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An exploration of Multi l i teracies 

The authors explore ÒfanfictionÓas a valid
literacy practice in the context of the
Multiliteracies framework (New
London Group,1996).

Twenty o r m o re m iddle scho o l studen ts
are eating lunch in  D o n naÕs classro o m , as
is their habit. So m e wo rk o n  gro up pro j-
ects that are due so o n ; so m e m eet with
D o n na, their English teacher, fo r extra
help; o thers chat abo ut their lives and
practice cheerleading ro utines. A cluster
o f studen ts in  the back o f the ro o m  finds
a typed do cum en t near the prin ter.
ÒWo w, Ms. Mahar, did yo u see this?Ó o ne girl asks,
bringing the pages to  D o n na. ÒD o  yo u kn o w who
wro te it?Ó ÒIt lo o ks like so m e type o f fan fic,Ó her
friend speculates. ÒIt really has so m e specific detail.Ó 

Such was our  in tro ductio n to  Òfanfictio nÓÑ fanfic
fo r sho rtÑ a text fo rm  described by Jenkins (1992)
as the ÒraidingÓof m ass culture by fans who  use m e-
dia texts as the starting po in t fo r their own writing.
In the m idst o f co llaborative research o n ado les-
centsÕperso nal literacy practices, particularly those
enhanced by techno logy,we were o n the lo oko ut fo r
genres and texts that ado lescents em braced in their
lives beyo nd scho o l.Altho ugh we were unfam iliar
with the term  fanfic then, D o nna did know who  had
written the sto ry.She had no ticed Rhianno n (stu-
dent nam es are pseudo nym s) ,a seventh grader in

her m orning study hall, typing furio usly at a co m -
puter thro ugho ut the perio d,while Rhianno nÕs
friend Eileen lo oked o n and o ffered co m m ents.

Entitled ÒThe Shrine fo r Vegeta,Óthe
three-page sto ry referenced m aterial
fro m  two  Japanese carto o ns and fea-
tured an obvio usly autobiographical
m ain character,Rhi,whose co m puter
skills allowed her to  hack in to  the scho o l
server to  rem ove evidence o f wro ngdo -
ing (ÒIndecent exposure...clear...
swearing...clearÓ) attributed to  her and
her co m radesÑ m em bers o f a secret
detective o rganizatio n.The piece co n-
cluded with a ro m antic scene between
Rhi and Wufei,a character fro m  the

anim ated series Gundam  Wing.

When D o nna returned the sto ry to  Rhianno n
the next tim e the study hall m et, she asked
Rhianno n to  tell her m o re abo ut it.After so m e in i-
tial em barrassm ent (ÒOh m y go d! D id yo u read
it?Ó) , Rhianno n began to  explain  how fanfictio ns
worked. Eileen, o nce again present, o ffered ideas as
well. H o ping to  do cum ent the studentsÕinsights
m o re fully, D o nna invited bo th girls to  type so m e
no tes abo ut fanfics at a classro o m  co m puter.They
o bliged, pro ducing a page o f dialo gue that resem -
bled o n line chatting in  its back-and- fo rth structure
and liberal use o f abbreviatio ns and em o tico ns (a
typed sym bo l used to  co nvey feelings) . Rhianno n
o pened the co nversatio n  with a defin itio n  o f
fanfics, which Eileen elabo rated:
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Rhian n o n : OK, well first o ff.... A Fan fic is like a sto ry
o r a dream  o r so m ething that just hap-
pened to  po p in to  yo ur m ind. I usually
write m ine abo ut m y dream s tho ugh and
that is why m o st peo ple do n Õt understand
m e.... Except fo r m y best friend, Eileen .

Eileen : Fan fics are basically a sto ry that yo u m ake
up abo ut a carto o n  character o r a video -
gam e character. They can  be any genre.
So m e o f the fan fics that I have read are 
really stupid and go o fy, while o thers are
tearjerkers, and o ne Zelda fan fic that I
read had so o o  m uch in n uendo  in  it that I
dro pped the fic in  m id- page. Fan fics
abo ut carto o n  characters are co o l, thatÕs
because I lo ve carto o nsÑ an im e carto o ns,
but carto o ns just the sam e.

Later in  the dialo gue, the girls talked abo ut
fan fictio ns as an  ÒinsiderÓtext fo rm  best appreci-
ated by readers fam iliar with the so urce m aterial.
As Rhian n o n  explained, if the fan fic Òis abo ut a
specific carto o n  then  yo u need to  understand the
carto o n  in  o rder to  be able to  understand the fan -
fic!ÓEileen  co ncurred: ÒYo u have to  be a weirdo
and understand carto o ns like Rhi and I.ÓThey
also  wro te abo ut relatio nships between  fan fictio n
and fan  art ( drawings inspired by po pular m e-
dia) , and Rhian n o n  m en tio ned the pride and
o wnership she felt abo ut her new creatio ns.

Our decisio n  to  explo re fan fictio n  writing
further was related to  o ur twin  desires to  under-
stand yo uth culture better and to  m ake scho o l lit-
eracy instructio n  m o re respo nsive to  learnersÕ
needs. Like Mo je ( 2000) , we believe it is im po r-
tan t fo r teachers and researchers to  understand
ho w Òunsanctio nedÓliteracy practices m ay pro -
vide ado lescen ts, especially tho se who  are m ar-
ginalized, with ways o f Òco nstructing and
m ain tain ing tho ught, iden tity, and so cial po si-
tio nÓ( p. 252) . We see o ur wo rk in  the traditio n  o f
o ther recen t literacy studies that to o k ado lescen tsÕ
in terests in  m edia and po pular culture serio usly,
including Alverm an n  and H ago o dÕs (2000)  in -
quiry in to  o ne yo ung m anÕs m usic fando m , Lewis
and Fabo sÕs (1999)  study o f ado lescen t girlsÕuse
o f instan t m essage techn o lo gy, FindersÕs (1997)
investigatio n  o f m iddle scho o l girlsÕco nsum ptio n

o f teen  zines, and Mo jeÕs (2000)  study o f the liter-
acy practices o f yo uth who  co nsidered them selves
Ògangstas.ÓWe ho pe that insights abo ut o ut- o f-
scho o l literacy practices that deeply abso rb ado -
lescen ts m ay help us devise new ways to  m ake
scho o l literacy m o re m ean ingfu l and engaging.

Anime as a source 
for  fanfict ions
As the excerpts fro m  their dialo gue suggest,
Rhian n o n  and EileenÕs fan fictio ns were co n nected
to  their in terest in  anime ( Japanese an im atio n ) ,
which was, at the tim e, a new art fo rm  to  us. Over
tim e, we learned that a sizable m in o rity o f stu-
den ts at D o n naÕs scho o l co llected an im e- related
video s, co m ics, and m em o rabilia. We also  becam e
m o re aware o f references to  an im e o n  the Web
and in  newspapers. Recen tly, we were in trigued to
see an  an im e- fo cused article ( Kehr, 2002)  in  as
m ainstream  a publicatio n  as The New York Times.

Altho ugh they m ay n o t have appeared o n
m o st teachersÕradar screens yet, an im e and its
co usin , manga ( Japanese co m ics) , have been  big
business in  Japan  fo r a num ber o f years. Manga
sales represen t nearly 40% o f the to tal num ber o f
bo o ks and m agazines so ld in  Japan  ( Scho dt,
1996) , and an im ated features acco un t fo r abo ut
50% o f all m o vie ticket sales there ( N apier, 2001) .
Co n ferences drawing as m any as 300,000 atten -
dees are o rgan ized aro und dojinshi, the Japanese
term  fo r fanzines ( Scho dt, 1996) . D o jinshi are
also  distributed o n  CD s and o n  the Web, m aking
it easier fo r n o n - Japanese fans like Rhian n o n  and
Eileen  to  access m aterial abo ut their favo rite tele-
visio n  sho ws. One scho lar has argued that an im e
represen ts JapanÕs Òchief cultural expo rtÓ( cited in
N apier, 2001, p. 5)  since an im e fan  clubs, co nven -
tio ns, and Web rings have sprung up all o ver the
West, particu larly in  the U n ited States.

As Eileen  po in ts o ut in  her dialo gue with
Rhian n o n , fan fictio ns can  be written  in  any style:
co m ic, tragic, fan tastic, and so  fo rth. The sam e is
true o f the Japanese carto o ns that inspire these
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written  texts. An im e sho ws range fro m  tho se fo r
yo ung children  to  hentai (adult po rn o graphy) ,
with the m o st po pular genres being fan tasy, ro -
m ance, and science fictio n  (Po itras, 2001) . Media
scho lars like N apier (2001)  advised cautio n  when
using schem a fro m  Am erican  carto o ns to  under-
stand an im e, ho wever, as Japanese carto o ns tend
to  be m o re co m plex in  their sto ry lines, m o re so -
phisticated in  their visual style, and less co m pro -
m ising in  their treatm en t o f sensitive to pics than
their Am erican  co un terparts. This last po in t was
undersco red by Eileen  when  she wro te to  Kelly
( first autho r)  that an im e includes such to pics be-
cause Òthe Japanese have a m uch better grip o n
gays, sex, vio lence, etc. than  we do .Ó

We do  n o t pro vide this in tro ductio n  to  an i-
m e because we think that the carto o ns in  and o f
them selves are im perative fo r literacy educato rs
to  co nsider. Altho ugh an im e is sign ifican t en o ugh
fo r so m e o f D o n naÕs 2001Ð2002 studen ts to  have
started a lunchtim e club to  share fan fics and o th-
er an im e- related texts, it is still o f lim ited in terest
to  m any ado lescen ts. Fo r us, what is m o st in trigu-
ing abo ut Eileen  and Rhian n o nÕs fan fics tran -
scends their cho ice o f so urce m aterial. As
researchers in terested in  ho w ado lescen ts use var-
io us to o ls ( including techn o lo gy)  and draw o n
vario us disco urses ( including tho se fro m  po pular
culture)  in  their literacies, we find the girlsÕco m -
po sing pro cess as fascinating as the co m po sitio ns
them selves. That said, we realize that Rhian n o n
and EileenÕs fando m  ( Alverm an n  & H ago o d,
2000)  is a prim ary in fluence o n  the writing they
pro duce. Witho ut at least a prelim inary under-
standing o f an im e as an  art o r m edia fo rm , it
wo uld be difficu lt fo r us to  analyze their texts in
any co m plexity, o r fo r readers to  m ake sense o f
the po in ts we m ake abo ut the girlsÕwriting later
in  this article.

Situat ing our  inquiry
Befo re we m o ve to  discussio n  o f particu lar texts
and their co m po sitio n , we wan t to  pro vide a bit
m o re co n text fo r o ur wo rk. As we m en tio ned

already, o ur fan fic inquiry was part o f a larger
study o f ado lescen tsÕuse o f digital techn o lo gies
fo r literacy- related purpo ses ( see Chandler- Olco tt
& Mahar, 2001) . The research to o k place in  a sub-
urban  m iddle scho o l in  upstate N ew Yo rk in  the
U n ited States. Kelly, a un iversity- based researcher,
spen t o ne o r two  days a week o bserving and in -
terviewing studen ts abo ut their techn o lo gy use
and m edia in terests. She also  co nducted ho m e
visits with several in fo rm an tsÕfam ilies. D o n na, an
English teacher at the scho o l, gathered data fro m
daily in teractio ns with studen ts in  classes, study
hall, and o ther scho o l activities.

Eileen  and Rhian n o n , o ur fo cal in fo rm an ts,
were friends enro lled in  D o n naÕs study hall dur-
ing the 2000Ð2001 scho o l year. Our o bservatio ns
suggest that bo th were m arginalized fro m  the
do m inan t peer culture in  their gradeÑ a culture
who se to ne was set by a num ber o f m iddle-  o r
upper- m iddle- class girls who  resem bled FindersÕs
(1997)  Òso cial queensÓin  their co ncern  fo r ap-
pearances and use o f in - gro up literacy practices
such as instan t m essaging and n o te- passing.

Eileen , a m iddle- class studen t o f Euro pean
Am erican  descen t, lived with her paren ts and sis-
ter. Perceived by her teachers as an  excellen t stu-
den t, she wo n  several academ ic awards during
o ur data co llectio n  perio d. Altho ugh Eileen  wo re
head scarves, patcho uli perfum e, and Ozzy
Osbo urne T- shirts ( which differed fro m  m o st o f
her peers who  dressed in  clo thing fro m  fashio n
sto res) , she participated in  scho o l- spo nso red ac-
tivities such as so ccer and track. H er techn o lo gy-
m ediated literacy practices included e- m ailing
m essages ( o ften  with drawings attached)  to  lo cal
and distan t friends; surfing websites related to  her
in terests in  an im e and heavy- m etal m usic; and
participating in  an  an im e art- fo cused m ailing list,
to  which she sen t scan ned co pies o f her artwo rk
fo r feedback. She began  writing an im e- inspired
fan fictio ns in  April o f 2001 after several m o n ths
o f serving as Rhian n o nÕs illustrato r.

Rhian n o n  was also  o f Euro pean  Am erican
descen t and lived with her m o therÑ a single
paren tÑ and a yo unger sister. D escribed by a
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teacher as a Ògo o d studen tÓbut o ne Òwho  do es
n o t o pen  up,Óshe spen t m o st o f her tim e pursu-
ing activities with her church gro up and using the
In ternet. Because she had In ternet access thro ugh
WebTV, n o t a co m puter, her o n line activities were
easily m o n ito red by her m o ther, who  to o k an  ac-
tive ro le in  supervising them . H er techn o lo gy-
m ediated literacy practices included e- m ailing
m essages to  o n line friends, participating in  chat
ro o m s and o n line ro le- playing gam es, and devel-
o ping In ternet ho m epages that included a
ÒshrineÓ(a fan - develo ped website devo ted to  o ne
an im e character)  and a H ypertext Markup
Language help site fo r kids. In  Septem ber 2000,
she shared prin ted co pies o f her fan fics with us;
later that year, she began  to  po st her writing o n
her webpages.

After we disco vered Rhian n o nÕs first fan fic
an d began  to  talk to  her an d Eileen  abo u t it, we
decided to  investigate fan  writin g m o re system -
atically. To  this en d, we kept n o tes durin g co n -
versatio n s with bo th girls. We an n o tated co pies
o f fan fictio n s that they gave o r e- m ailed us, an d
we do wn lo aded o thers fro m  Rhian n o nÕs ho m e-
pages, fo r which she pro vided the Web address-
es. N ear the en d o f o ur analysis, D o n na en listed
several an im e fan s who  were a year behin d
Eileen  an d Rhian n o n  in  scho o l to  exam in e so m e
o f the girlsÕfan fictio n s with her an d explain  ref-
eren ces an d gen re co nven tio n s we m ight n o t
o therwise have un dersto o d. At EileenÕs reco m -
m en datio n , we also  explo red the An im e Web
Turn pike ( http:/ /www.an ipike.co m ) , a clearin g-
ho use website in cludin g links to  n ews gro ups,
im age galleries, plo t syn o pses, fan fictio n s, an d
shrin es. Fro m  these activit ies, we develo ped a
deeper un derstan din g o f the girlsÕan im e fan -
do m  an d o f the place that fan fictio n s held in
that fan do m .

The Mult i l i teracies framework
Aro und the sam e tim e the girls in tro duced us to
fan fics, we were also  reading and discussing
Multiliteracies (Co pe & Kalan tzis, 2000) , a text

who se em phasis o n  the effects o f techn o lo gical
change seem ed relevan t to  o ur study. The bo o k
and an  earlier article ( see N ew Lo ndo n  Gro up,
1996)  were co llabo ratively autho red by a gro up o f
literacy scho lars fro m  the U n ited States, Great
Britain , and Australia. They called their pro po sed
fram ewo rk ÒMultiliteraciesÓbecause the term  ref-
erenced two  key elem en ts o f their visio n : (a)  Òthe
m ultiplicity o f co m m un icatio ns chan nels and
m ediaÓand ( b)  Òthe increasing salience o f cultural
and linguistic diversityÓ(Co pe & Kalan tzis, p. 5)
in  peo pleÕs daily lives. As these autho rs saw it, ex-
isting theo ries o f literacy teaching and learn ing
were n o  lo nger adequate in  what o ne o f the
gro upÕs m em bers, Allan  Luke, called ÒN ew Tim esÓ
in  this jo urnal ( Luke & Elkins, 1998) .

Befo re we discuss so m e o f the N ew Lo ndo n
Gro upÕs o ther prem ises, we need to  say that while
we see Multiliteracies as a practical fram ewo rk rel-
evan t to  teachersÕand researchersÕdaily wo rk, its
techn ical language and theo retical co m plexity
were in itially daun ting. We fo und o urselves need-
ing to  read chapters m ultiple tim es, o ften  sto p-
ping in  the m iddle to  talk abo ut a to pic o r write
n o tes. We explo red the co ncepts further in  lo w-
stakes, in fo rm al co n texts, begin n ing with m em o s
to  each o ther abo ut co n nectio ns we saw to  o ur
study. D o n na tested her understandings in  a pres-
en tatio n  to  peers in  a graduate sem inar, and we
m ade several references to  the fram ewo rk in  a
piece we wro te o n  digital genres (Chandler-
Olco tt & Mahar, 2001) . H ad we n o t used these
strategies to  co nstruct m ean ing with the texts, we
m ight have abando ned a po werfu l to o l fo r think-
ing abo ut o ur wo rk. We urge yo u to  co nsider us-
ing so m e o f these m ean ing- m aking strategies if
yo u have n o t enco un tered the Multiliteracies
fram ewo rk befo re, and we ho pe yo u will cho o se
to  read abo ut the fram ewo rk in  the o riginal.

Am o ng the num ero us po in ts that reso nated
fo r us in  the fram ewo rk was the autho rsÕco n -
ten tio n  that scho o ls and o ther do m inan t institu -
tio ns have histo rically privileged language,
particu larly written  literacy, o ver all o ther m o des
o f co m m un icatio n , thereby neglecting the
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po ssibilities o f tho se o ther m o des. Acco rding to
Co pe and Kalan tzis ( 2000) ,

N o t o n ly do es this represen t a reductio n  o f expressive
po ssibility. It is also  increasingly anachro n istic given
recen t so cial as well as techn o lo gical trends in  o ur
co m m un icatio ns enviro n m en t which extend the range
and techn ical in tegratio n  o f m ultim o dal co m m un ica-
tio n ...[ and allo w]  the unpreceden ted in tegratio n  o f vi-
sual and linguistic design . ( p. 217)

The N ew Lo ndo n  Gro up pro po sed that the
co nstructio n  o f m ean ing sho uld be seen  as a
pro cess o f ÒD esign ing,Óo ne that draws o n  a range
o f what they called ÒAvailable D esignsÓto  create
ÒRedesignedÓtexts. Available D esigns used as
reso urces in  this pro cess included the Òlinguistic,Ó
Òvisual,ÓÒaudio ,ÓÒgestural,ÓÒspatial,Óand 
Òm ultim o dalÓÑ the last represen ting co n nectio ns
between  o r am o ng the o ther D esigns.

The o utco m e o f D esign ing is a new m ean ing, so m e-
thing thro ugh which m ean ing- m akers rem ake them -
selves. It is never a reinstan tiatio n  o f o ne Available
D esign  o r even  a sim ple reco m binatio n  o f Available
D esigns; the Redesigned can  be vario usly creative o r
repro ductive in  relatio n  to  the reso urces available fo r
m ean ing- m aking available in  Available D esigns. But it
is never a sim ple repro ductio n  (as the m yths o f stan -
dards and transm issio n  pedago gy wo uld have us be-
lieve) , n o r is it sim ply creative (as the m yths o f
individual o riginality and perso nal vo ice wo uld have
us believe) . ( N ew Lo ndo n  Gro up, 1996, p. 76)

These ideas were usefu l to  us in  analyzing
Rhian n o n  and EileenÕs fan fics because they ac-
kn o wledged co m po sitio n  as a so cial pro cess and
acco un ted fo r po pular culture as a so urce o f
Available D esigns. As Multiliteracies co n tributo r
Carm en  Luke (2000)  po in ted o ut, the fram ewo rk
also  co nsidered the in fluence m ultim edia tech-
n o lo gies m ight have o n  ado lescen tsÕm ean ing-
m aking Òbeyo nd the classro o m  walls and in to  the
bo rderless wo rld o f In ternet reso urcesÓ( p. 82) .

Fanfict ions: Patterns 
and themes
Our inquiry in to  Rhian n o n  and EileenÕs fan fic-
tio n  writing yielded a num ber o f patterns and
them es. First, the girls repo rted m ultiple purpo ses
fo r co m po sing their fan fictio ns. Writing was seen
as a way to  have fun , exercise o neÕs im aginatio n ,
and avo id bo redo m . Rhian n o n  also  characterized
it as Òstress relief.ÓWhat they were less likely to
say explicitly, but what seem ed clear to  us, was
that fan fictio n  writing also  helped to  develo p and
so lidify relatio nships with vario us friends, o n line
o r o therwise. Whether they were sharing their
texts with each o therÑ o r, as was the case with
so m e o f Rhian n o nÕs sto ries, writing their friends
in to  the narratives in  a m o re literal senseÑ fan fics
appeared to  serve as Òso cial glueÓ( Beach, 2000, p.
9)  fo r them .

It was n o t surprising, then , that Rhian n o n
and EileenÕs prim ary audiences fo r their fan fic-
tio ns appeared to  be them selves and a few trusted
friends and fam ily m em bers. In  her written  dia-
lo gue with Eileen , Rhian n o n  characterized fan fic-
tio n  writing as a private pursuit, o ne that was
Òkinda fun  when  n o  o ne is lo o king,Óand she
talked abo ut Eileen  being her best reader because
they were such go o d friends. Eileen  sen t first
drafts o f her sto ries to  a sm all circle o f co n fi-
dan tes including her sister, Rhian n o n , and a
friend fro m  an o ther scho o l who , as she put it,
Òalso  likes writing sto ries, tho ugh hers are abo ut
drago ns and stuff.Ó

So m etim es, ho wever, the In ternet pro vided
the po ten tial fo r a wider audience than  in tim ate
friends and fam ily. Fo r exam ple, Eileen  wro te a
fan fictio n  abo ut Lina and Phibrizzo Ñ the hero ine
and villain , respectively, fro m  the Slayers fan tasy
seriesÑ at the invitatio n  o f a bo y she m et o n line
after disco vering his Phibrizzo  shrine o n  the Web.
Aro und the sam e tim e, Rhian n o n  began  to  po st
several fan fics o n  her webpages, including o ne in -
spired by Slayers and an o ther in fluenced by the
video  gam e turned m o vie Final Fantasy. While
the co un ters o n  these sites indicate that they did
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n o t receive m any visits, Rhian n o n  did repo rt that
they were visited by friends she m et o n line who
lived as far away as N o rth Caro lina and N ew
Mexico  in  the U n ited States.

N o ticeably absen t fro m  Eileen  and
Rhian n o nÕs fan fic audience were their teachers.
Aside fro m  EileenÕs subm issio n  o f lyrics fro m  an
an im e them e so ng fo r a po etry class taught by her
English studen t teacher, we have n o  evidence that
either girl bro ught her an im e fando m  in to  any
fo rm al scho o l activity. N o netheless, bo th girls
m ain tained that their perso nal writing was m o re
im po rtan t to  them  and higher in  quality than  the
wo rk they co m pleted fo r class. When Kelly asked
Eileen  if she co uld see sam ples o f her scho o l writ-
ing, Eileen  assen ted but was quick to  add,Òthey
arenÕt as go o d as m y fics.ÓLikewise, Rhian n o n  re-
po rted devo ting far m o re tim e and energy to  her
fan fics than  she did to  scho o l assign m en ts she
dism issed as Òthe essay part o f m y writing.Ó

At tim es, ho wever, it appears that bo th girls
co uld have benefited fro m  the assistance that
co n tact with their teachers o r classm ates m ight
have pro vided. Their co m po sitio ns were so m e-
tim es lim ited by the to o ls that were available to
them  and by their skill with tho se to o ls. Fo r in -
stance, Eileen  wro te o ne fan fic en tirely within  
e- m ail because she did n o t kn o w ho w, at that
tim e, to  co m po se within  a wo rd- pro cessing pro -
gram  and then  paste the text in to  an  e- m ail m es-
sage to  share it with o thers later. She wro te her
fo ur- page sto ry o ver several days; each tim e she
co ncluded wo rk fo r that sessio n , she had to  m ail
the sto ry to  herself to  save it. Wo rking within  a
wo rd pro cesso r wo uld have m ade it easier fo r her
to  add and revise text as she wen t. In  a sim ilar
fashio n , Rhian n o n  used two  differen t e- m ail ac-
co un ts to  co m po se her fan fics because o ne o f the
acco un ts allo wed her to  po st her writing m o re
easily to  her website than  the o ther. H o wever, she
did n o t figure o ut ho w to  elim inate evidence o f
the m essage to  herself, so  the header fro m  the 
e- m ail rem ained at the to p o f the first page. While
these exam ples po in t o ut the girlsÕreso urcefu l-
ness in  devising ways to  m ake the techn o lo gies

wo rk fo r them , they also  suggest ways that so m e-
o ne m o re experienced with tho se techn o lo gies
co uld have facilitated their co m po sitio n  pro cess.

Fanfict ions and the
Mult i l i teracies framework
The patterns in  the previo us sectio n  becam e ap-
paren t to  us as we engaged in  inductive,Òbo tto m -
upÓanalysis o f o ur data. Return ing to  tho se data
with the m o re Òto p- do wnÓlens o f Multiliteracies
fo cused o ur atten tio n  o n  new issues. In  particu-
lar, the N ew Lo ndo n  Gro upÕs (1996)  fram ewo rk
helped us to  co nsider fan fictio ns in  a bro ader
co n textÑ as texts in fluenced by cultural artifacts
and so cial disco ursesÑ rather than  sim ply two
girlsÕidio syncratic literacy practices. Three co n -
cepts fro m  the fram ewo rk were m o st usefu l in
this pro cess: m ultim o dality, in tertextuality, and
hybridity.

Mul t imodal i ty

Multim o dality, o r the in tegratio n  o f vario us
D esigns such as visual, linguistic, and audio  in
o ne text, is a key co ncept in  the Multiliteracies
fram ewo rk. Acco rding to  the N ew Lo ndo n  Gro up
( 1996) , all texts are m ultim o dal to  so m e degree,
even  tho se that appear to  be pro duced in  a single
m o de. As Co pe and Kalan tzis (2000)  po in ted o ut,
even  a traditio nal prin t text 

is linked to  visual [ m ean ing] , fro m  the business o f
handwriting itself...all the way thro ugh to  the heavily
designed pages o f deskto p publishing in  which fo n ts,
po in t sizes, leading, kern ing, bo lding and italics are all
in tegral to  the gram m ar o f the wo rds. ( p. 211)  

N o netheless, so m e texts in tegrate m ultiple m o des
m o re cen trally than  o thers. Attending to  this co n -
cept while analyzing the girlsÕfan fictio n  helped us
to  realize that the sto ries co uld be seen  as m ulti-
m o dal o n  a num ber o f levels.

The girlsÕsto ries were so m etim es illustrated.
Fo r exam ple, Rhian n o n  asked Eileen , co nsidered
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by bo th girls to  be the better artist, to  create a
piece o f fan  art fo r a brief, Sailo r Mo o n - inspired
fan fic describing the wedding o f Serena, the
sho wÕs hero ine. The two  m o des wo rked well
to gether, as EileenÕs pen  drawing pro vided detail
abo ut the character that Rhian n o nÕs writing did
n o t. Rhian n o n  herself paid atten tio n  to  co lo r,
im ages, and an im atio n  ( elem en ts co n nected to
visual and spatial D esigns)  in  her webpage co n -
structio n . She even  left a n o te in  o ne siteÕs update
sectio n  that dem o nstrated her awareness o f ho w a
lack o f co nsideratio n  fo r visual and spatial ele-
m en ts m ight in terfere with visito rsÕpleasure
while reading her wo rk: ÒWo w, I go t o ne o f m y
sto ries up, itÕs n o t do ne yet, but itÕs go t en o ugh to
read. :)  IÕll wo rk o n  it! Very so o n !! *grins* H o pe
yo u en jo y it! By the way, itÕs a .txt file, so  yo u
wo nÕt ru in  yo ur eyes reading it! :)  H ave fun !Ó
Rhian n o n  had struggled with fan fics in  o ther fo r-
m ats, so  she to o k care to  m ake her sto ry reader-
friendly. H er use o f a sm iley- face em o tico n  and
an  actio n  verb set o ff by stars (a chat ro o m  co n -
ven tio n  m ean t to  signal physical activity)  also
suggests her awareness that a text drawing prim a-
rily o f linguistic D esign  wo uld benefit fro m  the
inclusio n  o f o ther D esigns as well.

In  additio n  to  the m ultim o dal qualities dis-
cern ible in  the girlsÕtexts, the pro cess that led to
their pro ductio n  was m ultim o dal. U n like, fo r ex-
am ple, Star Trek en thusiasts with every episo de o f
the o riginal series o n  tape ( Jenkins, 1992) , Eileen
and Rhian n o n  fo und it difficu lt to  gather a Òco m -
pleteÓset o f data abo ut their favo rite sho ws.
Because an im e has n o t been  who lly em braced by
Am erican  audiences, the girls needed to  co nstruct
their fan fictio ns with in fo rm atio n  fro m  m ultiple
m edia, including Japanese m anga, carto o ns o n
netwo rk televisio n , video tapes, and fan -
co nstructed websites. The fragm en tary nature o f
the girlsÕkn o wledge becam e o bvio us to  us during
o ne co m puter- m ediated in terview Kelly co nduct-
ed with Eileen . As they talked, Eileen  navigated to
several websites devo ted to  Escaflo wne, a series
that had o n ly aired o n  televisio n  in  the U n ited
States fo r, acco rding to  Eileen ,Òabo ut a m o n th.Ó
This excerpt fro m  KellyÕs field n o tes captures the

flavo r o f that co nversatio n  and KellyÕs surprise
when  she realized that EileenÕs fan - related reading
and viewing practices were far less like traditio nal
prin t literacy than  we had assum ed.

One o f the co m ics o n  the site we are bro wsing has
Japanese characters in  the dialo gue bubbles, N OT
English letters. This is the first tim e I have n o ticed
this! ÒThis is o ne that never happened,Ó Eileen  says.
ÒThese are Chesta and Gatty in  the backgro und.Ó We
establish that it is n o t unco m m o n  fo r fans o f this type
o f an im e to  lo o k at co m ic strips with n o  clear transla-
tio n .

Kelly: ÒH o w do  yo u kn o w whatÕs happen ing?Ó

Eileen : ÒYo u can  kind o f lo o k at the pictures, and she
tells yo u.Ó

Kelly: ÒWho  tells yo u?Ó

Eileen : ÒThe perso n  who Õs po sted the stuff.Ó 

There is a brief sum m ary o f the strip o n  the first page
o f the site, where yo u cho o se where to  go  next, befo re
yo u link to  the pictures. Apparen tly, this is writtenÑ
m ediated?Ñ by the site autho r. 

By in tegrating her prio r kn o wledge o f an i-
m e with the im ages and verbal scaffo lding pro -
vided by the Web designer, Eileen  was able to
co nstruct m ean ing in  so phisticated ways.
Altho ugh she relied heavily o n  visual and spatial
m o des highlighted by the Multiliteracies fram e-
wo rk, she also  used co m prehensio n  strategies
such as in ference and visualizatio n  that are highly
valued in  transactio ns with traditio nal prin t texts
( D o le, D uffy, Ro ehler, & Pearso n , 1991) .

Intertextual i ty

EileenÕs transactio ns with these websites also
dem o nstrated her understanding o f in tertextuali-
ty, a term  referring to  relatio nships and references
between  and am o ng texts, which represen ts an -
o ther key Multiliteracies co ncept. As the N ew
Lo ndo n  Gro up (1996)  explained, any text being
D esigned is ÒlinkedÓto  Òo ne o r m o re series
( ÔchainsÕ)  o f past textsÓ( p. 75) . As a fo rm , fan fic-
tio ns m ake in tertextuality visible because they
rely o n  readersÕability to  see relatio nships be-
tween  the fan - writerÕs sto ries and the o riginal

AdolescentsÕ anime-inspired ÒfanfictionsÓ: An exploration of Multiliteracies

J OURNAL OF ADOLESCENT &  ADULT LI TERACY 4 6 : 7 APRI L 2 0 0 3562

4/ 03 JAAL #33- 02- 037 Chand- Ol co  2/ 26/ 03  11: 40 AM  Page 562



m edia so urces. In tertextuality in fo rm ed EileenÕs
decisio n  to  cast Chesta, a relatively m in o r figure
in  the Escaflo wne series, as a m ajo r character in  a
sto ry she wro te that also  featured H ito m i, a 15-
year- o ld girl who se in terests in  track and field
and taro t cards resem bled EileenÕs o wn  in terests.
H er piece relied o n  readersÕkn o wledge, co n -
structed fro m  previo us texts, that it wo uld be sur-
prising fo r Chesta to  be kind to  H ito m i, given  his
status as her enem yÕs subo rdinate. An o ther exam -
ple o f in tertextuality can  be seen  in  sto ries
Rhian n o n  wro te co m bin ing characters fro m
m o re than  o ne sho wÑ a co m m o n  practice in  the
fan  co m m un ity that Jenkins (1992)  called a Òcro ss
o verÓ( p. 170) .

In  additio n  to  these textual relatio nships
with the o riginal an im e sho ws, bo th girls drew o n
a variety o f disco urses abo ut hetero sexual rela-
tio nships in  their fan fics. In  Rhian n o nÕs sto ry,
ÒThe N ew Mazo kus,Óthe hero ine, Mo o n  Tear, has
been  cho sen  to  be queen  because o f her heritage
and po wer, and she is acco m pan ied and guarded
by her faithfu l Òkn ightess,Óa gender- bending twist
o n  the co nven tio ns o f m o st quest narratives. By
the end o f the episo de, ho wever, Mo o n  TearÕs
agency has been  m uch reduced. Rezo  and
Ko ppiÑ two  m ale characters fro m  the SlayersÑ
fight o ver who  will be her co nso rt. Rhian n o nÕs
teaser fo r the sto ryÕs next installm en t do es n o t
even  m en tio n  Mo o n  Tear: ÒWill Rezo  kn o w what
Ko ppiÕs plan  is, befo re he executes it? Find o ut in
the next chapter o f The N ew Mazo kus.ÓWhile, o n
so m e level, the sto ry pro bably represen ts
Rhian n o nÕs perso nal attem pt to  wo rk thro ugh
what it m eans to  be fem ale in  a m ale- do m inated
wo rld, she do es so  with reference to  co n flicting
disco urses abo ut gender and relatio nships that
play o ut in  m any textsÑ bo th m edia and prin tÑ
beyo nd her o wn .

Viewing rheto rical m o ves like these fro m
the perspective o f the Multiliteracies fram ewo rk
helped us to  appreciate ho w co m plicated, and
even  so phisticated, the girlsÕfan fics o ften  were.
Instead o f writing Eileen  and Rhian n o nÕs texts o ff
as derivative, we began  to  see them  as co n tribu-

tio ns to  an  o ngo ing, in tertextual co nversatio n
abo ut such issues as friendship, lo yalty, po wer,
and sexuality. As we learned m o re abo ut an im e
and fan fictio ns, we, to o , were able to  m ake m o re
in tertextual co n nectio ns as we read their sto ries
and to  see when  they m an ipulated and trans-
fo rm ed established text fo rm s to  create new o nes.

Hybridi ty

The pro cess we just described has been  called 
hybridity, which is a term  that refers to  the cre-
atio n  o f new m ean ings and new genres thro ugh
the D esign  pro cess. Acco rding to  Co pe and
Kalan tzis (2000) ,

The m any layers o f iden tity, the m any aspects o f expe-
rience, and the m any disco urses that represen t the
Available D esigns o f m ean ing are ever being related,
co m bined, and reco m bined.... Every D esign ing picks
and cho o ses fro m  all the bits in  the wo rld o f Available
D esigns and puts it back to gether in  a way it has never
quite been  befo re. ( p. 205)

In  their fan fictio ns, the girls created hybrid
texts that wo ve to gether vario us disco urses and
genres. Rhian n o nÕs sto ry,ÒThe N ew Mazo kus,Ófo r
exam ple, blended elem en ts fro m  fan tasy, science
fictio n , and Òteen  buddyÓgenres, in  additio n  to
bo rro wing genero usly fro m  ro m ance. This hybrid
text m ay have allo wed Rhian n o n  to  do  m o re
iden tity wo rk aro und fem ale hetero sexuality, par-
ticu larly related to  issues o f po wer in  relatio n -
ships, than  a m o re ho m o geneo us text m ight have.

It is im po rtan t to  n o te, ho wever, that the
girlsÕhybrid fan fictio ns diverged in  so m e im po r-
tan t ways fro m  genres traditio nally privileged in
scho o l. Fo r exam ple, un like m o st prin t texts,
an im e televisio n  sho ws are serialized, with sto ries
un fo lding bit by bit, episo de by episo de.
Bo rro wing that co nven tio n , m any fan fictio ns be-
gin  in medias res, as do es the fo llo wing sto ry by
Eileen .

H ito m i so bbed. She was co ld, wet, and lo st. Ever since
she had fallen  o ff the Escaflo wne three days ago , she
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had been  wandering the co un tryside lo o king fo r shel-
ter, but had fo und n o ne. H er leg was swo llen  and
bruisedÑ pro bably bro ken  in  the fall. She lim ped
slo wly and pain fu lly fo rward, ho ping fo r a scrap o f
fo o d o r a shelter. It was getting late, so  she decided to
lay do wn under a tree fo r the n ight. The rain  so aked
thro ugh her clo thes, m aking her shiver and co ugh.
The raindro ps began  to  fade in to  n o thing as her eye-
lids clo sed. 

N owhere in  the pages that fo llow do es Eileen  pro -
vide any back sto ry fo r the even ts she m entio ns
here; she do es n o t explain  what the Escaflowne is
o r why H ito m i fell fro m  it. She o ffers little physical
descriptio n  o f her pro tago n ist. She sim ply plunges
H ito m i in to  a dungeo n , where the girl co m es in to
co n flict with an o ther barely- in tro duced character,
D ilandau, and the actio n  pro ceeds.

It wo uld be easy to  assum e that these o m is-
sio ns were due to  EileenÕs lack o f kn o wledge
abo ut sto ry gram m ar and character develo pm en t,
but o ur discussio ns with her suggest that this was
n o t true. Instead, her decisio ns reflected an  un -
derstanding o f the fan fic genre and an  awareness
o f the backgro und readers wo uld bring to  the
text. So m eo ne un fam iliar with Escaflo wne m ight
indeed have struggled to  fo llo w the plo t, given  the
in fo rm atio n  she pro vided, but Eileen  knew that
this kind o f perso n  was n o t likely to  read her sto -
ry in  the first place. H er text, and the cho ices she
m ade abo ut it, challenged the prevailing cultural
m o delÑ GeeÕs (2001)  term  fo r everyday theo ries
shared by peo ple in  a particu lar disco urse
co m m un ityÑ abo ut successfu l writing that was
privileged in  her scho o l ( indeed in  m o st seco nd-
ary scho o ls) . In  classes preparing them  fo r the
stateÕs English language arts exam inatio n , bo th
girls were enco uraged to  pro duce texts that had a
clear begin n ing, m iddle, and end and were devel-
o ped with details fo r an  audience ( e.g., teachers
o r test sco rers)  with who m  it was n o t appro priate
to  assum e shared understandings. Everything
needed to  be m ade explicit, and the purpo se fo r
the task was to  replicate as clo sely as po ssible the
m o del texts pro vided in  state standards do cu-
m ents and co m m ercial test preparatio n  m aterials.

In  such a setting, a m o re self- co nscio usly ÒhybridÓ
text like a fan fic wo uld serve the writer po o rly.

Why teachers need to think
about fanfict ions
In  o ur o pin io n , this last exam ple po in ts to  o ne o f
several reaso ns why the lack o f kn o wledge Eileen
and Rhian n o nÕs teachers had abo ut their fan fic-
tio n  m ean t lo st o ppo rtun ities fo r literacy learn -
ing. The dissim ilarities between  the girlsÕfan fics
and English language arts practice essays m ight
have o ffered an  in teresting en try po in t fo r discus-
sio n  abo ut ho w differen t co m m un icative co n texts
can  narro w the range o f Available D esigns to
draw o n . Such co nversatio ns m ight help studen ts
to  be m o re m etaco gn itive abo ut their co m po si-
tio ns, m aking it easier fo r them  to  decide, fo r ex-
am ple, when  certain  kinds o f in tertextuality
m ight be called fo r.

We see a num ber o f o ther ways that ac-
kn o wledging fan fictio nsÑ o r o ther text fo rm s
privileged by studen ts but m arginalized by
teachersÑ within  fo rm al learn ing co m m un ities
can  increase studen t engagem en t and achieve-
m en t in  literacy. While we wo uld n o t reco m m end
teaching fan fictio n  as a fo rm al genre in  scho o lÑ
o ne that every studen t wo uld therefo re need to
pro duceÑ we do  see o ther ways that studen tsÕin -
terest in  and skill with these texts co u ld be tapped
pro ductively in  classro o m  settings. Fo r o ne, fan -
fictio ns co uld be included in  the range o f texts
teachers co nsider fo r diagn o stic purpo ses in  o rder
to  get a sense o f what individuals can  do  as read-
ers and writers, as well as what they value. We
wo nder what m ight happen  if teachers invited
studen ts to  bring in  exam ples o f their best per-
so nal writing at the begin n ing o f the scho o l year
and pro m ised, as part o f that invitatio n , n o t to
grade tho se pieces but rather to  exam ine them  fo r
strengths to  build o n  and as a way to  get to  kn o w
learners better. Eileen  and Rhian n o n  were bo th
co nvinced that their fan fictio ns represen ted their
talen ts as writers better than  o ther co m po sitio ns,
but they were equally co nvincedÑ perhaps rightly
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so , given  the n o rm s o f the scho o l they attendedÑ
that their an im e- inspired sto ries were n o t
welco m e in  the classro o m . H ad they been  invited
to  share and explain  tho se texts in  scho o l, their
teachers wo uld have had co nsiderably m o re data
abo ut them  as writers o rÑ to  be m o re precise,
given  the Multiliteracies fram ewo rkÑ D esigners.

Exam in ing fan fictio ns in  this way m ight
repo sitio n  so m e ado lescen ts as capable literacy
learners in  their teachersÕeyes, as was the case
with D an , a high scho o l studen t struggling with
prin t literacy pro filed by OÕBrien  (2001) . When
allo wed to  co nstruct a Web- based do cum en tary
o f a favo rite ro ck star, D an  sho wed him self to  be
Òadept at taking his ideas and feelings and repre-
sen ting them  thro ugh autho ring cho icesÓthat
drew o n  vario us D esigns including audio , visual,
and spatial. The do cum en tary sho wed OÕBrien
that ÒD an, who  was po sitio ned as inco m peten t in
term s o f a traditio nal defin itio n  o f literacy that
privileges prin t, is articu late, creative, and even
m asterfu l with m edia literacies.ÓThe sam e m ay be
true fo r fan fictio n  writers if their teachers co m e
to  their texts with an  appreciatio n  o f in tertextual-
ity, m ultim o dality, and hybridity, all o f which re-
quire D esigners to  use Available Reso urces in
co m plex ways.

We o ffer these suggestio ns with the kn o wl-
edge that Òim po rtingÓado lescen tsÕperso nal lit-
eracies and preferred texts in to  scho o l is far fro m
sim ple. We wo rry, fo r exam ple, abo ut the po ten -
tial o f classro o m  instructio n  to  strip pleasure
fro m  pursuits that o bvio usly m ean  a go o d deal to
ado lescen ts. Fo r so m e yo ung peo ple, part o f fan -
fictio n  writingÕs appeal m ay be its unsanctio ned
nature and its inscrutability to  adults. Rhian n o n
herself sho wed am bivalence abo ut bringing her
perso nal writing in to  scho o l when  we asked if she
had ever sho wn her sto ries to  o ne o f her teachers:
Ò[ N o , and]  I do nÕt think IÕd wan t her to  read
them  anyway,Óshe replied,Òbecause theyÕre in  a
fashio n  that she pro bably wo uldnÕt understand
even  if I tried to  explain  it to  her. I just think that
she isnÕt o pen - m inded.Ó

D espite these co m plexities, it seem s sign ifi-
can t that bo th Rhiann o n  and Eileen  were so  fo rth-
co m ing abo ut their fan fictio n  with us and that
Eileen, in  particular, so ught o ur feedback.While
the girlsÕwillingness to  share m ay have been relat-
ed to  the fact that neither o f us taught in  their
English class, we do  believe that o ur ho nest in ter-
est played a ro le as well.We deliberately po si-
tio ned o urselves as learners with Eileen  and
Rhiann o n , a stance that Alverm ann, Mo o n , and
H ago o d (1999)  reco m m ended fo r teachers who
ho pe to  inco rpo rate po pular culture in  the class-
ro o m . That D o nna has been subsequently success-
fu l in  eliciting talk with her own studen ts abo ut
sim ilar perso nal literacy practices suggests that
texts like fan fictio ns need n o t rem ain  ÒhiddenÓ
(Finders, 1997)  by all learners fro m  all teachers.

We did learn  a great deal when  we allo wed
the girls to  serve as o ur guides thro ugh the un fa-
m iliar territo ry o f fan fictio n  writing and an im e
fando m . Co nsidering the girlsÕfan fictio n  writing
in  the light o f the Multiliteracies fram ewo rk
helped us to  see tho se texts as m o re co m plexÑ as
well as m o re wo rthy o f co nsideratio n  in  academ ic
co n textsÑ than  we had previo usly realized. At the
sam e tim e, co nsidering Multiliteracies with fan -
fictio ns as a test caseÑ and with the girls as key
in fo rm an tsÑ helped us to  develo p a sense o f that
fram ewo rkÕs practical im plicatio ns. By wo rking
back and fo rth between  the theo ry and the data
( in  itself a fo rm  o f in tertextuality) , we began  to
bro aden  o ur co nceptio ns o f literacy and to  co n -
tem plate, as the N ew Lo ndo n  Gro up (1996)  rec-
o m m ended,Òclassro o m  teaching and curricu lum Ó
that increasingly Òengage with studen tsÕo wn ex-
periences and disco ursesÓ( p. 88) .
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