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Chapter 1
Ideas for Further Research and Writing
1. In the last few years, a new communication form called Grafedia has appeared. Grafedia is a hyperlinked text written by hand onto physical surfaces, linking to media-rich content. For instance, you might see some graffiti on the street that contain words underlined in blue, indicating that they’re hyperlinked. You can then send a text message with the word on your cell phone to an email address, and in return you’ll receive a reply in the form of art work or some other visual. The inventor of grafedia, John Geraci, suggests that people can do many things with this new form of communication: make street art, leave behind a kind of calling card for others, have running dialogues, create narratives, and so on. The possibilities seem endless.
One contributor to a blog that discusses innovations in web journalism has suggested that
grafedia has potential as a tool to create a new form of journalism – “immersion stories.” People would go to a site, like a park or a building, and get a “feature story” about that place by retrieving information from a service such as Geraci’s. The writer suggests that the person retrieving information would no longer be called a “story reader,” but a “story user.”
Clearly, every new medium that makes possible communication can be analyzed for its significance within the culture that has produced it. For this assignment, we would like you to explore this new form of multimedia communication and consider its significance, including the implications for its use and its audience of users. To learn about grafedia, first visit Geraci’s website at grafedia.com. Read about what grafedia is and how to make it, and then, following the site’s directions, make your own grafedia. If you want to make your grafedia in a public place, go ahead. Alternatively, you might want to tell just a few friends about it, giving them the word and code to access. (Note: if you feel you are not technically savvy enough to create an actual media file (required to create grafedia), then write an imaginary grafedia by indicating what word you would hyperlink and then what response you would have the service send to the user.
After experimenting with this new form, consider the following questions and write a 2-3 page response.
1. Think about how we have defined language in this chapter. Would you call grafedia a language? Why or why not? What else might you call this form of communication?
2. One of the questions under the FAQ section of the grafedia website asks how people will know to enter the address of grafedia.net into their phones. In answering, the site states, “To a certain extent, . . . grafedia is intended for an audience of insiders – those [who] don’t know about grafedia are not necessarily the target audience.” Consider this statement in light of what you have said about language in the question above. How might the exclusionary words of this answer indicate that grafedia both is and is not a language? What audiences might use grafedia and what audiences might reject it? And for what reasons?
Another question on the FAQ asks what a person should do if the word he wants to use is already taken. The site answers that words are “overwriteable,” that is, a person will be able to upload an image to a word that’s already taken, thus displacing the image that was there. We ask you to think about the implications of the fact that someone’s grafedia may be overwritten, that it can be erased at any time. Why might the fact that it is impermanent be appropriate for the kind of medium you have labeled it?
2. Some commentators have criticized the over-use of technology in our world, such as that used in grafedia, fearing that our increased devotion to “machines” isolates us from one another, and even from our inner selves in the sense that we are constantly bombarded by the technologies around us, which prevent us from having an interior life. Take some time, now, to explore this viewpoint a little more. First, go to http://archives.obs-us.com/obs/english/books/nn/bdbirk.htm, where you will find excerpts from Prof. Sven Birketts’, The Gutenberg Elegies: the Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age, a classic jeremiad on the fate of a world (our own) controlled by its electronic media. Read and summarize Birketts’ arguments and then respond to them with your own thoughts and opinions. 
3. Think and write about your experiences in studying a second language either in school or at the college level. Jot down what you can remember in answer to the following questions: What did you learn first, phrases for communication like Hello or How are you? Or names of objects, like tree and house? Or verbs like walk and run?  How long did it take you to learn to make sentences? What aspects gave you the most trouble? At what point did you consider yourself to be proficient or competent in this second language? Now think about toddlers just learning their first language and try to answer the same questions. Draw from your own experiences, from TV or movies, or even from other relevant classes for your knowledge. What similarities and what differences do you see between these two processes? 
