Technology Autobiography

Provenance
Professor Richard Selfe has developed a useful project assignment that can be adapted for the multimedia essay form and that can serve as a model for planning other topical approaches.

Assignment

Write a technology autobiography that tells the story of the multiple roles that technology has played in your life. For the first draft, compose your autobiography as a narrative essay. (See the Questions to Consider, below.) For the final draft, make your autobiography a multimedia essay, consulting the project checklist in 32c (“30 Questions for Planning Multimedia Projects”) and documenting your work using the tools outlined below: Storyboarding, Assets List, Project Log, and Design Notes or Protocol Sheet.

Discussion

An autobiography tells the story of a person's life from the perspective of the person who lived it. A technology autobiography tells the story of a life with technology: the memorable experiences with and uses of technology throughout a person’s life. Some writers focus on a particular kind of technology (writing technologies, household technologies, media technologies, computer technologies, or gaming technologies, for example). Autobiographies are normally written from the first-person point of view and depict specific instances or stories that illustrate the writer's experiences, usually to make a point about them or to show how the author learned from them.

Questions to Consider

As you plan the essay, you can jot down your thoughts about your life with technology. Here are some questions to help you discover what you have to say. In your essay, make sure you don't simply answer each question in succession without providing a thread or controlling idea in your narrative. 

1. Memory: What childhood experiences with technological devices or artifacts do you remember? What do you recall about your earliest use of technologies? Were they positive or negative experiences? What stories do your parents tell about your interactions with technology? What were the popular gadgets in your household when you were young? Did you have access to the technologies you wanted to use? Who made sure that everything worked? How often did the technologies fail? 

2. Literacy: Who is the most "technologically literate" person you know? What makes his or her relationship with technology unique? What behaviors or characteristics does he or she exhibit? What have you learned about your own uses of technology from him or her? 

3. Social Consequences: Are there social consequences for your lifestyle that hinge on your technological literacy? What are they? How would your relationships with others be affected if you suddenly had no access to technology? 

4. The Future: What do you think will be required ten years from now to be technologically literate? What positive or negative trends in technological development do you see unfolding? How do you think they will affect you?

5. Learning: How do you learn new technologies? Among your friends, are you considered an "early adopter," a "late adopter," or somewhere between? 

6. Access: What technologies do you carry with you? Which ones do you have where you do most of your writing? What new technologies do you want to own?  How will you use them? 

Primary Audience

Think of your readers as your peers, people who likely have some similar experiences with technology. It will help your audience to know what experiences you've had. Most people find that they are not alone in having confronted the complex demands of technology. 

Purpose

The technology autobiography gives you a chance to reflect on your relationship to technology. To take advantage of new technologies and learn to use them critically and effectively, you should understand how technology has shaped your life this far, with an eye for controlling its use in your future. The process is designed to help you understand how you learn new technologies, and by extension, how you cope with technological impasses (those moments when things don't work as planned). Understanding your past experience with technology will help you become a better multimedia writer, as you will bring a critical eye to bear on the opportunities and challenges of writing in the new media.

Sample

Casandra Riddle composed a narrative essay entitled “Well, I’m Using a Computer . . .” She later repurposed (converted) the essay, transforming the printed work into an electronic comic book.  You can read her narrative essay below, and read her comic book at ADD LOCATION OF HER ELECTRONIC COMIC BOOK HERE.











Riddle 1

Casandra Riddle

Professor Nuñez
ENG 231
November 12, 2005

Well, I’m Using a Computer…

From the time I was pushed out of my mother’s womb, I was bombarded by

technology. This was 1985, so I wasn’t handed an iPod and John Deere Ride-On

lawnmower upon my arrival, as is the case these days. I was, however, smacked into a

blanket in a well-lit room, thrown in a nursery, and videotaped by my proud grandpa.

Nineteen years later, I’m still lacking the iPod and a lawnmower of my own.

When my eight pound, six ounce self was finally released from the nursery,

cameras flashed and doors magically swung open. I was carried lovingly into a car,

strapped down, and carefully driven to what would be my home, which, for the record,

smelled like microwaved peas. I was tossed into a crib where I stared blankly at a battery-operated mobile that played a charming rendition of “Pop Goes the Weasel” ad infinitum.

I was kept well-fed, thanks to mechanically produced soy formula, and bathed regularly

in thermometer-tested water.

For the next four years, technology in my life remained stable. I watched classic

80’s TV, ranging from the animated Gem and the Holograms, to the classic children’s

staple Mr. Rodger’s Neighborhood. I was particularly fond of Get Smart reruns. Then, it

happened.

I had to go to the hospital.

I was…rambunctious as a tyke. I had a genuine affinity for running, in socks, on

slippery hard wood floors. One day, while chasing a pink ball across a room, I slipped

and fell, gashing my lip on the corner of a magazine rack. I required stitches from a

plastic surgeon, to ensure that my lip line wouldn’t be uneven. Out of the whole painful

ordeal, the only thing I have to show for it, besides a nice scar, is one of those small pen

light deals that nurses use to look at throats. I acquired this little trinket when the doctors

and nurses used it as leverage to get me to stop screaming. After returning home from the

hospital, I tried to convince my parents that accidents like that wouldn’t happen if I got a

Nintendo. Unfortunately for me, my parents weren’t avid lovers of electronic timewasting

devices. They bought me books instead.

By the time kindergarten rolled around I could read proficiently, but my eyesight

was shot from many nights of reading under my covers with a flashlight after “lights

out.” A trip to the eye doctor became necessary soon after teachers realized I couldn’t see

the board and had a peculiar habit of running into walls, desks and doors. My mother had

always attributed such things to sheer clumsiness, but as luck would have it, my trek

towards blindness had begun. After sitting in the doctor’s big scary chair and having all

sorts of giant gizmos thrust in front of my eyes, I was awarded an absolutely hideous pair

of classic early 90s frames that would make MC Hammer cringe. Soon after, contacts

became my best friends. The first thing I did with my new eyesight was to go home and

burn toast. I had a habit of doing such things when I was younger, and slowly the concept

of “toaster” seemed ludicrous as everything I stuck in there burned.

With my newfound eyesight, I could’ve taken the opportunity to learn many

things…like the Russian language, or how to efficiently use a toaster, or the air speed

velocity of a swallow, or what things don’t go well with microwaved asparagus. Yet, I

just stuck with what I knew: TV, books, the refrigerator, and, eventually, I added a few

sports. Suddenly, I was faced with another turning point in my life: my family purchased

a computer. And it had games. I’d like to say I cheated on my refrigerator for a few

divine moments with this technological wonder, but I just couldn’t. It was swell to have

around for doing papers…but from 3rd grade until 7th grade my house went through 3

computers and I hardly touched any of them except to write and occasionally fuddle

around with DOS games or Oregon Trail II. Me and the fridge were much closer, as it

held all the things I kept near and dear to my heart: pudding, broccoli, and maraschino

cherries. The toaster and I had our qualms, and I wasn’t ready to further my inadequacies

with something as “current” as a computer. I wasn’t a complete Neanderthal, though. I

finally gave in and bought a CD player “boom box” somewhere between computer 2 and

3, I think. It might’ve been earlier, but I don’t have any recollections of actually using it

except for when I’d throw it in the front yard for music while playing volleyball with my

friends or practicing the latest cheerleading dance. I enjoyed the comforts of electrical

lights, a coffee pot that someone else turned on and made work, and a television. I had all

the troublesome technology I needed with the toaster.

Something needed to change. I killed the toaster after a brutal brawl over an

English muffin. Then, a lawnmower almost ate my feet. I wasn’t the one mowing the

lawn, so I don’t think I can be completely held responsible for the technological

dysfunction. Not long after that, I managed to break the washing machine and the dryer

within 2 days of each other. I was a technological moron. Technology wanted me to fail

at life, and I couldn’t let it win. I took a typing class in 8th grade and finally mastered

what my peers had whipped years beforehand. I bought a “Discman” and started

grooving more frequently. I overloaded myself with being “current” “hip” and “jiggy wit’

it.” As a result of this, my eyesight continued to fail.

Once high school slapped me across the face in all of its mighty glory, I knew I

had to do something to bring myself up to par with my peers. I wanted to start taking

classes that focused on the basics: typing, typing, and more typing. Unfortunately, there

was only one typing class and after that we were on our own. So I bought a toaster and

learned the precise ways in which the settings worked. I eventually could toast a bagel to

perfection while getting a crisp golden brown slice of toast in the other slot. Then my

brother dropped the toaster and I had to start all over with another one. I gave up. I’ll

learn to like burnt things, eventually.

High school continued. I learned to drive a car, and how to program a VCR just in

time for the release of TiVo. After many failed attempts, I was able to start a snow

blower, work a hair straightener, and use the internet reasonably well. By “reasonably

well” I mean I was able to figure out how to make all the “enlarge your prostate”

messages go into my spam box. The internet was an essential part of my high school life.

I had a few web page design classes that required me to be able to utilize the internet’s

many facets along with other computer-based things, like a mouse. It was about this time

that I cursed the printed word for usurping so much of my time earlier in life. The internet

became a strange addiction. I felt connected to so many people through it. I loved the

“instant messaging” and the “search engines.” I loved to waste hours delving into the

eerie depths of inanity that laid beneath the newsgroups and chat rooms. I discovered

things like lowbrow.com and livejournal…both of which contributed to endless hours of

staring at a luminescent screen. And then my eyes got worse. Then again, I could’ve

closed my eyes and meditated for all four years I was “online,” and I would still have

rotten eyesight. Maybe I wouldn’t burn the toast, though.

When I finally got a job, burning the toast was the least of my technological

worries—at least, at first it was. I had to fret about punching in the right orders onto a

nifty little keypad that sent orders back to the kitchen. I worked with two crazy Greek

men with little to no knowledge of computers or calculators. I was their goddess for being

able to type without looking at the keys, and—gasp!—using more than two fingers to

punch in words or sentences. For the first time in my life, I felt ahead of the curve. Thank

the technological gods for creating the Island of Zakynthos. Apparently, things don’t get

over there as quickly as they do here. I’ve contemplated moving there several times, just

so I can walk around with an iPod or a scientific calculator and watch the jealous stares.

Something tells me they have toasters, though, which scares me. Imagine finding out

your idol couldn’t make toast! It’d be a horrific experience for them, and I’d hate to

shatter their ideals. I’ll stick with not going because they can’t possibly have an eye

doctor adept enough to address my impending blindness.

Overall, it would seem that technology and I have had a mixed relationship. I

adore it, but I’m horrible at it. I’ve managed to survive so far, and I’m even becoming

amicable with the toaster that sits in my dorm room. I enjoy the benefits that technology

has brought into my life. Without it, I would certainly have no eyesight. I appreciate that

technology has advanced enough to keep me seeing clearly enough to know what I’m

doing and what is around me. Surely everyone must have their version of the toaster. I

can’t figure out how to get that golden brown, crunchy texture, but I’ll bet even the most

proficient person has their troubles. Maybe for them, it’s the electric can opener. I’m still

waiting for my iPod and lawn mower…and by the time I get them, I’ll be ready for

anything technology can hand me.
Planning and Documenting Your Multimedia Essay
In addition to responding to the project checklist in 32c, you should also take a few more steps as you begin your multimedia essay. As you work, it will be important to keep design notes or a project log so that you will have an informative record of the choices you make regarding fonts, color palettes, stylesheets, image sizes and sources, and audio clips.

Storyboard Your Project
It can be helpful to think of a multimedia essay as an unfolding sequence of events, like a film, and to plan each component or scene in some detail before you get too far into the project. Film directors and Web developers use "storyboards" to outline their projects in advance. Storyboards then help keep the project on track and the goals in sight.You will probably revise them as your project develops. Good storyboards make reference to the textual, visual, design, and audio content of your essay. 

Five Steps of Storyboarding

1. Find or create a storyboard template that you can use to draft your outline, like the one shown below.
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2. Each frame of your storyboard should represent a unique page, a step in a sequence, or some other individual component of your work (such as a PowerPoint or Keynote slide, a keyframe in Flash, or a Web page).

3. In each frame, identify your content (including images and audio). Use shorthand to describe the content and approximately where it should be placed.

4. Add notes to each frame in your storyboard on design, source files or material, and anything else that will help you remember what each frame should contain and how it should be presented.

5. When you have completed a rough draft of your storyboard, read back through it to see if it has an order that makes sense and that includes the multimedia you want to use. Move frames around as necessary.

You can also find a free and useful planning and storyboarding tool called Denim, created by the Group for User Interface Research at Berkeley: http://guir.berkeley.edu/projects/denim/

Create an Assets List

An assets list itemizes all the textual, visual, and audio content that you might use in your multimedia essay. Assets lists can help you avoid wasting time later looking for or producing content for your project. Very often, writers get bogged down in the middle of composing a multimedia project because they haven’t collected their assets before they begin and thus sometimes, in the heat of the moment, make poor choices about what multimedia content to include.

In the beginning, use your asset list to identify what you want. When the list is complete, you can make sure you have all the assets. Don’t waste time looking for images to use as you are completing your project; it’s easy to get sidetracked when you acquire assets in mid-process. If you know in the beginning, after completing your storyboard, that you want to use some bird images (say, of  peacocks) in your essay, then you should put "5 peacock images" on your assets list. You might need only one, but chances are you won't know exactly which one to use until you compose your essay.  So get five from the start (for example, from a collection of stock photography on the Internet) so that you don't narrow your options too early.  Or, for example, if you want to create a Flash interface on a Web page, you might list "3 Flash navigation bars" on your assets list, then find three templates that you can use for creating one (packaged with Flash, for example, or available on the Macromedia website or at one of the many Flash resource sites on the Internet).

Sample Assets List

This assets list was generated for a multimedia essay, "It's Dynamix, Dad" by Chris McKibbin. 
	Sample Assets List for a Multimedia Essay

Writer: Chris McKibbin

Project Title: “It’s Dynamix, Dad”
Last Update: May 5, 2004

	Textual Content

	
	Paragraph introducing multimedia essay

	
	Paragraph on education

	
	Definition of “unique”

	
	Paragraph on literacy

	
	Paragraph on technologies

	
	Paragraph on work experience

	Visual Content

	
	9 navigation images for header (start, early, etc.)

	
	9 navigation images for rollovers in header ([start],[early], etc.)

	
	1 title image for header (It’s Dynamix, Dad”)

	
	1 image of high school building

	
	1 image of home

	
	3 images of book covers

	
	1 image of me

	
	5 digital images of my dad from the time when I was ten-years-old

	
	5 digital images of my childhood home

	
	1 flash movie (bookcovers.swf)

	Audio Content
	

	
	Missle.wav

	
	Laserfire.wav

	
	ZAP.wav

	
	laserfire3.wav

	
	laser.midi


Keep a Project Log to Document Your Work

As you work on your project, keep a running log of the decisions you make about particular images you will use (including resolution, file name and format, and source), design elements and color palette (each color will have a unique number associated with it, for example, in RGB format), and the citation information for any quotations or other copyrighted material you use. A project log will be useful for preparing your design notes, works cited, and protocol sheets—each of which is an important component in the final delivery or publication of your multimedia essay. Identifying file types, resolution, sources, and more will be very time-consuming if you wait until after you have completed your project. Project logs will also be important when it comes time to repurpose your content. 

Sample Project Log

	Sample Project Log for a Multimedia Essay 
Writer: Chris McKibbin

Project Title: “It’s Dynamix, Dad”
Last Update: May 5, 2004



	Images

	
	Resolution
	Format
	Source

	dynamix.gif
	37.8 pixels/cm
	.gif
	Macromedia Fireworks MX

	start.gif
	37.8 pixels/cm
	.gif
	Macromedia Fireworks MX

	startroll.gif
	37.8 pixels/cm
	.gif
	Macromedia Fireworks MX

	Color palette

	
	Background
	Text
	Links
	Visited Links
	Active Links

	Top.html
	#006699
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a
	n/a

	main.html
	#FFFFFF
	#006699
	#FF9900
	#FF9900
	#FF9900

	books.html
	#FFFFFF
	#006699
	#FF9900
	#FF9900
	#FF9900

	computer.html
	#FFFFFF
	#006699
	#FF9900
	#FF9900
	#FF9900

	work.html
	#FFFFFF
	#006699
	#FF9900
	#FF9900
	#FF9900

	vacation.html
	#FFFFFF
	#006699
	#FF9900
	#FF9900
	#FF9900

	early.html
	#FFFFFF
	#006699
	#FF9900
	#FF9900
	#FF9900

	Copyrighted materials
	

	Missle.wav
	http://www.a1freesoundeffects.com/weapons.html

	Laserfire.wav
	http://www.a1freesoundeffects.com/weapons.html

	laserfire3.wav
	http://www.a1freesoundeffects.com/weapons.html

	Definition of unique
	http://www.bartleby.com/61/48/U0084800.html


Sample: Screenshot of McKibben’s Title Page
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Write Design Notes or Protocol Sheets

Design notes are useful for documenting in summary fashion what the project log contains. They are especially important when projects involve multiple people and an extended period of time. Design notes provide explicit information about the nature of the media (website, type of paper, CD, etc.), about templates or style guidelines, and about fonts and color palettes.  Here’s an example.

Rubric for Design Notes on a Web-Based Multimedia Essay
URL of interface

Description of visual theme and design metaphor

Description of navigational system

Description of technologies used

Description of typography used

Description of colors used

