate stu-
dents live in on-campus housing (Institutional Re-
search Office, personal communication, June 29,
2022), casual conversation with students, involving
direct questions about their affinity and comfort
suggests this small population, too, remains rela-
tively unattached to the campus space. They give
the impression of living here out of necessity, rather
than desire, with little sense of any intrinsic ben-
efit. Residential students’ associations with build-
ings are temporary, lasting only as long as their res-
idency, which often ends during finals week. Their
control over the environment is similarly limited.
Dormitories are notoriously institutional and im-
personal, with students unable to select distinctive
furniture or have a sense of personal space. They
have very little say in the creation and composition
of their space, relying on institutional furniture in
institutional accommodations with minimal input
on institutional decisions. This lack of ownership
of, and control over, their own surroundings de-
prives students of what Norton et al. (2012) sug-
gest is “a fundamental human need for effectance—

an ability to successfully produce desired outcomes
in one’s environment” (p. 454). They assert that
“when people imbue products with their own la-
bor, their effort can increase their valuation” of
those products. By giving students the opportu-
nity to construct their own campus environment
(and its shared history), soundwriting projects like
the campuswalking tour can increase the value stu-
dents perceive in collective institutional memory.

Several common means of building institutional
memory vanished when COVI-19 lockdowns took
hold. Gatherings that had previously been normal-
ized disappeared almost overnight. Long-lasting
shelter-in-place orders highlighted isolation at the
expense of community belonging. At best, gath-
erings migrated to mediated spaces such as Zoom.
But a mediated space cannot stand in for the phys-
ical, embodied environment. Lockdowns, crowd
limits, and distancing rules eliminated standard
class meetings. Those restrictions also meant that
group campus tours became logistically infeasi-
ble, if not impossible. And campus tours are a
special case, where spatiality is the subject of the
gathering—they are fully incompatible with medi-
ated alternatives. No matter how good a virtual
tour is, students will need to re-orient themselves
upon arrival in the real, physical space. Conse-
quently, the global pandemic eliminated opportu-
nities for creating local familiarity. At my insti-
tution’s main campus, lockdown protocols moved
all operations fully online for the entire 2020–21
school year. That meant the entire freshman and
sophomore classes—more than half of the student
population—were brand-new to campus when it
reopened in September 2021. Employees hired in
Fall 2020 also did not go to campus until Fall 2021.
My cohort of new hires, who started in Fall 2021,
was the largest at this school in over a decade. No-
tably, ongoing COVI-19 restrictions meant our in-
terview process did not include a campus tour. All
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told, more new people than ever arrived on cam-
pus in September 2021 having little to no familiar-
ity with the spaces because they lacked the tradi-
tional introduction and orientation to campus.

Thus, Fall 2021 was the first time in seven-
teen months that this school’s classes had met in-
person. Faculty, staff, students, and administra-
tion alike were excited to share space together once
again. One of my classes that semester was Writ-
ing for Digital Spaces—a course that was more
poignant than normal due to the then-familiar con-
straints of the pandemic. This class was uniquely
positioned to address concerns of digital solutions
to problems in physical spaces. I proposed the de-
velopment of a GPS-activated self-guided walking
tour of campus. Through this project, students
produced audio content that introduces listeners
to the buildings and features on campus, as well as
the student services available in each. We sought to
create a product that could help address the short-
falls in communal knowledge and individual fa-
miliarity with spaces and places on campus. Stu-
dents in my Writing for Digital Spaces classes saw
the opportunity we had to recreate that familiar-
ity using new approaches that have become more
commonplace through the pandemic—namely, in-
dividualized, on-demand audio products (like pod-
casts) and remote/virtual interactions (like Zoom
calls and telehealth). The class decided to employ
those commonplace tools to create a guided audio
tour that introduces visitors and new arrivals to our
campus, as through the perspectives and priorities
of current students.

Beyond an audience of current students, the self-
guided tour project draws on students’ past expe-
rience as new arrivals on campus. As each of them
has their own stories of frustration to share, they
can quickly imagine themselves in the position of
needing the exact assistance this tour is designed
to provide. Indeed, rarely a day of class discus-

sion went by without someone in the room con-
fessing they didn’t know where something was or
that something existed, prompting a common re-
frain: “That’s why we need this project!” Students
also suggested this could easily be a tool for recruit-
ment and retention, making it simpler for people to
get better acquainted with campus than is possible
during the traditional whirlwind onboarding tour
during new-student orientation.

As a new arrival to campus myself, I was able
to share my own frustrations with learning build-
ing locations and share the experiences of new fac-
ulty. At the same time, anything I learned about
the campus or its history became relevant news
to share with students. In this situation, students
were quite literally the resident local experts, and I
had to learn from them what was important, rele-
vant, mundane, or unknown. Whatmost surprised
me was the amount of institutional knowledge that
had not been preserved over time—people who
worked in spaces across campus were unaware of
those spaces’ histories. It was as though most em-
ployees interviewed by students were unaware that
spaces and places on campus change over time—
that things have not always been as they presently
are. While this may seem an insignificant issue,
given the size and complexity of a university cam-
pus and the inability for any one person to know
where everything is, a bit of historical knowledge
can help bring contextual awareness to many sit-
uations. For example, I know who used to oc-
cupy my assigned office on campus. This basic
knowledge allows me to better assist students who
might come to my door expecting to find some-
one else. I know the story and timing of the previ-
ous occupant’s retirement and can direct students
to a different office for related assistance. That
small piece of knowledge helps me understand in-
stitutional change and in turn help students nav-
igate through it. Our guided-tour project had a
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similar goal: To provide a repository of location-
based knowledge for the institution so newcomers
can benefit from the contexts and histories of the
spaces around them. In order to create that reposi-
tory, we first had to understand the affordances and
constraints of the medium we chose to use.

2.3 Constructing Authority in Time and
Space

The acoustic properties of an environment carry
into recordings, allowing listeners to feel situated
where the recording was made. This location en-
coding could help address the challenge suggested
in the previous section of connecting commuters
to their campus spaces. By recording atmospheric
sounds in bustling spaces, or by presenting the
aspects of campus spaces they find noteworthy
or memorable, students can construct the nar-
ratives surrounding campus spaces, giving those
spaces added significance not just as points of in-
terest but also as shared points of reference and
conversation. Shared reference points and histo-
ries help students feel connected to one another
and encourage the development of casual, famil-
iar speech among members of a community much
like those found in what Oldenburg and Brissett
(1982) call “third spaces”—those places where peo-
ple gather for camaraderie and social support out-
side home and work locations. College campuses
are in a prime position to become third spaces, es-
pecially for commuter students. When students
construct the narratives or legends surrounding
campus spaces, they do necessary work in estab-
lishing the significance of campus environments
through speech. As Oldenburg and Brissett (1982)
explain,

this kind of speech is idiomatic and
steeped in local heroes and local

tragedies, in gossip and romance. It ties
people to places and yet removes them
from the little schemes and strategies of
self-interest. It gives individuals a sense
of continuity. Always, it evolves from the
people themselves. (p. 272)

While the gossip and romance of a college cam-
pus certainly have their own circulation, the leg-
endary heroes and tragedies that tie people to place
might not, being the stuff of lore more than current
events. Who on a campus tells the story of the hero
and recounts the tale of local tragedies? Who bears
the institutional memory associated with the place,
and how do those legends and heroes get estab-
lished? Creating an audio tour of campus allowed
students to tell those stories and establish the leg-
ends they deemed important.

One example of a local legend first came to my
attention during new-hire orientation. Another
member of my cohort stage-whispered to me as
we entered a particular building on a brief tour,
“I wonder if they’re going to show us the table.” I
soon learned that hewas referencing the locally leg-
endary story of a $250,000 high-tech conference ta-
ble installed in a sixth-floor room with a view of
Manhattan skyline. The purchase of the tablemade
local headlines when it happened, and it remains a
sore point of discussion amongmany employees on
campus. That table has become a symbol of waste-
ful spending and poor relations between manage-
ment and employees under the previous adminis-
tration. For employees, that table and the contro-
versy surrounding it are a part of our institutional
legacy and part of the narrative we construct about
the school. Yet most students came to campus
long after the controversy settled in the off-campus
public discourse. In fact, the student who created
the audio recording for that building did not know
about the history of that table prior to his work on
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this project. Once he learned of the controversy, he
was excited to present, factually and rather dispas-
sionately, the once-scandalous information in his
final work. The student understood that he had the
ability to construct the legends of our campus and
define the institutional memory surrounding that
facility.

Another student learned about a nearby hotel
that was destroyed by fire in 1987, on land that is
now part of main campus (UPI Archives, 1987).
Thehotel displayed several decorative statues along
its façade. Those statues survived the fire and have
since been placed along the sides of a tree-lined
path near an on-campus creek. What had previ-
ously gone unnoticed for seeming mundane has,
through historical awareness, gained significance
in the student’s eyes—she excitedly reported her
findings and was eager to create additional audio
recordings to present her new knowledge to the
public. In otherwords, as shemade connections re-
garding the history of a space on campus, she took a
more active role in the construction of that space’s
history.

Similarly, a student who commuted to campus
daily via train was excited to research and present
information about, and the history of, our on-
campus transit station. He went so far as to inter-
view train conductors for their take on the history
of the station, and the student made sure to note
how a fanciful sign at the station’s entrance refers
to the line’s former name—a signal of shifting pri-
orities and a changing local landscape. By including
current and historical perspectives on what seems
a permanent campus feature, this student was able
to construct a dynamic narrative of the school that
shows how our facilities change over time to reflect
the surrounding local communities. Observations
such as these can help students see how the univer-
sity is a part of—not apart from—its surroundings.
And by presenting these findings in an audio tour,

students worked to create a current image of the in-
stitution built within the context of its history and
location.

The dynamic character discussed above is a spe-
cific consequence of a campus walking tour’s use
case. Unlike the digital sound maps studied by
Ceraso (2013), a self-guided campus walking tour
serves not to archive the past but to enhance the
present. By creating recorded artifacts that only re-
play when the listener enters a specific space, en-
gaging with this tour requires a greater degree of
interaction than is typical for a traditional archive.
Listeners must navigate a physical, outdoor space
in order to access and make sense of the record-
ings. Whereas in a digital sound map recordings
“serve as more of an archival resource as opposed
to a fully interactive sonic environment” (Ceraso,
2013, p. 164), recordings in a guided walking tour
serve as an interactive sonic enhancement of the
existing environment. To be sure, other location-
based sound projects (notablyMark Shepard’s Tac-
tical Sound Garden) allow listener-users to con-
tribute to the sound environment, creating a dy-
namism for the participant. The walking tour, by
contrast, allows dynamism in content retrieval (lis-
teners choose what to hear based on where they
go) and demands dynamism in content produc-
tion (student-authors must recreate content to re-
flect current institutional changes). Indeed, the
dynamic nature of a college campus means the
project itself must continually be renewed. For ex-
ample, the semester after this project completed,
three school-level organizational units and one
campus building changed their names. While these
changes do mean our work becomes dated and in-
accurate in short order, that challenge necessitates
responsiveness and attention to currency. In ef-
fect, much like our audio recordings foreground
the temporal contexts of the students’ recordings,
the overall project represents a specific temporal
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context of the entire campus. As our institution
changes, the project must likewise change, requir-
ing an iterative and dynamic composition and revi-
sion process.

3 Composing Belonging

Ceraso (2013) saw the importance of students
building agency and the opportunity for sound-
writing as a tool for aiding the process. She as-
serts that “students need to cultivate practices that
can help them design and compose their worlds
rather than having those worlds designed for them”
(p. 173). Projects like the self-guided walking tour
give students experience composing their worlds,
creating content that shapes how they and others
experience the campus space. Producing content
for a project that serves as a documentary artifact
introducing (and thus defining) the history and im-
portance of campus buildings allows students to
determine what matters, establishing shared val-
ues through narrative discourse. These practices
help students develop agency over their sense of
the space and how others familiarize themselves
with the shared environment. While students may
not have control over the design or naming of
buildings, soundwriting a tour at least allows them
to compose and control the narratives told about
their world. In this way, students can, as Hocks
and Comstock (2017) emphasize, “notice how the
soundscape constructs our sense of being in the
world” (p. 136). Students write themselves into the
history and lore of the institution.

Our online self-guided tour of campus allows
people, by installing an app on their mobile device,
to explore campus buildings and spaces at their
own pace, hearing introductions to each feature as
they approach and getting instructions for how to
learn more about each one. For instance, a student

voice would say, “Welcome to the library. To learn
more about its history, move toward the benches
to the left of the entrance. To hear about the ser-
vices available inside, move toward the planter on
the right. Please be mindful of patrons entering
and exiting and keep the doors accessible.” These
instructions and the audio triggers created in the
platform’s map interface had to be tested in the
real world to make sure the instructions were suf-
ficiently clear to follow and the target areas were
sufficiently sized to trigger audio recordings at the
right times. Through this process, students be-
gan to integrate the product we created, their iden-
tity as tour guides, and their sense of a built sono-
physical environment—a space that is at once de-
fined by the pre-existing buildings and the added
layer of their audio recording. Students created
soundwriting products that engaged in dialogue
with an audience in the future, suggesting courses
of action and responding to the choices audience
members made.

To create the audio tour, students selected one
or two buildings to research. Each student was re-
sponsible for learning the histories of those build-
ings and contacting any departments or offices that
operate within the space, in most cases asking to
interview representatives from those offices. Inter-
views were audio recorded on students’ personal
devices (typically mobile phones) for later editing.
After gathering historical and contemporary infor-
mation about the buildings they studied, students
crafted and peer-reviewed scripts for audio two
informative segments of roughly 2½ minutes and
one orientation segment less than 1 minute long.
The orientation segments serve typical tour-guide
functions of greeting people upon their arrival to
a building’s vicinity, then further directing them to
find additional information. Students introduced
each building and pointed out landmarks (such
as benches or alcoves) people could walk to they
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wanted to hear more information. Students agreed
that the informative segments needed to be pre-
sented separately so people could choose whether
to hear material about a building’s history, the stu-
dent services available inside it, or both. Gen-
eral consensus, especially after completing their re-
search, was that both kinds of information were
valuable, but that people wouldn’t necessarily wish
to digest one kind of information (say, a building’s
history) if they specifically needed a different kind
(to know what was inside, for instance). Through-
out the process of constructing audio segments,
students consistently referred to the needs of an
imagined, future audience. I supported their work
by reminding them of their familiarity with that
imagined audience. Any time a student asked what
they should say or what a segment should sound
like, I reflected the question back to themand asked
what they themselves would prefer to hear. If ever a
student were genuinely unsure, a nearby colleague
who overheard the question would offer their per-
spective, and the matter would resolve. Students
learned genuine authority and authorship simul-
taneously, and that audience expectations matter
when (sound)writing. Further, students learned
through experience that they have the ability to
imagine themselves as a member of that audience
and as a result make appropriate rhetorical deci-
sions.

3.1 Positioning Soundwriting

In their introduction to Soundwriting Pedagogies,
Courtney S. Danforth and Kyle D. Stedman (2018)
provide a thorough-yet-approachable context for
the meaning, use, and history of the term sound-
writing. Their work draws on the quintessential
Sound in/as Composition Space issue of Computers
and Composition, edited by Ball and Hawk (2006),
as well as landmark work from Cindy Selfe (2009),

Steph Ceraso (2014) and indirectly Kathleen Blake
Yancey (2004). Through it all, Danforth and Sted-
man call for an engaged process of making mean-
ing and influencing audiences that relies on the af-
fordances of non-alphabetic, embodied communi-
cation systems. And as Danforth asserts, “when
students record their own voices and produce the
recordings for soundwriting projects, they’re posi-
tioned as powerful rhetors working in a mode that
they intuitively understand—because they do it ev-
ery day.” The familiarity of sound as a medium of
communication helps make work in the medium
resonate with students. Yet the desire to help stu-
dents develop efficacy in soundwriting also helps
develop students’ senses of identity and agency.
Hocks and Comstock (2017) highlight “a need to
pay closer attention [to audio] in order to notice
how the soundscape constructs our sense of being
in the world” (p. 136). Further, they argue, “the dig-
ital technologies we choose to employ might also
help us to expand our perceived sense of agency”
(p. 137).

What Hocks and Comstock (2017) call “campus
and public event soundscape assignments” help
students learn to analyze both environmental and
composed soundscapes. These activities prompt
students to engage in cultural and contextual anal-
ysis, uncovering the situated meanings embedded
within theworld around them andwithin their own
projects. A soundwriting project wherein students
create content for a campus community holds tan-
gible benefits for the institution, the students them-
selves, and the classroom environment. Using
sonic composition in class creates a situation in
which studentsmust reconsidermany of their usual
assumptions regarding process, content, and audi-
ence expectations. Indeed, composition studies of-
ten focuses on—and thus students feel more com-
fortable working with—alphabetic texts. With the
preponderance of audio-visual content in today’s
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media landscape, this focus can at times seem ill-
advised. As VanKooten (2016), paraphrasingDunn
(2001), explains, “our field has a tendency to ig-
nore ways of knowing and being that are outside of
the written, to our and our students’ disadvantage”
(“beginnings”). In the next sections, I will address
soundwriting’s connections to authority, identity,
and voice, showing how the digital and aural affor-
dances of soundwriting provide ways of knowing
and being that are both tangible andmeaningful for
students.

The opportunity to create a digital artifact that
exhibits diverse student identities through their
recorded voices speaks directly to a challenge of-
fered by Erin Anderson (2014). In “Toward a Res-
onant Material Vocality for Digital Composition,”
she asserts a need for “more explicit attention to
the role of technology in producing our experience
of and relationship to voice in contemporary digi-
tal environments.” Specifically, she warns, we need
to avoid our typical “attachment to voice as a func-
tion of authorship, personhood, and identity” and
instead attend to “questions of vocality (voice)” and
the possibilities afforded by digital audio technolo-
gies. The campus-tour project highlights possibil-
ity that student voices can formconnections among
personhood and identity, both communal and indi-
vidual. Within this project, students’ voices estab-
lish the identity, history, and importance of campus
spaces while simultaneously making manifest the
diversity of our student body through spokenword.
Perhaps these practices rely on the “attachment to
voice” that Anderson (2014) wishes to move away
from. However, this project complicates the re-
lationship between identity and voice. Students
learn to establish a position of authority when cre-
ating audio artifacts. Students know they speak as
a representative of the institution and as a qualified
source of knowledge after gathering research on
their assigned spaces. Through this process, then,

students express their individuality, assert their au-
thority, and establish their positionwithin the insti-
tution’s identity. Thus, this project takes what An-
derson understandably sees as a liability and uses it
as a vehicle for enhancing student agency.

3.2 Identity ComposedThrough Sound

Students stand much to gain through working with
audio, as sound helps make plain matters of voice
in textual compositions. Further, voice is tempo-
rally and biologically specific, linking sound to a
specific time, person, and voicing style (Aboum-
rad & Krulwich, 2007; Boutsen, 2003; Karpf, 2006,
pp. 33–47). A campus can, in a very real sense,
be “brought to life” through a layer of audio con-
tent (Chung et al., 2022; Ong, 1982, p. 31), reviving
both the spaces and the people who inhabit them,
however temporarily. By creating a self-guided au-
dio tour of campus, students become part of the
institution’s legacy, constructing recorded knowl-
edge about the place and space. Future students
taking the tour learn the campus in terms of its re-
lationship to, and representation by, the students
who came before them. The student population at
this urban-grant institution has a reputation for be-
ing diverse. With this project, my classes aspired
to accurately reflect the diversity of our university’s
population. Thatmeant ensuring students sounded
distinctly like themselves, reflecting the local ac-
cents and speech patterns indicative of various geo-
graphic regions and ethic groups contained within
New Jersey.

By developing a sense of authorial voice through
soundwriting and dialogue with an imagined fu-
ture audience, students developed self-awareness
and an ability to self-assess. Students often strug-
gle to determine whether—or articulate why—a
text is better or worse than expected. Helping
students identify and articulate how voice influ-
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ences the distinctions between an author’s intent
and a text’s effect addresses a longstanding chal-
lenge in composition education (Huot & O’Neill,
2008; Inoue, 2015; CCCC Committee on Assess-
ment, 2009; Yancey, 1999). Efforts to help fac-
ulty and students align their expectations for writ-
ing assessment start with shared vocabulary, and
“voice” can be particularly problematic. In her in-
troduction to Voices on Voice: Perspectives, Defini-
tions, Inquiry, Kathleen Blake Yancey (1994) notes
the frequent use of “voice” as a topic of discussion,
feedback, or aspiration within student writing. She
also notes the lack of agreement on the meaning
of the term, identifying three distinct uses that in
some ways conflict with one another: specifically,
as a means of composing text and audience, reveal-
ing a culture’s epistemology, or enacting the au-
thor’s authentic self (p. vii). Admittedly, I use the
termmore loosely here than perhaps Yancey would
wish. I have found that, through soundwriting, stu-
dents’ voices create text through imagining a spe-
cific listening audience, reveal the class’s epistemol-
ogy, and reveal the identity of the speaker-author.
It is specifically because these three aspects of voice
intertwine in a single project that gives the project
its significance.

The last of Yancey’s uses of voice does prove
particularly relevant to this project’s context. I
have found that, for students in an education-
English dual major program at a low-cost urban
public school, discovering an authentic self while
simultaneously engaging with the discourse of a
discipline presents enormous challenges. Learn-
ing the concepts of the field, as well as accli-
mating to academic discourse in general, distracts
students’ attention away from learning the sub-
tleties of individual voices they read. As they
learn to edit recorded voices—theirs and those
they interviewed—students learn to make rhetori-
cal choices that materially affect the finished prod-

uct in ways they can easily identify. As Halbrit-
ter and Lindquist (2018) said about the work of
producing audio, “the resulting recorded voice—
the collaborative vocal product—is indexical of
the embodied [speaker], it is at the same time a
rhetorical identification. This voice—the sleight
of ear that belongs to no single person, but that
sounds as though it does—is the product of autho-
rial/editorial choice.” Workingwith audio, students
learn to craft their authorial voice in deliberate and
tangible ways. They learn to present themselves
consciously, aware of how the words they choose
and the articulations and inflections they use help
shape the way future listeners perceive them.

Being able to hear how their voice compares with
their peers’ work helps students attend to language
patterns that perhaps fail to hold up when voiced
by a colleague. These comparisons occasionally
happen through peer-reviewworkshops if students
choose to read their content aloud. When stu-
dents create an audio product, the sound of their
words moves from being incidental to being cen-
tral to their critiques. As Adriana Cavarero (2012)
explains, “the typical freedom with which human
beings combine words is never a sufficient index of
the uniqueness of the one who speaks. The voice,
however, is always different from all other voices,
even if the words are the same” (p. 522). Sound-
writing makes evident distinctions in style, tone,
and voice that might go unnoticed with written
texts. Indeed, spoken texts highlight language use
in ways written texts cannot. By drawing students’
attention to those differences, we can help students
develop discernment regarding the style of their
words, separately from their content. Faculty and
students alike benefit from hearing, rather than ex-
clusively reading, student voices because the rich-
ness of inflection makes plain both the student-
author’s distinctive style and their level of confi-
dence. Attending to these distinctions should be
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a routine component of composition classes. Col-
laborative audio projects can help facilitate efforts
to address challenges of teaching and strengthen-
ing student voice by highlighting changes or dif-
ferences in voice in literal, visceral ways. In the
case of our guided tour of campus, students under-
stood the need to balance competence and colle-
giality through their expressions. In the Fall 2021
semester, students identified three characteristics
of effective guided-tour recordings: confidence,
clarity, and authenticity. Each student created
several iterations of their recordings before they
were satisfied with the tonal balance they struck.
By creating materials in the inherently expressive
medium of audio, students naturally attended to
matters of voice that often go unnoticed in text.

To be sure, scholarship on sonic rhetorics has
addressed these often-unnoticed matters of voice
for some time. For instance, authors have dis-
cussed the rhetorics of sound (as separate from
voice) (Edwards, 2013; Goodman, 2012; Hocks &
Comstock, 2017), of voices used in song (Stedman,
2013; Vogel, 2015), and of voice-as-sound (Halbrit-
ter & Lindquist, 2018; Selfe, 2009). Notably, Crys-
tal VanKooten and Rochester (2018) and Erin An-
derson (2014) discuss the potentiality of voice as
more than, yet still related to, language. VanKooten
asserts that “voice involves both words and the
physicality of experience” (emphasis in original),
saying that voice is “much more than tethered to
language or in service of language only” (p. 46).
Similarly, Anderson says that voice is “more than
the sum of the language it carries” and warns us
against being limited by an “attachment to voice
as a function of authorship, personhood, and iden-
tity.” Ultimately, Anderson calls us to explore “the
role of technology in producing our experience of
and relationship to voice in contemporary digital
environments,” focusing on sonic rhetorics more
broadly, beyond a mere attachment to voice.

The soundwriting project discussed in this essay
brought matters of voice-as-rhetoric to the fore-
ground in many class discussions. Students under-
stood that their role as guides on a campus tour
gave special weight to their voices. Students’ voices
needed to not just convey information clearly or
present the speaker professionally. Their voices
served to audibly represent and reflect the cam-
pus community. Because that community prides
itself on its diversity, we agreed to foreground
the diversity of voices in the project. The third
of the student-generated characteristics of effec-
tive recordings, authenticity, served to not just al-
low but to expect students to “sound like them-
selves” when recording. In a society where nation-
wide mass-media expectations favor white, mid-
western accents (which this author/instructor pos-
sesses), the class paid careful attention to allow-
ing students’ ethnicities and geographies to inflect
their voices and make obvious through sound that
the voices heard on campus are every bit as di-
verse as the skin tones seen in our marketing ma-
terials. Thus, while Anderson (2014) rightly di-
rects attention away from a narrow focus on au-
thorial voice, creating content for the audio walk-
ing tour helped each student acknowledge and in-
deed rely on the ability of their embodied voice to
assert their authorship, address their personhood,
and promote their identity. The digital technolo-
gies we selected helped emphasize the importance
of students’ voices as an integral component of the
project. Students learned to attend carefully to
their voices, in multiple senses of the term.

When students attune their listening to these de-
tails, they become, as Hocks and Comstock (2017)
explain, “more empathetic and sensitive to the ef-
fects of tone, pitch, and vibration, a language that
makes them attentive to resonance within their
various soundscapes” (p. 144). In other words, stu-
dents become more aware of the sound of their
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voices, the sounds of their environments, and how
the former fit into the latter. An example helps
illustrate how attention to the affective character
of voice helped one student build his own sense
of belonging on campus. This student, a daily
commuter via rail, created the content for the on-
campus train station. The segment starts with a
train’s whistle—both an obvious solution and an
essential one, considering the nostalgic and emo-
tive effects that sound can elicit. His narration al-
lowed him to practice establishing authority in an
area where he already felt familiar and comfort-
able. And by interviewing train conductors, he be-
came more sensitive to both his role within the en-
vironment and the contextual history of the cam-
pus within the regional rail history. He learned
why the sign leading to the station incorporated a
model train bearing nomenclature different from
the modern signage on the station itself. The rail
line name changed when the route—and thus the
line’s terminus—changed, yet the original sign re-
mained unchanged. That knowledge added sig-
nificance to the artifact and a hint of wonder to
the sound of his narration. Different yet related
vocal affects inflected the sound of the conduc-
tors’ voices. The transit employees sound both
proud of their work and profoundly regional. Their
voices distinctly carry the local dialect and pronun-
ciations. Those aural characteristics brought into
sharp relief the student’s deliberately affected, ed-
ucated, upper-middle-class speech patterns with
Asian-pacific undertones, hinting at his family his-
tory and further marking him as a commuter from
elsewhere. His work on this project allowed him to
leverage his lived routines to build localized credi-
bility alongside the voices he included which sound
distinctly as being from here.

3.3 Collective Memory and Institutional
Legacies

Julie Drew (2001) notes that “students pass
through, and only pause briefly within, class-
rooms; they dwell within and visit various other
locations, locations whose politics and discourse
conventions both construct and identify them”
(p. 60). By creating soundscapes that apply to
spaces outside the classroom but within the en-
vironment in which their daily lives take place,
students begin to connect their academic and
extracurricular identities. By using classroom
space as an invitation for students to help craft
the identity of their campus in a digital space,
we can encourage greater engagement with the
spaces and resources designed for students while
simultaneously giving students more experience
with identity-defining discursive moves. By con-
tributing to a collaborative project that creates
a representation of campus in a digital space,
students practice balancing individual voice with
shared conventions, learning how identity is both
created and shared. Student-driven co-creation
projects such as these help faculty “construct a
politics of place that is more likely to include
students in the academic work of composition,
and less likely to continue to identify and manage
students as discursive novices” (Drew, 2001, p. 60).
Further, students work to navigate the cultural
rhetorics of academic competency, gaining from
their peers both credibility and social authenticity,
showing themselves to be “real” students (as
opposed to the unfamiliar “scholar” identity), a
critical distinction for students using education for
upward social mobility.

This authenticity, developed in the context of a
project designed to benefit the campus community,
helps shape and reinforce institutional identity, as
well. Student-generated projects designed to serve
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the institution give students the tools and opportu-
nity to construct and shape that institution’s iden-
tity. These contributions, while beneficial to the
campus community as a whole, can have an out-
sized influence on the importance students place
on the project. Norton et al. (2012) explain this
influence as what they have dubbed “the IKEA ef-
fect”: the extra attachment people feel to the inex-
pensive furniture purchased at a warehouse but—
critically—assembled by hand at their own homes.
People value IKEA furniture more specifically be-
cause their assembly efforts imbue the pieces with
added value. As show, “labor alone can be sufficient
to induce greater liking for the fruits of one’s labor”
(p. 453). By contributing to a product’s construc-
tion, a person values that product more than if it
were made by others. As noted above, commuter
students commonly see their university campus as
holding little value, using it primarily for attending
class and little else. Projects like a GPS-enhanced
self-guided tour intertwine a student’s developing
sense of voice and identity with the addition of
value to a space. This extra “IKEA effect” helps stu-
dents discover the value within the spaces of their
institutions.

Ultimately, by engaging in collaborative sound-
writing projects, students compose their individ-
ual identities within the context of a discourse they
themselves help create. In effect, students work
to compose an individual identity and a collec-
tive identity at the same time. Brown and Duguid
(2002) assert the importance of identity-building
as part of the learning process for students: “The
identity they are developing determines what they
pay attention to and what they learn. What people
learn about, then, is always refracted through who
they are and what they are learning to be” (p. 138).
This dual-layer approach can help students under-
stand the value of an independent voice within
the need to meet discursive expectations. Indeed,

when identity development and incorporation be-
come explicit elements of investigation in class,
students begin to take on the role of researcher. “By
including students in our research—not as objects
of study, but rather as coinquirers—we stand a bet-
ter chance of locating and understanding the mul-
tiple discursive pedagogies at work in both class-
room and other spaces” (Drew, 2001, p. 60). Us-
ing projects that ask students to create knowledge
and build expertise within a discursive tradition of
their own creation allows students to be not just
coinquirers but also world-shapers, constructing
the very spaces they inhabit.

Projects like these encourage student empower-
ment and self-sufficiency. As Friend and Morris
(2013) said in their argument that faculty should
listen to students, “learners must invent—not just
the products of their knowledge, but also their own
learning.” By researching the history of the build-
ings they studied, students became present-day ex-
perts in their respective facilities. As discussed
previously, spoken-word recordings provide docu-
mentation of living activity at a specific time and
place (Ong, 1982). Serving as the vocal representa-
tive of a portion of campus elevated students’ com-
posing authority and, in effect, enters their voice
into the historical record of campus development.
Traces of the institution help students build their
connections to the institution’s past as they work
to reach out to students of the future, position-
ing them within an historical context and giving
them a sense of belonging within the narrative of
institutional development. As Fancher and Mehler
(2018) noted in their discussion of sonic micro-
histories, hyper-local soundwriting “valorizes the
uniqueness of all voices situated in embodied, his-
torical contexts.” These soundwriting projects con-
tribute to the authorial development of students
and the identity development of the institution. By
creating the sonic elements of campus, students
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construct a product which reifies the concept of
a campus through their active, creative participa-
tion. At the same time, during the development
process, students fluidly navigate among the po-
sitionalities of expert and learner, author and lis-
tener, designing for the needs of an imagined fu-
ture audience that is, for all practical purposes, just
like them when they first arrived on campus.

4 Conclusion: Sonic Compositions
Construct Place, Identity, Tempo-
rality, and Belonging

In her 2004 piece “Composition in a New Key,”
Kathleen Blake Yancey argued for an expanded
understanding of writing and composition
programs—notably, to include audio and other
multimedia works. In the nearly two decades since
that presentation and publication, our field has
certainly worked toward that expanded under-
standing of composition, viewing “text” as more
than merely print-based, alphabetic writing and
providing increasing opportunity for soundwrit-
ing projects. Yancey also lamented how online
communities that encourage incredible amounts
of engagement and composition do so without
the oversight or involvement of composition
instructors. In effect, she wondered whether
we could bring that community-focused energy
into our class assignments. Community-building
soundwriting projects (such as the guided tour
introduced above) exist as tasks with obvious
extrinsic motivations, as their benefits to the world
outside the classroom become the motivation for
completion and the standard for assessment. In
fact, the project described in this article, created
across three course sections and two semesters,
was never graded. Students created their audio
projects because they wanted to create the audio

tour, not because they wanted a score. What
Yancey presented as a warning—“the members
of the writing public have learned-in this case, to
write, to think together, to organize, and to act”
(p. 301)—in the case of undergraduate service
learning is actually a strength. Students learned
to write, to organize, and to act largely without
my instruction. But they created audio texts with
my enthusiastic encouragement. Their learning
became something we could spend class time dis-
cussing, unpacking, and connecting with relevant
theories of rhetoric and composition. Our class
project provided fertile ground for conversations
about developing what I assert are the hallmarks
of soundwriting: place, identity, and temporality.
Those characteristics combine to create a func-
tional, embodied sense of community, both among
and surrounding the students who created the
tour.

Ten years after Yancey’s challenge, Steph Ceraso
(2014) argued that students need to consider “how
the embodied and contextual aspects of sonic
experience—which play a major role in sonic
composition—figure into the sonic composing pro-
cess” (p. 114). Composing sound for a self-guided
tour allowed students to consider the contextual
influences of their roles on campus, in class, and
in the project. They learned how affect—and the
embodied aspects of their compositions—played
an outsized role in the rhetorical effectiveness of
their work. They discovered, in ways inaccessible
through written text alone, how the sound of their
voices makes real and apparent traits of language
use which had previously been mystifying or un-
familiar. Soundwriting draws unmistakable atten-
tion to matters of authority, identity, and agency
in the composition classroom. And because the
project served to create a narrative about the func-
tions and histories of the school they attend, stu-
dents were able to see themselves as part of a larger

Constructing Belonging Through Sonic Composition [pre-print] 20

https://chrisfriend.us
mailto:cfriend@kean.edu


CHRISFRIEND chrisfriend.us | cfriend@kean.edu | Union, NJ

community. They identified how they belonged
to the campus by composing themselves into its
spaces, stories, and histories.

Obviously, a GPS-activated self-guided walking
tour of campus will not fit the current needs
or situations of all campuses—though the “post-
pandemic” educational and recruitment environ-
ments might justify some consideration. However,
the real value of this project comes not from the
technical side but from the humanist side: Students
learned to empower themselves, to apply their au-
thority, to strengthen their authorial voice, and
to respond to audience needs. They did all these
things while creating a product that benefits the
campus community at a time when community-
building faces significant challenges. Faculty, par-
ticularly those at urban-grant institutions, need to
consider their own campus communities as sites
for service-learning projects. Exploring our com-
munities through the lens of digital rhetoric pro-
vides opportunities to combine scholarly analy-
sis with creative production and create purposeful
projects that benefit the local community, includ-
ing the students who build them.
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