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ABSTRACT

KELLY LEE JONES
WONKS, MARATHONERS, AND STORYTELLERS:
DESCRIBING THE PARTICIPATORY CULTURE OF NANOWRIMO 
Under the direction o f DR. KELLY REFFITT, Ph.D.

The purpose of this study was to describe National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and literary activities of 

participants. The goals of this study were: 1) to gain a deep understanding o f National 

Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo); 2) to respond to the gap in research literature 

concerning NaNoWriMo; 3) to identify themes that may be relevant for postsecondary 

writing curriculum and instruction, particularly within the contexts of motivating writers; 

and 4) to contribute to the online qualitative research methodology knowledge base. Two 

research questions guided this study: How do participants describe their National Novel 

Writing Month experiences? How might these experiences inform postsecondary 

curriculum and instruction?

An online qualitative case study methodology was employed to address these 

research questions. Data were collected from four sources: participant observations, an 

online questionnaire, follow-up email interviews, and the collection of online artifacts. 

Data were analyzed thematically and emerging themes were reported. Findings are



presented categorically and include rich descriptions of the NaNoWriMo site along with 

participants’ experiences and perceptions.

Findings of this study suggest that NaNoWriMo functions as a fandom, a 

participatory culture, an informal learning space, a writing group, and a community of 

practice. It encourages freewriting and positions participants as writers. The combination 

of intrinsic motivation, choice, and accomplishment provided by the NaNoWriMo 

challenge promotes participants’ feelings of self-efficacy and encourages persistence in a 

sustained writing project. Future research concerning NaNoWriMo is recommended.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

“Story may educate us, deepen us, and give us joy. Story may be one o f  the things that 

makes it most worthwhile to be human. ”

(Gottschall, 2012, p. 29)

Background of the Study

New technologies have made it possible for more people today to write more than

has ever been possible, to write in new forms with new materials, and to write together in

virtual, collaborative spaces. Outside of school, digital writing technologies are

ubiquitous, and people of all ages are writing (Yancey, 2009b). A recent report from the

National Council of Teachers of English (2009) highlights the importance of students’

extracurricular writing and encourages teachers to learn more about the ways in which

students use technology to write in extracurricular online spaces. Moreover, Jenkins

(2004) argues that some of the best learning opportunities for writers today are available

through online communities. Research is needed in order to learn more about these online

communities and the ways in which they motivate participants to write. This study sought

to describe one such online community, National Novel Writing Month, known as

NaNoWriMo, a Web-based creative writing group.

Described as a “literary marathon” (Baty, 2004), NaNoWriMo challenges writers

of all ages from various educational backgrounds and careers to write a 50,000 word draft

1
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of a novel in 30 days during the month of November. Since its founding in 1999, 

hundreds of thousands of people from all over the world have attempted this challenge. 

According to the Office o f Letters and Light (2012a), 341,375 people participated in 

2012 and of these, 38,438 (about 11%) reached the 50,000-word goal. NaNoWriMo has 

been featured numerous times in the media, including ABC (Wagner, 2010), National 

Public Radio (Morgenstern, 2011; Ydstie, 2002), the New York Times (Korkki, 2006), the 

Washington Post (Reese, 2012) and Writer’s Digest (2009). However, despite high levels 

of global participation, no empirical research has been published about this phenomenon. 

Therefore, this study was the first of which I am aware to examine NaNoWriMo. 

Grounded in Jenkins’ (2006) theory of participatory culture and situated within research 

of extracurricular writing groups (Gere, 1987,1994; Highberg, Moss, & Nicolas, 2004; 

Shultz, 2011), this study stemmed from a multidisciplinary intersection of topics, 

including creative writing, informal learning, and web studies.

Focus on Adult Learners

Studies of writing groups before the invention of the World Wide Web conducted 

by Gere (1987, 1994) and Highberg, Moss, and Nicolas (2004) focus on the voluntary 

writing activities of adults. Studies published in the 21st century, however, have greatly 

focused on the web-based writing activities of teens and adolescents (Alvermann, 2008; 

Black, 2009; Jenkins, 2006; Lankshear & Knobel, 2011). Adults continue to participate in 

writing groups, though, and many o f them do so online. Furthermore, the teens who 

participated in the PEW Internet and American Life (Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2008) 

study about teens’ writing and technology use, as well as the college students who



participated in Stanford’s Study of Writing (Fishman, Lunsford, McGregor, & Otuteye, 

2005; Lunsford, 2008) are now adults. Adult learners, sometimes called nontraditional 

students, now comprise the majority of students enrolled in American colleges and 

universities as of 2012 (Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2012). 

Furthermore, as noted by cultural theorist Howard Rheingold (2012), “participation in 

networked publishing is not limited to the young” (p. 111). As a college instructor, I am 

interested in motivating my adult students, who are adult learners, to write. Consequently, 

this study gave specific consideration to adults who chose to participate in NaNoWriMo. 

National Novel Writing Month

National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) is one example of an 

extracurricular, internet-mediated writing group; in other words, the interactions of this 

group, including meetings, conversations, participant interactions and progress updates, 

take place online. It can be described as an event, contest, project, community of practice 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), online community o f interest (Rheingold, 2012), 

literacy event (Heath, 1983), and affinity space (Gee, 2004). In this dissertation, I will 

also describe NaNoWriMo as a participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006; Jenkins, Clinton, 

Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 2009). Participants of various ages and educational 

backgrounds join the website from all over the world. Many also meet face-to-face at 

local events within their geographic region, usually at bookstores, libraries or coffee 

shops, but these meetings are optional; the entire NaNoWriMo challenge can be 

completed online. These writers share a collective goal: write a 50,000 word novel draft 

in 30 days, which averages out to 1,667 words per day, during the month of November.
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National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo) was founded in 1999 in San 

Francisco by Chris Baty, a freelance writer and journalist. Baty wanted to write a novel 

and believed that friendly competition and a strict deadline would provide the motivation 

he needed. He set a goal of writing 50,000 words (i.e. the length of a short novel such as 

The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Brave New World by Aldous Huxley and O f 

Mice and Men by John Steinbeck) in a single month and invited twenty friends to join 

him. Six of them reached the word count goal within 30 days, and NaNoWriMo was bom 

(Baty, 2004).

Leveraging the power of blogging and social media, Baty and friends promoted 

the event and invited anyone with an interest in writing a novel to join. In 2000, 140 

people participated. By 2005, participation grew to 59,000, and in 2012, over 340,000 

people took part in NaNoWriMo (Office of Letters and Light, 2012b).

NaNoWriMo encourages participants to write simply for the sake of writing. 

“Winners”, those who reach the 50,000 word mark within the 30-day deadline, receive a 

printable PDF certificate and web badges that can be added to their blogs, websites, and 

Facebook pages. There are no other rewards, grades, course credits, publishing contracts, 

or monetary prizes awarded to those who complete the contest. Founder Chris Baty 

explains, “NaNo helps people see their potential as writers. Novels are written by 

everyday people who give themselves permission to write novels” (C. Baty, October 6, 

2012, personal communication).

These individuals, who can be described as story wonks, challenge themselves to 

reach the 50,000 word goal and support each other by participating in the online



discussion forums and meeting at local NaNoWriMo events. Through the NaNoWriMo 

site, participants are able to post profiles, update their word counts, meet other writers, 

discuss their work, ask for advice and support, and explore the various motivational 

forums and resources.

Perspective o f the Researcher

I love novels and have always been fascinated with the creative work of writers. 

My favorite teachers were those who incorporated creative writing into class, but most of 

these opportunities ended after elementary school. However, outside of school, I read 

popular fiction novels and wrote my own poetry, plays and stories. Though I did not 

realize it at the time, I was experiencing “a profound connection between identity and 

practice” (Wenger, 1998, p. 149) through my self-sponsored (Gere, 1987) writing 

activities. Even though I was not encouraged to write creatively in high school and did 

not have any writing role models in my local community, I dreamed of becoming a 

novelist. In spite o f limited access to writing groups or creative writing classes (Yancey, 

2009a) or opportunities for social apprenticeships (Lave & Wenger, 1991), I still 

managed to learn a great deal about writing in extracurricular spaces such as the local 

bookstore. Everything I learned about novel writing came from interviews with authors 

found in magazines such as Writer’s Digest. Luckily, my parents were willing to take me 

to the bookstore on a regular basis. For several years, I orbited on the periphery o f the 

community of writers who contributed to these magazines (Wenger, 1998).

Today I am an instructional designer and technology specialist by training but 

remain a writer at heart. I hold a Bachelor’s degree, a Master’s degree, and several
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professional technical certificates, but everything I have learned about creative writing 

since my bookstore days comes from workshops and writers’ groups that operate outside 

of school. I never “found my way” (Newkirk, 2004) to a creative writing class, even in 

college, but continued to write and to learn about writing from magazines and how-to 

guides written by writers. 1 became a single mother at the age of 21, and chose to pursue 

a degree in instructional technology instead of creative writing for the same reasons that 

many people abandon artistic pursuits: financial needs and family responsibilities. 

Supporting my son was more important than writing. I put my writing journals away in 

order to concentrate on building a career, but I never stopped loving stories.

Several years ago, while preparing to teach a workshop on podcasting for a group 

of undergraduate college instructors, I subscribed to a podcast call Will Write fo r  Wine. It 

was produced by two fiction authors, Lani Diane Rich and C. J. Barry, and dedicated to 

creative writing, publishing, and popular culture. This podcast forever changed me as a 

writer and influenced my beliefs about teaching and learning in profound ways. It showed 

me how the internet opens up spaces for authentic learning through communities of 

practice, helped me understand the power of self-directed learning, and contributed 

significantly to my transformation into an advocate for informal learning, extracurricular 

learning spaces, and out-of-school literacies.

In addition to the podcast, these authors had Facebook sites, blogs, and online 

discussion forums where listeners could interact and post questions, which the authors 

would answer during podcasts. With some trepidation, I joined the forums and 

transitioned from listener to participant. I became a contributing member of the site, a



regular blogger who posted and received comments from other writers all over the world. 

This site was an example of what Wenger (2009) describes as an online community of 

practice, one where “across a worldwide web of computers, people congregate in virtual 

spaces and develop shared ways of pursuing their common interests” (p. 212). The Will 

Write fo r  Wine online community (known as the “Wiffers”) helped me understand that 

learning can be just as powerful, and perhaps more powerful, outside o f school than 

inside. In these extracurricular affinity spaces (Gee, 2004), I participated as a fan, 

community member, artist, and 21st century writer. From these sites, I learned about 

online writers’ groups, professional associations, self-publishing, resource websites, 

writing conferences, and National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo).

I joined NaNoWriMo in 2009, and every year since I have wondered: What is it 

about NaNoWriMo that encourages so many people to write? Through doctoral 

coursework, my perception of NaNoWriMo has changed from a hobby site to a research 

site. I believe the literary activities in which people choose to engage outside of school 

are relevant to the design and delivery of postsecondary curriculum and instruction. 

Currently, in my work as a college instructor, I teach undergraduate technology and 

introductory academic writing courses. My students are nontraditional adult learners, and 

the majority of them struggle with academic writing. Most of my students tell me they 

hate to write, until I ask them about the kinds o f writing they do outside of class. 

Semester after semester, my students tell me about their self-sponsored writing, about 

their diaries and poetry and scrapbooks and journals and blogs. Like me, many of my
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students write and seek opportunities to write with and learn about writing from other 

writers, but these literacy activities usually occur outside o f classroom walls.

Conceptual Framework 

Miles and Huberman (1994) define a conceptual framework as a graphical or 

narrative explanation of the main elements of a study and the relationship the researcher 

sees among those elements. In this section, I present my conceptual framework, displayed 

in Figure 1, as a narrative and graphic using a kaleidoscope metaphor to explain the 

connections between the study’s conceptual underpinnings and the theoretical lenses used 

to interpret them.

The lack of published research literature concerning National Novel Writing 

Month (NaNoWriMo) presented a challenge for conceptualizing this study. I began by 

studying Anne Ruggles Gere’s (1987, 1994) research on extracurricular writing groups, 

which provided an historical overview of the writing group phenomenon before the 

invention of the World Wide Web. I continued to search for research based on web-based 

writing groups, reading deeply in the professional literature of new literacies studies 

(Alvermann, 2008; Gee, 2009; Gee, 2012; Hull & Schultz, 2002; Lankshear & Knobel, 

2007a, 2007b, 2011; New London Group, 1996). Luckily, I stumbled upon an online 

article titled Why Heather Can Write by Henry Jenkins, a prominent new media scholar 

and theorist. In this article, Jenkins (2004) described the influence of popular culture on 

out-of-school writing. This article led me to Jenkins’ (2006) book Convergence Culture, 

where he introduced the theory of participatory culture, and then to his (2009) report for 

the McArthur Foundation, where he expanded this idea within the context of education.



Participatory culture is a term coined by Jenkins (2006) to describe a culture “in 

which fans and other consumers are invited to actively participate in the creation and 

circulation of new content” (p. 331). The concept provides a way of examining our ever- 

changing relationship with media and popular culture within the contemporary shift from 

consumer to producer. Jenkins (2006) explains, “Rather than talking about media 

producers and consumers as occupying separate roles, we might now see them as 

participants who interact with each other according to a new set o f rules that none of us 

fully understands” (p. 3). Participatory culture is changing the ways in which schools, 

communities and professions function (Jenkins et al., 2009). This is especially true for 

21st century writing and publishing practices.

Jenkins and his colleagues (2009) describe four forms of participatory culture: 

affiliations, expressions, collaborative problem solving and circulations. Affiliations are 

memberships in online communities, whether formal or informal, with a shared interest in 

media. Expressions are ways of creating new forms of media, such as fan fiction. 

Collaborative problem solving involves teamwork, whether formal or informal, that 

includes task completion and knowledge creation, such as Wikipedia. Circulations shape 

the current of media, such as podcasts and blogs (Jenkins et al., 2009). Considering the 

novel as a form of media, National Novel Writing Month would be defined as an 

affiliation form of participatory culture.

Additionally, NaNoWriMo meets Jenkins et al’s. (2009) five criteria for a 

participator culture: 1) it offers a low barrier to artistic expression or civic engagement; 

2) it provides strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations; 3) it includes



informal mentorship; 4) it allows participants to make meaningful contributions; and 5) 

participants are able to create social connections with each other (Jenkins et al., 2009). 

Therefore, Jenkins’s (2006,2009) theory of participatory culture is the primary lens 

through which I will study NaNoWriMo.

To examine NaNoWriMo within the context of curriculum studies, however, 

additional theoretical lenses were helpful. Therefore, I connected the five characteristics 

of participatory culture described by Jenkins et al. (2009) to five additional theories o f 

learning and literacy, depicted in Figure 1, in order to form a conceptual kaleidoscope.

Participatory
Culture

(Jenkins et al, 2009)

Figure 1. Theorizing NaNoWriMo: A Conceptual Framework Kaleidoscope
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Metaphorically speaking, this kaleidoscope can be turned in order to analyze 

NaNoWriMo from multiple perspectives, as if through secondary theoretical lenses 

positioned under a primary lens of participatory culture theory. I designed the 

multifaceted lens to provide multiple opportunities for data analysis and interpretation of 

this study’s findings. Due to the lack of published research, it was difficult to predict 

which themes would be most relevant for describing National Novel Writing Month, and 

1 did not want to limit the scope too narrowly. NaNoWriMo meets the five criteria of a 

participatory culture as defined by Jenkins et al. (2009), but it also operates as a writing 

group, web community, literacy event, and popular culture website. The kaleidoscope 

framework provides multiple options for examining NaNoWriMo in these various 

contexts.

In this study’s kaleidoscope framework, the work of renowned arts educator Elliot 

Eisner (2002) connects with the first characteristic of a participatory culture, which is a 

“low barrier to artistic expression” (Jenkins et al., 2009). As Eisner (2002) explains, 

artistic experience “is a way of creating our lives by expanding our consciousness, 

shaping our dispositions, satisfying our quest for meaning, establishing contact with 

others, and sharing a culture” (p. 3). Participation in a writing group can be an aesthetic 

experience. In this sense, writers may grow as artists, and they may also gain appreciation 

of the craft of writing. NaNoWriMo is designed as a writing experience, one that values 

creativity and the art of storytelling, and is open to any writer who wishes to participate.

In 2009, Kathleen Blake Yancey, composition scholar and past president of 

NCTE (National Council of Teachers o f English), described the ubiquitous nature of



writing today and issued a passionate call for the research and illustration of new digital 

forms of composition. She describes today’s digital culture, in which people of various 

ages and educational backgrounds write a great deal and publish digital compositions 

such as e-books, blogs, and videos, as a revolutionary “Age of Composition” (Yancey, 

2009b) where writing is a form of cultural participation. Yancey’s work connects to the 

second characteristic of a participatory culture, which is “strong support for creating and 

sharing one’s creations” (Jenkins et al., 2009). NaNoWriMo, with its vast number of 

globally connected writers, is an illustration o f the “Age of Composition.” Its purpose is 

to support novelists as they work toward a challenging writing goal. Support is available 

through motivational pep talks, the shared writing goal, and the website itself, which 

provides tools and encouragement to writers.

Informal mentoring occurs in NaNoWriMo when writers learn strategies, 

terminology, and techniques from other writers. Multiple opportunities are available for 

new members of NaNoWriMo to learn from members with more experience. In this 

context, NaNoWriMo can be defined as an affinity space (Gee, 2004). Linguist and 

curriculum theorist, James Paul Gee (2004), defines an affinity space as a physical or 

virtual space for informal learning based on the common interests or affiliations of 

participants. Affinity spaces are interest-based and are not formed by similarities in 

participants’ ages, races, gender, or geographic locations. Gee’s (2004) theory of affinity 

spaces connects with the third characteristic of participatory culture, which is “some type 

of informal mentorship whereby participants learn from those in the community with 

more experience” (Jenkins et al., 2009).
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Literacy scholars Lankshear and Knobel (2011) describe the idea of 21st century 

new literacies in two ways: paradigmatic and ontological. The new literacies paradigm 

refers to “a sociological approach to understanding and researching literacy” and 

considers literacy to be a “social phenomenon” (p. 27). The new literacies ontology refers 

to the nature of literacy, to the idea that “changes have occurred in the character and 

substance of literacies that are associated with larger changes in technology, institutions, 

media and the economy” (p. 28). New ICTs as well as new cultural practices open up 

new literacies and new ways of expressing one’s experiences and communicating with 

the world. Lankshear and KnobePs (2011) work connects with the fifth characteristic of 

participatory culture, which is the ability of participants to make meaningful 

contributions (Jenkins et al., 2009). In the context of NaNoWriMo, these contributions 

are mediated by technology and include new literacy practices such as forum posts and 

profile updates, creation of multimedia related to NaNoWriMo such as YouTube videos 

and Twitter posts, and the creation of fan fiction.

Finally, the fifth characteristic of participatory culture, which is participants’ 

abilities to create social connections with each other (Jenkins et al., 2009), is connected to 

Wenger’s theory of social learning. Educational theorist Wenger (1998) describes 

learning in terms of our lived experiences and participation in the world and defines 

learning as social participation. This theory includes four aspects of social learning: 

meaning, identity, community and practice. His theory of social learning is heavily 

influenced by his work with Jean Lave (Lave & Wenger, 1991) on situated cognition, 

social apprenticeships, legitimate peripheral participation, and communities of practice.



Through the lens of social learning theory, NaNoWriMo functions as a community of 

practice, where participants learn to write and develop identities as writers by writing 

alongside other writers. Through this lens, NaNoWriMo also functions as an informal, 

online form of social apprenticeship.

This kaleidoscope metaphor provided a theoretical lens for analyzing and 

interpreting the study’s findings. Each lens of the kaleidoscope provided a theme with 

which data were coded and analyzed. Using these themes, I analyzed participants’ 

descriptions of NaNoWriMo in order to determine if their descriptions supported the 

definition of NaNoWriMo as a participatory culture, and to see which, if  any, o f the five 

characteristics appeared in participants’ descriptions.

Statement of the Problem

The number of adults in higher education is increasing, but many of these 

nontraditional students lack academic writing skills necessary for success. Writing is the 

primary method of communication in college and is vital to professional life after 

graduation. According to Santangelo, Harris, and Graham (2007), “Writing is an 

extremely powerful tool in our culture because it facilitates communication across 

distance and time, makes it possible to gather and preserve information... and provides a 

flexible medium for artistic, political, spiritual, and self-expression” (p. 1). Some adult 

students lack writing proficiency due to a gap in their education, or years of experience in 

jobs that do not require or value writing skills. Others never developed writing 

proficiency in high school. Many of these individuals did not have opportunities to write 

significantly in school, where their teachers may have emphasized reading or test taking
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skills over engaging writing practices. While these students were probably expected to 

read and respond to literature, many were not encouraged to write their own fictional 

narratives or other genres that may have engaged and motivated them (Newkirk, 2009; 

Smagorinsky, Johannessen, Kahn, & McCann, 2012).

Santangelo et al. (2007) state, “Recent evaluations conducted as part of the 

National Assessment of Education suggest that only one out of every five high school 

seniors acquired the required writing knowledge and skills” (p. 1). When faced with the 

challenge of academic writing, many adults are not able to maintain high levels of 

motivation and often fail or drop courses. It is therefore imperative for college writing 

instructors to understand key issues of motivation in relationship with adult learners and 

writing. Technology today makes many new forms of writing possible and opens many 

new spaces and platforms for writers to learn the craft and to pursue the forms and genres 

of most interest to them. These new models of composing and publishing may be highly 

motivating for some writers. Students who may not be successful writers in the classroom 

might experience success writing in various creative forms online outside of school.

According to the NCTE (2009), current research shows “students bring to school 

many resources or ‘funds of knowledge’ that remain invisible in the classroom. Teachers 

of writing can be more effective when they understand and build upon students’ 

extracurricular composing” (NCTE, 2009, p. 2). These out-of-school literacies (Hull & 

Schultz, 2001) are a valuable part of 21st century learning; unfortunately, students’ 

extracurricular literacy activities are not usually acknowledged in classrooms today 

(Yancey, 2009a). As Shultz (2011) notes, extracurricular writing practices may be



dismissed or ignored by writing instructors who view them as playful or disruptive. 

However, extracurricular writing activities are important to the adult learners and college 

students who practice them and may serve a bridge for developing skills needed to write 

in college (Gere, 1987; Lunsford, 2008; Shultz, 2011).

College students compose in many forms outside of school (Fishman et al., 2005; 

Yancey, 2009a); however, instructors may not be aware of these extracurricular literary 

activities and may not understand the value they may have in the teaching of writing. 

National Novel Writing Month functions as an extracurricular writing group, one in 

which hundreds of thousands of adults choose to participate every year. However, there is 

a gap in the research literature concerning NaNoWriMo and many teachers, curriculum 

specialists, and researchers may not be aware o f its existence. This study sought to 

address the research gap concerning NaNoWriMo and to make educators aware of this 

literary event and the potential it may have for motivating writers.

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and literary activities of 

participants. This study sought to address Yancey’s (2009) call for teachers to describe 

the new forms of writing that are developing today in order to “support all forms of 21st 

century literacies, inside school and outside school” (p. 1) while addressing a gap in the 

research literature concerning National Novel Writing Month.

As a writer, researcher, and educator, my goal was to examine NaNoWriMo 

within three contexts: as a participatory culture, as a source o f motivation for writers, and
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as a potential bridge for developing postsecondary writing skills. Within these contexts, I 

pondered several questions which led to this study’s research questions.

As noted by the site’s description and several news stories, NaNoWriMo is a 

motivating experience for writers. As a NaNoWriMo participant, I would also describe 

the event as motivating. My experiences with NaNoWriMo caused me to wonder why so 

many people participate in NaNoWriMo. What is it about this event that motivates 

writers? Which of these motivating factors could inform the design of postsecondary 

writing curriculum, classes, and activities? The theme of motivation was the first 

category used to organize, code, and analyze data in this study.

NaNoWriMo encompasses Jenkins’ five characteristics for a participatory culture. 

Which, if any, of these are important to participants? Which of these participatory 

characteristics might be relevant for the design of postsecondary writing curriculum, 

classes, and activities? The theme of participatory culture was the second category used 

to organize, code, and analyze data in this study.

In her study of fan fiction writers, Shultz (2011) used the Framework fo r  Success 

in Postsecondary Writing, published in 2011 by the Council of Writing Program 

Administrators, the National Center for Teachers of English and the National Writing 

Project, to determine which, if any, of the habits of mind recommended in the framework 

were developed through fan fiction writing practices. These habits of mind include 

curiosity, openness, engagement, creativity, persistence, responsibility, flexibility, and 

metacognition. This caused me to wonder: Which, if any, of the eight habits of mind 

described in the Framework fo r  Success in Postsecondary Writing are enhanced or



developed through participation in NaNoWriMo? Therefore, in addition to analyses 

based on the themes of motivation and participatory culture, I also examined findings 

using the eight habits of mind as categorical codes. The goal of this thematic analysis was 

to identify which, if any, of these habits o f mind are identified by writers as skills 

developed or enhanced through participation in National Novel Writing Month. If 

NaNoWriMo does encourage the improvement o f any of these eight habits, additional 

research in this area could be valuable for postsecondary writing instructors and 

curriculum designers.

Lankshear and Knobel (2007) note that while education researchers often feel that 

their work contributes to the realm of teaching and learning and focus on school settings, 

other approaches and topics are worthwhile and could potentially provide valuable 

insights that are applicable to education. They suggest four types o f studies for new 

literacies researchers to consider: Let’s See, Try On, Educationally Applicable, and 

Research Program Orientation (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007, p. 230). These categories are 

described briefly below:

A) ‘Let's See ’ Research —  the goal of these studies is to deeply examine and 

describe new social practices and literacies made possible by new 

technologies.

B) ‘Try O n' Research — the purpose o f these studies is to apply different 

theories to new online spaces or practices or to combine theories when 

examining new literacy practices.
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C) Educationally Applicable Research — the purpose o f these studies is not to 

introduce new literacy practices or tools (such as video games, for example) 

directly into school but rather to examine principles of learning that underpin 

new literacy practices in order to inform instructional practices and 

curriculum.

D) A Research Program Orientation — these are collaborative, large-scale 

projects, such as the Digital Media and Learning projects sponsored by the 

MacArthur Foundation.

This dissertation study falls into both the Let’s See and Educationally Applicable 

categories (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007) because I am describing a new online writing 

group and examining implications for postsecondary writing curriculum and instructional 

practices.

Mobile, networked internet and related information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) have far-reaching impact for our society, schools, and scholarship. 

Since the mid-1990s, the World Wide Web has become a worldwide communication and 

cultural phenomenon. No longer the stuff o f science fiction, today ICTs have become a 

“central aspect of contemporary network societies” (Loader & Dutton, 2012, p. 610). 

Researchers in social science fields are using ICTs to conduct qualitative research 

through and about the internet, and the professional literature includes complex 

descriptions of ever-evolving methods and discussions of increasingly complex issues 

(Williams, 2007). As a research tool, the internet provides access to new kinds of data 

and new opportunities for presenting data. The internet is both an evolving, intriguing
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research focus and a site for virtual qualitative study (Baym, 2009a). Alvermann (2008) 

notes, “Like the teaching profession, researchers are feeling the effects of digitalized 

knowledge and networked environments, especially in terms of the questions they ask 

and the methodologies and analytic tools they choose” (p. 16). Consequently, this study 

also sought to contribute to the growing body of knowledge concerning online qualitative 

research methodology by examining a virtual research setting (Baym, 2009) and 

collecting online data (Hewson & Laurent, 2008).

In summary, the goals of this study were: 1) to gain a deep understanding of 

National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo); 2) to respond to the gap in research 

literature concerning NaNoWriMo; 3) to identify themes that may be relevant for 

postsecondary writing curriculum and instruction, particularly within the contexts of 

motivating writers; and 4) to contribute to the online qualitative research methodology 

knowledge base.

Research Questions 

Two research questions guided this study:

1. How do participants describe their National Novel Writing Month experiences?

2. How might these experiences inform postsecondary curriculum and instruction?

It was my hope that the sociocultural, descriptive nature of these questions would

help me follow the guidance of Miles and Huberman (1994), who state that research 

questions should “begin to operationalize the conceptual framework” (p. 22) of a research 

project. The second research question was intended to provide a broad scope for 

exploration, so that the lack of research concerning NaNoWriMo, or my own experiences



as a participant, did not create a perspective of inquiry too narrow for themes to emerge 

during data analysis.

Rationale

This study addressed a gap in research literature concerning National Novel 

Writing Month (NaNoWriMo). It provided a rich description of NaNoWriMo and a 

qualitative venue for participants to share their experiences. The unique qualities o f 

writing groups are important areas for scholarly examination because they can offer 

insight to teachers, writing tutors and writing group members which may be beneficial to 

many writers, in school and out (Highberg et al., 2004). Moss and Nicholas (2004) call 

for studies of the ways in which writing groups operate when they function online. 

Yancey (2009b) calls for research on 21st century writing, including new models of and 

sites for writing. Merchant (2009) states, “If we are more attentive to insider accounts of 

informal learning in Web 2.0 spaces it may just be possible to predict how more engaging 

and relevant practices could re-invigorate or even transform educational provision” (p.

110). This is especially true in the case o f adult learners, whose self-directed, informal 

learning practices merit more research than has been conducted so far (Livingstone,

2001).

Williams (2010) states, “Understanding more about the literacy practices in which 

students engage outside of the classroom or before they reach college (or practices in 

which they may engage after college) complicate and benefit our research and our 

teaching” (p. 133). Alvermann (2008) argues that by studying the various multimodal 

literacy activities that students engage in through social media and online collaborative
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spaces, educators and researchers gain awareness into students’ interests and skills that 

are not always valued or relevant in the classroom. In today’s digitally-enhanced world, 

teachers cannot effectively help students become critical readers and writers without 

awareness and understanding of students’ out-of-school literacy practices. Therefore, this 

study sought to make educators aware of National Novel Writing Month as an 

extracurricular literary activity in which hundreds of thousands of adult learners engage 

every year.

Significance

This study of NaNoWriMo as a social writing group was significant because it 

addressed a gap in the professional literature. It may “contribute to our understanding of 

what it means to write” (Gere, 1987, p. 3). It may also address the question raised by 

Nicolas, Moss and Highberg (2004) concerning the ways in which technology affects the 

nature of writing groups. This question is especially relevant when examining a writing 

group that was formed and continues to function as an online group. Though the setting 

of this study was extracurricular, the topic and implications of the study are relevant to 

curriculum scholars and educators, especially those concerned with postsecondary 

writing, informal learning, and web studies.

Over the last forty-five years, information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) have become a powerful social force, simultaneously shaping and being shaped by 

21st century popular culture. Internet connection today is less of an action and more o f a 

state of being. Writing in the 21st century, therefore, is both a way to participate and a
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way to be (Yancey, 2009b). National Novel Writing Month offers opportunities for 

participants to write, and to be writers.

Like Fink (2003), I believe that learning is a vital part of the human experience 

and that learning is a lifelong process. Livingstone (2001) states, “The continuing 

acquisition of knowledge and skills is probably the most distinctive feature of the human 

species” (p. 3). It is, therefore, imperative for educators to be aware of the rich, 

meaningful opportunities for learning and for creative experience that are available 

outside of school so they can encourage those around them to continue to engage in these 

opportunities. As Rheingold (2013) observes, humanity thrives on social inventions, and 

online social technologies “augment and extend the power o f ever-complexifying human 

sociality” (p. 215). Technology has changed the way we communicate, learn, share, 

participate, read, and write in today’s culture. In these ways, digital media has changed 

what it means to be human. National Novel Writing Month, as a technology-mediated 

writing group, is changing what it means to be a writer in this new social landscape.

Methodology

While a gap exists in the research literature concerning National Novel Writing 

Month, scholars have published studies on topics encompassed by the conceptual 

framework and context of this dissertation. These theories and studies, which formed the 

foundation of my study’s literature review and shaped my research questions, are situated 

within a constructivist paradigm that aligns with a qualitative approach to research 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam; 2009; Stake, 1995).
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From the constructivist perspective, people are viewed as social actors who learn 

through culturally mediated experiences and construct meaning from interactions with 

and understandings of the world around them (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Stake, 1995; 

Vygotsky, 1978). The constructivist lens was the foundation upon which this study’s 

conceptual framework and methodology were designed. Given my philosophical 

perspective, a qualitative approach was the best fit for a research design (Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009), especially considering that the primary goal o f this study was to describe 

NaNoWriMo from the perspectives o f participants (Stake, 1995).

My methodological choices were informed by recent studies of digital, 

collaborative composition spaces, such as fan fiction, blogging, online gaming, photo 

sharing and instant messaging sites (Black, 2009; Davies, 2006; Guzzetti & Gamboa, 

2005; Lam, 2000; Lunsford, 2008; Oliver & Carr, 2009; Park, Heo, and Lee, 2011;

Shultz, 2011). These researchers employed a qualitative, case study approach that 

allowed them to examine online writing groups and explore the experiences and 

perceptions of the sites’ participants. As with these examples, a qualitative case study 

approach aligned with the purpose of my study.

Miles and Huberman (1994) define a case as “a phenomenon of some sort 

occurring in a bonded context (p. 25). In this study, NaNoWriMo was the bounded 

system (Stake, 1995) to analyze. Miles and Huberman (1994), define a case “temporally, 

as events or processes occurring over a specified period” (p. 25) or as an “an event” (p. 

25). In this case, participants were bound together by their experience as participants in
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National Novel Writing Month and by their shared experience in this event during the 

month of November 2012.

As Orgad (2009) observes, the type of data and approach needed for each study 

should be determined by the research question, purpose of the study, practical boundaries 

of the project, and the technology abilities and knowledge o f the researcher. My 

experiences as an instructional technology specialist, online course developer, website 

designer, blogger, and NaNoWriMo participant provided the knowledge and skills 

needed to collect and manage digital data. My experiences with NaNoWriMo provided 

access to the site. My research questions, theoretical framework, and worldview aligned 

with the constructivist, qualitative case study tradition (Stake, 1995). The topic and 

setting of my study was a virtual, online space. Therefore, the most suitable methodology 

for this dissertation was an online qualitative case study approach (Orgad, 2009).

I collected data from four sources: participant observations, an online 

questionnaire, follow-up interviews, and online artifacts. Participant observations were 

conducted during my participation in NaNoWriMo during the month of November 2012. 

Data collected during these participant observations included screen captures from the 

NaNoWriMo site, my observation notes, and memos written in my observation journal. 1 

employed this method of data collection in order to provide readers with rich and visual 

descriptions of NaNoWriMo. Multiple screen captures are included in Chapters 3 and 4, 

as well as in the Appendices.

In April 2013,1 conducted an online questionnaire with NaNoWriMo participants 

via Survey Monkey, the online survey tool employed by Mercer University. Appendix I
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contains the list of interview questions. College graduates who participated in the 2012 

NaNoWriMo event were recruited for this study, and one hundred participants responded 

to this online questionnaire. These initial interview questions were designed to gather 

demographic information and to gain an understanding of participants’ perceptions 

concerning their experiences with NaNoWriMo. Responses to this questionnaire were 

downloaded into Excel; formatted as Word documents; printed, read, and coded by hand; 

and then coded digitally using HyperRESEARCH software.

Ten participants were then randomly selected to participate in follow-up 

interviews. These semi-structured (Creswell, 2007) interviews were conducted via email. 

Interview protocols are located in Appendices K through T. Follow-up interview 

questions were designed to build upon participants’ responses to the online questionnaire 

in order to gain a deeper understanding of NaNoWriMo. These interviews were added to 

the case study database, hand-coded, and coded digitally using HyperRESEARCH 

software. Two of these complete interview transcripts are included in Appendix U and 

Appendix V.

Online Artifacts were collected from the NaNoWriMo website following the 

online questionnaire and email interviews. I examined the NaNoWriMo profile pages and 

forum posts created by the ten participants who completed follow-up interviews. I also 

collected screen captures of features of the website that emerged as significant during 

data analysis in order to provide readers with a visual description of these features. For 

example, several participants discussed the importance of genre in their writing. In
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response to this emerging theme, I collected screen captures from the Genre Lounges, 

depicted in Figure 21, on the NaNoWriMo forums.

Data were coded based on a priori codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) derived from 

topics in the study’s conceptual framework. Data were chunked into small, significant 

pieces, coded, and organized into four major categorical bins (Miles & Huberman, 1994): 

1) descriptions of NaNoWriMo; 2) motivation; 3) participatory culture; and 4) 

postsecondary writing. Open coding (Crewell, 2007) was then conducted with all data to 

identify emergent themes. Finally, all themes were organized and presented thematically. 

Results of data analysis are presented in tables, figures, and narrative discussions 

(Creswell, 2007).

Limitations, Delimitations, and Design Controls

Limitations

The most consequential limitation to this study was time restriction. National 

Novel Writing Month is an annual event that only occurs once a year. Ideally, I would 

collect data over multiple years, but this was not possible within this study’s timeframe. 

The number of participants I was able to include in this study was also limited by time 

restraints.

Another limitation was the possibility of researcher bias, considering that I was 

studying an online community of practice of which I am a member. I attempted to 

minimize this limitation by describing my experience with NaNoWriMo in Chapter 1, as 

well as journaling in order to bracket (Crewell, 2009) my own experiences. During the
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2012 NaNoWriMo event, I kept a research journal and included critical questions for 

myself to consider while writing this dissertation.

An additional possible limitation aligns with the type o f data I was collecting. I 

assumed that participants provided truthful information in their responses to the online 

questionnaire and follow-up interviews. I also had to trust participants to provide accurate 

information concerning their eligibility for this study, including their ages and their 

completion of college degrees.

Finally, this study was limited in its potential for generalizability, as my 

participants represent only a small sample of National Novel Writing Month members. 

However, the goal of this study was not to generalize the results or find implications that 

are relevant for the majority of college writers; instead, the goal was to study one specific 

group of NaNoWriMo participants in order to paint a rich description o f their 

experiences. While emerging themes and possible implications for curriculum and 

instruction were identified, I did not attempt to generalize these findings.

Delimitations

Participatory cultures include access to both artistic expression and civic 

engagement (Jenkins, 2006). In National Novel Writing Month, for example, participants 

are able to write creatively (thus accessing artistic expression) and take part in civic 

engagement by volunteering as moderators for forum discussions, coordinators of local 

face-to-face events, or interns at the Office of Letters and Light. This study focused only 

on artistic expression within the context of creative writing.
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The Office of Letters and Light sponsors other online literacy events, including 

the Young Writers Program, a version of NaNoWriMo available to K-12 classrooms; 

Camp NaNo, a summertime version of National Novel Writing Month; and Script 

Frenzy, an online event that challenges writers to write a movie or television script in 30 

days during the month of April. Similar projects are sponsored by other groups, such as 

24-Hour Comics Day (McCloud, 2012) and Digital Writing Month (Morris & Stommel, 

2012). Each of these is a potential research site, but I did not study these events within 

the boundaries of this project. Instead, I focused only on National Novel Writing Month 

as a voluntary, extracurricular writing activity.

Design Controls

In order to ensure, as much as possible, the trustworthiness (Merriam, 2009) of 

this study, I provided rich description, including screen captures of the NaNoWriMo site, 

narrative descriptions of participants, and excerpts from interviews. Additionally, the 

appendices include screen captures, excerpts from my research journal, a demographic 

summary of the participants, all interview protocols, and transcriptions of two interviews. 

Accuracy was enhanced through triangulation (Creswell, 2007) by collecting multiple 

forms of data, and through member checking (Creswell 2007; Merriam 2009) by sharing 

research summaries and notes with the participants during data analysis.

Definition of Key Terms

This dissertation employs a number of terms related to the internet, writing 

groups, participatory culture, and adult learning theory. These terms are defined below.
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Aesthetic experience is the process of meaning making emerging from artistic 

action (Eisner, 2002).

Affinity space is a physical or virtual space for informal learning based on the 

common interests or affiliations of participants (Gee, 2004).

Age o f  Composition is a phrase coined by Yancey (2009) to describe the current 

popularity of personal writing with digital tools and social networking technologies.

Andragogy is the art and science of helping adults learn (Knowles, cited in Jarvis, 

2006, p. 186)

Apprenticeship is the process of hands-on learning from someone who possesses 

in-depth knowledge of and experience with a craft or skill (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Autonomy refers to an individual’s free will, freedom of choice, and agency 

(Jarvis, 2006, p. 126).

Blog is a web journal, described by Henry Jenkins (2006) as a grassroots 

publication. Blogs may have individual authors or multiple authors. Active blogs are 

updated on a regular basis with the most recent entries appearing first.

Communities o f  interest are online, virtual communities formed by people who 

usually have not met in person but who use digital media to find each other and share 

mutual interests (Rheingold, 2012, p. 118).

Community o f  practice is a concept from social theory of learning that integrates 

social participation as a process of learning and of knowing (Wenger, 2006) For the 

purpose of this study, writing groups will be classified as communities of practice.
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Curriculum can be defined in multiple ways within multiple contexts. For the 

purposes of this study, Paechter’s (1999) definition of curriculum as “the learning 

opportunities which are organized in a particular learning situation” (para. 3) is most 

applicable.

Extracurricular are opportunities for learning that are organized outside of school 

(Hayes & Gee, 2009). Extracurriculum is defined by Gere (1994) as the “multiple 

contexts in which persons seek to improve their own writing” (p. 80).

Fandom is the term used to describe culture and cultural artifacts produced by 

fans of popular media such as television shows, novel series, and comics (Jenkins, 2006). 

Fandom participants are emotionally involved in a shared cultural form or practice and 

dedicate time, energy, and often money to these endeavors (Mittell, 2013).

Fan fiction , also known as fanfic, refers to the retelling of stories and characters 

by fans/readers/viewers (Jenkins, 2006). For example, some fans of J.K. Rowling’s Harry 

Potter series write their own stories based on characters and settings created by Rowling 

and then post them online to be shared with and often times reviewed by other Harry 

Potter fans.

Forum is an online discussion board where members of a website post and 

respond to message threads (Office of Letters and Light, 2012).

Informal learning/informal education refers to learning that occurs outside of 

formal school settings, including extracurricular activities and engagement in social 

events (Jenkins, 2006).
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Internet is the world’s largest computer network, providing protocols and systems 

needed for global communication and information sharing (Hine, 2008). Markham and 

Baym (2009) note that in the field of internet studies, the lowercase spelling is preferred, 

as the internet is not considered to be a specific place or being and therefore should not 

be referred to as a proper noun.

Learning is a process that involves conscious knowledge gained through teaching 

(though not necessarily from someone officially designated a teacher) or through certain 

life experiences that trigger conscious reflection (Gee, 2012, p. 167). Learning can be 

defined as the acquisition of knowledge or skills from experience, study, or teaching 

(Heron, in lileris, 2009, p. 144). Learning occurs in social contexts (Jarvis, 2006, pp. 51, 

52-69).

Legitimate peripheral participation describes learning through social 

participation. Specifically, according to Wenger (1998), legitimate peripheral 

participation moves learners from observers of a group’s practices to active participants; 

it is the “encompassing process of being active participants in the practices of social 

communities and constructing identities in relation to these communities” (p. 4).

Literacy refers to the socially mediated practices of listening, speaking, reading, 

writing, creating, interpreting, and making meaning from texts, including media and 

multimodal texts (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; New London Group, 1996).

Literacy event is defined by Heath (1983) as “occasions in which the talk revolves 

around a piece of writing” (p. 386). In this study, the meetings and activities o f writing 

group participants are literacy events.
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Motivation is defined by Martinez (2010) as including “all the processes that 

precede a decision to pursue a particular goal” (p. 154).

Municipal Liaison, often referred to as ML, is a volunteer coordinator for a local 

regional group within National Novel Writing Month.

NaNoWriMo, sometimes referred to as NaNo, is National Novel Writing Month, 

an annual web-based creative writing event and online writers’ group (Baty, 2004).

Participatory culture is a theory and term coined by new media scholar Henry 

Jenkins (2006) to describe a culture “in which fans and other consumers are invited to 

actively participate in the creation and circulation of new content” (p. 331). As described 

by Jenkins et al. (2009), a participatory culture has five key characteristics: low barriers 

to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for creating and sharing 

creations, some type of informal mentorship, the ability to make meaningful 

contributions, and opportunities for social connections between participants.

Pep talk is an encouraging email sent from a published author to participants in 

National Novel Writing Month.

Podcast is an episodic program delivered as audio/video files over the internet 

(Apple, 2012).

Self-sponsored writing is autonomous writing done for the personal satisfaction of 

the writer (Gere, 1987).

Situated learning describes learning that is situated in forms of social cooperation 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991).
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Social apprenticeship is the development o f identity while learning through 

participation in a community of practice (Wenger, 1998, p. 11).

Social media refers to interactive, web-based technologies designed for sharing 

content, news and messages; examples of social media include blogs, wikis, YouTube 

and social networks like Facebook and Twitter.

Wiki, invented by programmer Walker Cunningham, is a website that can be 

edited online without the need for special software or coding. Some wikis, like 

Wikipedia, are open and editable by the public. Other wikis are readable by the public but 

only editable by members of the wiki (Mittell, 2013).

Writing, within the context of this study, will broadly refer to creative, literary 

writing, such as poems, plays, comic books and graphic novels, digital stories, short 

stories or novels (Newkirk, 2009, p. 152).

Writing group is a group of people who voluntarily work together to gain 

experience as writers. Writing groups can form and function both inside and outside of 

schools and may focus on specific genres of types of writing, such as fiction, memoir, or 

poetry (Gere, 1987).

Writing marathon, based on Goldberg’s (1986) strategy, consists of a group who 

agree to write without stopping, or to write as much as possible, with a given amount of 

time.

Wrimos are NaNoWriMo participants (Baty, 2004).

Wonk is a person with a strong, passionate interest in a subject or activity 

(Gardner, 2006). A story wonk is a person with a passionate interest in writing fiction.
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Summary

Chapter 1 provided an overview of the study, including background on the 

research topic, the study’s conceptual framework, the problem and purpose of the study, a 

brief description of the methodology, the project’s limitations, delimitations, and design 

controls, and definitions of key terms. Building on research of extracurricular writing 

groups and theories of participatory culture, this dissertation sought to explore an online 

writing group, National Novel Writing Month, known as NaNoWriMo. The purpose of 

this study was to describe NaNoWriMo and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, 

and literary activities of participants. Using a qualitative case study methodology, this 

study addressed two central research questions: How do participants describe their 

National Novel Writing Month experiences? How might these experiences inform 

postsecondary curriculum and instruction?

Chapter 2 addresses the research gap concerning National Novel Writing Month 

and provides a review of the literature that informed the study’s conceptual framework 

and methodology. Chapter 3 describes the online qualitative case study research design, 

including the setting, participants, and methods of data collection and analysis. Chapter 4 

presents the analysis of data. Chapter 5 concludes the dissertation and includes 

discussions o f the study’s findings, implications, and recommendations for future 

research.



CHAPTER 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

"Virginia Woolf is correct that a writer needs money and a room o f  one’s own, 

but a writer also needs inspiration and community. ”

(Beckstead., 2004, p. 204)

Introduction

Technology has opened new spaces and opportunities for informal learning and 

literacy activities outside of school. A recent report from the National Council of 

Teachers of English (2009) describes the motivating characteristics of these new literacy 

activities and encourages teachers to learn more about the ways in which students write 

outside of school using digital tools. Out-of-school literacies (Hull & Schultz, 2001) are 

an essential facet of 21st century learning; unfortunately, students’ extracurricular literacy 

activities are not usually recognized in postsecondary classrooms (Yancey, 2009a).

People continue to write in extracurriculum (Gere, 1994) spaces, and some o f the best 

opportunities for writers today are available through online communities (Jenkins, 2004). 

Research is needed in order to learn more about these online writing groups and the ways 

in which they encourage participants to write.

The purpose of this study was to describe National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and literary activities of
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participants. This study sought to address Yancey’s (2009) call for teachers to describe 

the new forms o f writing that are developing today in order to “support all forms of 21st 

century literacies, inside school and outside school” (p. 1) while addressing a gap in the 

research literature concerning National Novel Writing Month. Two research questions 

guided this study: 1) How do participants describe their National Novel Writing Month 

experiences? 2) How might these experiences inform postsecondary curriculum and 

instruction? A qualitative, online case study methodology was employed to address these 

research questions.

Described as a “literary marathon” (Baty, 2004), NaNoWriMo challenges writers 

of all ages from various educational and professional backgrounds to write a 50,000-word 

draft of a novel during the month of November. Hundreds of thousands of people have 

participated since the event began in 1999; there were 341,375 participants in November 

2012 (Office of Letters & Light, 2012). Numerous news stories have been written about 

NaNoWriMo (Korkki, 2006; Morgenstem, 2011; Reese, 2012; Wagner, 2010; Ydstie,

2002), but despite high levels of participation, few peer-reviewed articles and no 

empirical research concerning this phenomenon have been published.

The research gap concerning NaNoWriMo presented a challenge for this study. It 

allowed me to think deeply, reflect on my own experiences, and struggle to theorize my 

understandings. At the same time, however, it forced me to construct a conceptual 

framework for the purposes of studying NaNoWriMo without the guidance and insight of 

more knowledgeable scholars. The following literature review provides an overview of 

the research and theoretical frameworks that have shaped my understanding of



NaNoWriMo. Figure 2 is a concept map that provides visual illustration o f the literature 

reviewed.

Figure 2. Concept Map of Literature Review

Through this review of literature, 1 describe NaNoWriMo as a new kind of writing 

group and as an informal learning space. I then situate it in the digital extracurriculum 

(Gere, 1994; Shultz, 2011) and theorize it as a participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006, 2009). 

Finally, I present an overview o f the methodological literature related to this study’s 

online setting.

The Office of Letters and Light (2012a), the non-profit organization that oversees 

NaNoWriMo, describes the event is a “fun, seat-of-your-pants approach to novel

National Novel VViitincj Month

Describing National Novel Writing Month
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writing”, one that values “enthusiasm and perseverance” more than polished prose. The 

purpose of NaNoWriMo is to encourage people of all ages from all walks of life “to 

actively participate in one of our era’s most enchanting art forms” (Office of Letters and 

Light, 2012a) by writing the draft of a 50,000-word novel within 30 days during the 

month of November every year. Fifty thousand words equates to approximately 175 

pages. Writers are encouraged to focus on “quantity, not quality”, an approach which, 

according the event’s founder Chris Baty (2012), forces writers to write without editing 

their work as they go. Writers are encouraged to take creative risks and to make mistakes, 

“to forgo endless tweaking and editing and just create. To build without tearing down” 

(Office of Letters and Light, 2012a). Since 2003, dozens o f media stories have featured 

NaNoWriMo writers who describe their experiences as motivating, encouraging, 

challenging, exciting, and inspirational (Korkki, 2006; Reese, 2012; Morgenstem, 2011; 

Wagner, 2010; Ydstie, 2002). Baty explains, “NaNoWriMo is like a literary marathon... 

and like running a marathon, writing a book in a month ends up being a surprisingly 

emotional, transformative experience” (Baty, as cited in Writer’s Digest, 2009). The 

event has become an internet phenomenon, with hundreds of thousands of participants.

A New Kind of Writing Group

Unlike the writing critique groups described by Gere (1987, 1994), Elbow (1998), 

and Moss, Highberg, and Nicolas (2004), NaNoWriMo does not require participants to 

share their writing or to review the work of other members. Baty (2004) observes, “The 

typical writing group is actually a reading group; it’s there to give feedback on works 

each member produces in isolation” (p. 35). The focus of NaNoWriMo is not revision or
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even producing high-quality work; instead, participants are encouraged to write every day 

with “creative abandon” in order to create a rough draft within a timeframe that is too 

limited to allow for editing (Baty, 2004). Editing is acknowledged as an important part of 

the writing process, though. Participants are encouraged to take a break from the work in 

December and then to edit their manuscripts in January.

The NaNoWriMo.org website provides participants with profile pages, discussion 

forums, a messaging system, software tools, and encouraging emails, known as pep talks, 

from professional novelists. According to Baty, the site “offers inspiration and progress 

monitoring” (C. Baty, personal communication, October 6,2012). Writers are able to 

share excerpts of their work, the plots of their novels, and their daily word counts on their 

profile pages. The forums also provide opportunities for writers to ask for help from other 

writers and to encourage one another.

Access to the NaNoWriMo website and local events are free, though participants, 

known as Wrimos, are asked to donate to the Office of Letters and Light, the nonprofit 

organization that sponsors NaNoWriMo. The donations are used to cover the cost of the 

website and servers, to provide materials for local meetings, and to fund the Young 

Writers Program, a version of NaNoWriMo designed for K-12 students that provides 

customized web resources and curricular materials free of charge to elementary, middle 

and high school classrooms. (Office of Letters and Light, 2012).

Some writers have found professional success after editing novels written during 

NaNoWriMo. In 2004, Lani Diane Rich was the first person to publish a novel, Time O ff 

fo r  Good Behavior, which was written during NaNoWriMo (Rich & Stephens, 2011).
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Since then, other books have evolved from the NaNoWriMo projects to New York Times 

bestsellers, including Water fo r  Elephants by Sara Gruen and The Night Circus by Erin 

Morgenstem. Authors of published NaNoWriMo books, along with renowned authors 

such as Neil Gaiman, Jasper Fforde, Sue Grafton, Katherine Paterson, Jerry Spinelli, and 

Gail Carson Levine support NaNoWriMo by writing Pep Talks for NaNoWriMo 

participants (Office of Letters and Light, 2012a).

Though some NaNoWriMo participants may dream of publishing their novels, 

publication is not the ultimate goal of NaNoWriMo. Instead, the purpose of participating 

in NaNoWriMo is to experience creative writing in a supportive environment, alongside 

others writers working toward a common goal. As described by Baty (2004),

The biggest success stories of National Novel Writing Month are rarely the 

published ones. These are the stories of everyday people who, over the course of 

one frantic month, discover that literature is not merely a spectator sport... Fiction 

writing can be a blast when you set aside debilitating notions of perfection and 

just dive headlong into the creative process, (p. 20)

Of course, not all professional writers support NaNoWriMo, and the event has 

received criticism for promoting low-quality compositions. Blogger and writer Eric 

Rosenfield (2012) fears that NaNoWriMo promotes writing as a form of self-help instead 

of art, and he also expresses concern that events like NaNoWriMo make it more difficult 

for a professional writer to find an audience and make a living as an author, since so 

many self-published writers are now also competing for readers. In 2010, literary critic 

Laura Miller published a blog post to discourage writers from participating in



42

NaNoWriMo, claiming that “the last thing the world needs is more bad books” (para. 6). 

Miller believes more Americans should pursue reading instead of writing, due to her 

belief that “the cultural spaces once dedicated to the selfless art of reading are being 

taken over by the narcissistic commerce of writing” (Miller, 2010, para. 7).

Journalist Carolyn Kellogg (2010) rebuked Miller’s argument by asking, “What's 

wrong with an enthusiastic amateur class of writers? Who says they're not readers, 

anyway?” (para. 4). She reviewed a forum on the NaNoWriMo site dedicated to 

participants’ favorite literary characters, and found posts written about “Sherlock 

Holmes, both Jay Gatsby and Nick from The Great Gatsby, Mr. Darcy, Aragorn from 

Lord o f the Rings, Anne from Anne o f  Green Gables, and Edmond Dantes from The 

Count o f  Monte Cristo", among others (Kellogg, 2010). These posts suggest 

NaNoWriMo participants are readers as well as writers; Kellogg (2010) describes 

participants as “contemporary cultural consumers” (para. 33) and argues that 

NaNoWriMo promotes both writing and reading.

According to the National Novel Writing Month Library Outreach Guide, 

NaNoWriMo is designed to promote literacy by encouraging participants to write novels 

(Mackey, 2012). Sarah Mackey, librarian and Community Liaison for the Office of 

Letters and Light, encourages libraries to host local NaNoWriMo groups, stating that 

participation “can be a life-changing experience for its participants; they make new 

friends, accomplish their creative goals, and become an integral part of the community 

they live in” (p. 2). She describes NaNoWriMo as a community-approach to literacy 

promotion, specifically one where literacy refers to the reading and writing of novels.
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The idea of literacy promotion raises questions o f sponsorship. In her research of 

literacy sponsorship, Brandt (1998) explains that “literacy looms as one of the great 

engines of profit and competitive advantages in the 20th century,” and states that literacy 

affects people’s lives on multiple, ever-shifting levels including education, employment, 

civil rights and status (166). Brandt (1998) defines sponsors of literacy as “any agent, 

local or distant, concrete or abstract, who enable, support, teach, model, as well as recruit, 

regulate, suppress, or withhold literacy -  and gain advantage by it in some way” (p. 166). 

In this sense, NaNoWriMo could be classified as a sponsor of literacy. It is worth noting 

that while NaNoWriMo is sponsored by a non-profit organization, the Office of Letters 

and Light, corporate partnerships are advertised on the site. For example, during the 2012 

NaNoWriMo event, the home page featured advertisements for participant discounts at 

CreateSpace.com, an e-book self-publishing site, and Scrivener, creative writing 

software, among others. These purchases are optional, and NaNoWriMo participants do 

not receive pop-up ads or commercial email advertisements.

Research Gap Concerning NaNoWriMo

There is a gap in the research literature concerning extracurricular writing groups 

in general (Highberg et al., 2004), and National Novel Writing Month in particular.

While a Google search for “nanowrimo” in November 2012 resulted in over 3,000,000 

hits, a search through educational journals in the Education Full Text, ERIC, Proquest, 

JSTOR, and Google Scholar databases results in only 5 peer-reviewed articles. Table 1 

displays a list of these databases.



44

Table 1
National Novel Writing Month in the Research Literature

Database Search terms Search Criteria Results

Education Full 

Text

National Novel Writing 

M onth; nanowrim o

Limit to  scholarly

(peer-reviewed)

journals

Burton (2009)

ERIC National Novel Writing 

M onth; nanowrim o
None Barack (2009); W atson 

(2012)

Proquest "National Novel 

Writing M onth"; 

nanowrim o

Limit to  peer- 

reviewed journals

Donnelly (2007)

JSTOR "National Novel 

Writing M onth"; 
nanowrim o

None None

Google Scholar "National Novel 

Writing M onth"; 

nanowrim o

None The four articles listed 

plus Burke and Settles 

(2011)

Burton (2009), an education professor at Andrews University, described his 

experience with NaNoWriMo and shared his reflection along with advice for future 

participants. He pointedly describes the novel he wrote as a draft and not a completed 

work, but states he would never have completed so much work on the draft without the 

“crazy goal” of the 50,000 word count set by NaNoWriMo. He states that this experience 

reminded him of the importance of the writing process and that it gave him “permission 

to focus on drafting without worrying about quality” (p. 3). Burton (2009) describes part 

of his NaNoWriMo experience as “hours when my writing flowed effortlessly” (p. 3) and
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part of the experience as bad days where “every word I wrote seemed to be pulled out of 

my brain with great effort” (p. 4). But regardless of the effort involved in writing, in the 

end, “the draft was what mattered” (p. 4) most to him. In reflecting on his professional 

life as a college professor and researcher, Burton (2009) explains that the processes of 

fiction writing and scholarly writing are similar, and all scholarly work must also begin 

with a complete draft. Burton (2009) also discusses the importance of a writing schedule 

and the motivating influence of the deadline set by NaNoWriMo and by the progress- 

tracking tools the site provides.

Barack (2009) described the experiences of several middle and high school 

students who participated in the National Novel Writing Month Young Writer’s Program. 

She defines NaNoWriMo as an “online contest” and an extreme challenge. One student 

interviewed described her writing experiences with NaNoWriMo as “stream of 

consciousness” (p. 40). Barack (2009) provides a brief history of NaNoWriMo and the 

Young Writer’s Program, describes NaNoWriMo as a marathon, and explains that “group 

participation” (p. 41) and the “speed racer” approach to writing are two of the motivating 

characteristics of the program.

Burke and Settles (2011) studied goal-setting websites where participants shared 

their goals publicly and explain that “hundreds of thousands o f people join online 

communities to reach a personal goal” (p. 1). National Novel Writing Month is 

mentioned as a goal-setting site for writers. Other goal setting sites include Ravelry for 

knitting challenges, StepGreen for goals related to environmental improvement such as
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recycling, and a songwriting challenge community. The songwriting community was 

studied through the theoretical lenses of goal-setting and group attachment.

Watson (2012) described a pilot NaNoWriMo outreach program conducted in 

2010 at the J. D. Williams Library at the University of Mississippi. He determined that 

the library write-in seemed to positively impact participants’ word counts, and that the 

community expressed interest in future NaNoWriMo events offered in the library setting. 

Watson (2012) situated and recommended NaNoWriMo as a community outreach 

opportunity for academic libraries and also noted the gap in research literature concerning 

NaNoWriMo.

Donnelly (2007) described a middle school teacher’s experience with 

NaNoWriMo, calling it an “internet phenomenon” (p. 48). She states that NaNoWriMo 

provides an opportunity for teachers who wish to write novels but do not have large 

amounts of free time. NaNoWrMo may also offer teachers an opportunity to share their 

own personal writing goals with students, model writing for students, or even encourage 

students to write their own novels. The teacher featured in this article shared her progress 

with students and read them excerpts from her novel as it developed. Donnelly (2007) 

describes adult participants of NaNoWriMo as learners who are affected by excitement 

and internal motivation o f the event.

Motivation for Writers

As defined by Martinez (2010), “motivation includes all the processes that 

precede a decision to pursue a particular goal” (p. 154). Motivation influences how well 

people learn as well as the extent to which people complete challenging tasks, such as
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writing a novel. Individuals are motivated extrinsically, by external rewards, or 

intrinsically, by the reward of learning or completing an activity for its own sake. Bye, 

Pushkar, and Conway (2007) explain that students with an intrinsic goal orientation want 

to learn for the sake of “challenge, curiosity, and mastery” (p. 143), while students with 

an external goal orientation view learning simply as “the means to an end” (p. 144).

Current understanding of motivation draws from cognitive theory, but many 

educational practices are based on outdated behaviorist and needs-based theories.

Bernard (2009) states, “contemporary approaches to motivation have moved away from 

the past motivational hierarchy and compendia o f needs and view the individual as a 

conscious, rational agent, able to operate less reflexively and more on the basis of 

expectations, plans, and goals” (p. 304). The previous model was based on the value of 

external motivation; however, the current model shines light on the importance of 

intrinsic motivation.

Intrinsic motivation appears to be a key for success for adult learners. As Sullivan 

(2011) explains, it is a “prerequisite for any kind of significant learning or achievement” 

(p. 120). Intrinsic motivation influences the quality of adults’ work. Alfie Khon states, 

“Adults who consistently do excellent work, and students whose learning is most 

impressive, are usually those who love what they do, not those who see what they do as a 

way to escape a punishment.” (Khon, as cited in Sullivan, 2011, p. 120).

Pink (2010) describes the mythical power of external “carrot and stick” 

motivation and explains that while people will complete behavioral tasks in order to gain 

external rewards, external motivators do not produce good work when cognitive tasks are
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demanded. Since writing is cognitive work, it seems that external motivation may not be 

as effective in learning as teachers once believed, yet most teachers still rely on external 

motivators. Mader (2009) explains that the majority of educational practices continue to 

emphasize extrinsic incentives. Grades are the most common external motivator in 

schools, but grades are not powerful enough to motivate all students. In fact, grades may 

send messages to students that are contradictory to the goals of teachers, who wish that 

students would learn to love learning for its own sake. (Mader, 2009). College students 

and adult learners who are genuinely interested in writing may lose interest due to 

instructional practices in postsecondary classrooms, where many writing assignments are 

prescriptive and graded. According to Bye et al. (2007), “Although intrinsic motivation 

is considered to promote psychological well-being through feelings of personal 

accomplishment and self-esteem, extrinsic motivation can potentially boycott genuine 

interest in a learning task and discourage subjective well-being in the classroom” (p.

144). However, grades remain the dominant method of measuring achievement in college 

classrooms.

Instead of relying on external motivators like grades and rewards, all students, 

especially adults, need to develop internal motivation in order to become metacognitive, 

effective learners, especially in postsecondary education. Bye et al. (2007) observe, 

“Strong intrinsic motivation may be necessary for nontraditional students to persist and 

succeed in the university environment over time” (p. 143). One way for adults to 

strengthen their internal motivation is to develop a sense of autonomy. The desire for
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self-sufficiency is a source o f intrinsic motivation for many adults. Pink (2010) describes 

autonomy as a “driving force” for creativity, effort, and innovation.

Autonomy is a motivating factor for adult learners, many of whom pursue a 

college degree in order to become more financially independent and gain broader career 

choices. Ponton and Rhea (2006) explain that students who are motivated by a strong 

sense of autonomy will exhibit “resourcefulness, initiative, and persistence” in the 

classroom (p. 47). Therefore, one goal of adult education should be to help students 

engage in autonomous learning, which Ponton and Rhea (2006) defined as, “purposeful, 

intentional learning” (p. 45). Autonomous, purposeful learning promotes learners’ sense 

of self-efficacy, which Jarvis (2006) defines as confidence gained as the outcome of 

learning (p. 125).

One way to motivate students intrinsically toward autonomous learning is to 

provide encouragement and support. Meyer and Turner (2006) state, “positive teacher 

support, which includes positive emotions, is associated with students’ reports of their 

motivation” (p. 378). Building positive emotions can be challenging when teaching 

writing, since many adult students are disengaged from and frustrated by the writing 

process. Grading practices can play a harmful role by decreasing motivation and creating 

negative emotions. Santangelo et al. (2007) stated, “Placing too much attention on 

students’ writing errors can negatively impact performance, perceptions, and motivation” 

(p. 12). NaWriMo founder Chris Baty believes that one of the reasons he was able to stay 

motivated through the challenges he has faced as a writer is due to the encouragement he 

received from teachers through elementary and high school. He received early praise
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from teachers and encouragement from them to pursue writing. In high school, he was 

encouraged to work on the literary magazine and yearbook (C. Baty, personal 

communication, October 6,2012).

Instead of motivating students externally through grading, writing instructors can 

focus on intrinsically motivating students by making strategies, interactions, and 

assignments meaningful and applicable to real world situations. Meaningful work 

encourages adults to participate actively in writing. According to Santangelo et al.

(2007), “by assuming an active role in learning and applying the strategy being taught, 

students’ motivation and sense of ownership in the writing process is increased, and they 

understand how effort and dedication improve writing performance” (p. 11). In National 

Novel Writing Month, for example, writers are intrinsically motivated to write the stories 

that they themselves invent for audiences they believe would wish to read them after the 

editing process is complete.

Tapping into student motivation and positive emotions can help students engage 

in the writing process and perhaps even help them experience flow  when writing. Meyer 

and Turner (2006) explained, “An assumption of Flow Theory is that optimal learning 

experiences are intrinsically motivated and related to positive emotions and enhanced 

cognitive processing” (p. 381). Csikszentmihalyi (as cited in Meyer & Turner, 2006, p.

381) described four aspects of the flow  experience:

1. Clear goals and progress toward achieving them

2. Highly focused, effortless, attention or concentration during the activity

3. A sense of time passing quickly and loss of self-consciousness
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4. A balance between the challenges of the activity and the ability to meet them 

Positive emotions experience during flow  can motivate student writers and help 

them become more effective, autonomous learners. Bye et al. (2007) state, “the flow 

experience acts as a magnet for learning; an individual can enter the flow state by 

learning new skills, increasing challenges, or adding new cognitive layers to existing 

interests built on the foundation of past experience” (p. 146).

NaNoWriMo appears to build on writers’ intrinsic motivation to grapple with the 

challenging task of writing a novel. According to the Office of Letters and Light, “The 

only real prize of NaNoWriMo is the self-satisfaction that comes with pulling off such a 

great, creative feat” (Office of Letters and Light, 2012). The reward of participation in 

NaNoWriMo appears to be the experience gained from spending an entire month writing 

intensely.

Connecting Informal Learning and the Outside Curriculum 

The National Council of Teachers o f English (2009) reports that extracurricular 

writing activities are often more motivating and rewarding for students than writing in 

school. Moreover, Jenkins (2006) states, “Educators are coming to value the learning that 

occurs in informal and recreational spaces, especially as they confront the constraints 

imposed on learning via educational policies that seemingly value only what can be 

counted on a standardized test” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 185). Teachers who are aware of 

students’ informal learning practices may be able to integrate students’ interests with the 

formal curriculum (Lemke, 2010). However, people are learning to write, and writing 

prolifically, together outside of school (Yancey, 2009b). The learning opportunities
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available through National Novel Writing Month constitute an informal, self-directed 

curriculum, one that is shaped by participants based on their preferred approaches to 

learning the art of novel writing.

Adults and Informal Learning

Tough (1979) describes the prevalent approach to learning in adulthood through 

the practice of learning projects. He determined that adults identified what they wanted to 

learn and then searched for resources to help them learn those things. Usually this process 

involves the self-directed completion of a task (Tough, as cited by Livingstone, 2001). 

Livingstone (2001) explains, “self-directed informal learning per se is most simply 

understood as learning that is undertaken on the learner or learners’ own terms without 

either prescribed curricular requirements or a designated instructor” (p. 4). However, 

informal, self-directed learning experiences do include an informal curriculum which 

may be organized on behalf of learners or may be organized by learners themselves. 

Paechter (1999) illustrates the idea o f a self-directed curriculum by describing an adult 

who wishes to build a bookshelf. Rather than taking a course on woodworking, this 

person researchers his options and organizes his learning based on the resources available 

to him and his preferred methods of learning. For example, he may ask an expert or find 

an instructional book. These decisions then constitute the organization of this informal 

curriculum for building bookshelves (Paechter, 1999).

National Novel Writing Month is an informal, constructivist experience where 

adults gain experience as writers and learn about writing together in a friendly, 

encouraging, community setting. According to Merriam (2007), “Much of adult learning



theory is constructivist in nature. Andragogy and other models of adult learning see life 

experience as both a resource and a stimulus for learning; constructivism too begins with 

the learner’s interaction with experience” (p. 293). NaNoWriMo aligns with the 

characteristics described by adult learning theorist Malcolm Knowles’ as important for 

the adult learning situation, which include “a friendly and informal climate, flexibility, 

the use of experience, and enthusiasm and commitment of participants” (Knowles, as 

cited by Smith, 2002, para. 113).

NaNoWriMo is one o f many online writing groups and extracurricular writing 

activities available today. Marsick and Watkins (2001) explain, “Informal and incidental 

learning take place wherever people have the need, motivation, and opportunity for 

learning” (p. 28). Heath (2002) describes unrestricted, informal learning as an ancient 

practice, one that was part of literate societies long before schools. She explains, “Such 

learning, and its forms of celebration, have been a core theme of the literary arts across 

all societies” (Heath, 2002, p. vii). Adults today continue to seek meaningful learning 

opportunities based on topics of interest and through these informal learning experiences, 

often find more flexible opportunities to gain knowledge than in formal education 

settings with formal curricular requirements (Park, Heo, & Lee, 2011).

The Outside Curriculum Model

Curriculum is a complex and multilayered concept, one that is difficult to define 

and nearly impossible to simplify. The word curriculum comes from Latin, "currere" 

which means to “having run a course” (Ladson-Billings & Brown, 2008, p. 154). 

Curriculum may be defined as a course of study or as a collection of learning
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experiences. Curriculum may be purposefully designed and taught, or it may develop 

organically through shared experiences. It shapes and is shaped by society, history, 

politics, power, economics, technology, literacies, and conflicting values. It is ever- 

changing, evolving, porous, and malleable. Perhaps Pinar (2004) described it best as a 

“complicated conversation.” Paechter (1999) explains, the concept of curriculum is 

applicable to “learning situations throughout the whole lifespan and involving formal and 

informal contexts” (para. 32).

Curriculum can be described based on what it includes and what it excludes, in 

terms of both content and experiences. Theorists such as John Dewey (1934), Elliot 

Eisner (2002), William Pinar (2004), Michael Apple (1995), Maxine Greene (1995), and 

William Schubert (2008) offer various models for conceptualizing curriculum. Schubert’s

(2008) outside curriculum model is especially relevant when situating NaNoWriMo as an 

informal learning site. Schubert (2008) developed eight models, which he describes as 

“contemporary venues of curriculum inquiry” (p. 407). They include the intended 

curriculum, the taught curriculum, the experienced curriculum, the embodied curriculum, 

the hidden curriculum, the tested curriculum, the null curriculum, and the outside 

curriculum.

The intended curriculum is purposefully designed to address predetermined 

learning outcomes, and is based on specific goals designed to inform learners’ 

perspectives and abilities. Schubert (2008) observes that the intended curriculum has 

been “the primary focus of curriculum inquiry from its inception to the 1960s” (p. 407) 

and continues to be the primary focus today. The primary concern of the intended
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curriculum is epistemology, determining what knowledge is o f the most worth, and 

ensuring that knowledge is transmitted through education. An intended curriculum may 

be brought to an extracurricular writing group by a guest speaker or workshop leader, or 

designed intentionally by group members working together toward common goals.

The taught curriculum includes the information actually delivered to students by 

their teachers. According to Schubert (2008), “the taught curriculum often differs from 

the intended” (p. 408), meaning that teachers do not always teach curriculum as it is 

written or that students interpret ideas differently than the teacher intended. In the case of 

an informal writing group, the taught curriculum could develop as writers engage in 

conversation, or as they learn from a guest speaker or workshop leader as they set goals 

to help each other learn, or as they critique each other’s work.

The experienced curriculum model is based on “Dewey’s concept of experiential 

learning” and “expands attention to thoughts, meanings, and feelings of students as they 

encounter it” (Schubert, 2008, p. 409). This model defines curriculum as the lived 

experiences of students and teachers. In this sense, learners’ experiences are expanded or 

constrained by curriculum (Apple, 1995). Limiting students’ experiences with creative 

writing also limits their capacity as writers (Newkirk, 2009; Greene, 1995). In the context 

of extracurricular writing groups, the experienced curriculum would encompass the 

emotions, knowledge, and skills that writers gain and share through experiences of 

interacting with each other, as well as their actual writing experiences.

The embodied curriculum can be described as the aesthetic aspect of curriculum, 

as currere (Pinar, 2004), as autobiographical, as the development of a sense of self and
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anthropological inquiry; it includes the act(s) o f “composing a life” and is “concerned 

with the human dimension” (Schubert, 2008, p. 409). This aspect of curriculum relates to 

the ways in which participation in writing groups and writing experiences shape 

participants’ identities as writers and the ways in which writing impacts their lives.

Schubert describes the hidden curriculum as “what is taught and learned from the 

following dimensions of life: race, class, gender, ethnicity, language, ability, religion or 

belief, place, sexual orientation, age, technology, globalization” (p. 410). A curriculum 

that positions students as readers, but not writers, or requires writing performances 

without allowing authentic writing experience, limits the creative writing potential of 

students. Schools that do not provide spaces and opportunities for creative writing may 

inadvertently communicate to students through a hidden curriculum (Apple, 1995) that 

their creative contributions are not needed or valued by society. For Jenkins (2006), 

today’s digital, participatory culture is actually a type o f hidden curriculum, a kind of 

digital divide that provides critical cultural learning experiences only to students with 

access and new forms of media literacies.

The tested curriculum model of inquiry poses such questions as, “What is tested 

and why? Who benefits from the testing? How does testing sort society into a variety of 

levels of opportunity?” (Schubert, 2008, p. 410). In many standards-based writing 

classrooms today, creativity and authorship play a secondary role to high-stakes reading 

tests. Many students are not developing the basic writing skills they need to prepare for 

post-secondary learning (Santangelo et al., 2007). Yancey (2009b) argues that new
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curriculum models are needed order to help students develop as writers and become good 

composers instead of good test takers.

Schubert describes the null curriculum as “that which is minimized or excluded 

due to priority and budget” and includes areas such as art and kindness which cannot be 

tested or measured (Schubert, 2008, p. 410). This model stems from Eisner’s work and 

encompasses human capacities such as imagination, empathy, resourcefulness, integrity 

and lifelong learning; capacities that are valued by society and yet seldom the focus of 

schools’ intended curriculum. When creative writing, popular genres, or new forms of 

creative writing are excluded from a school’s curriculum, they are considered null. 

Students today are required to read literature, but few are encouraged to write it. 

Smagorinsky, Johannessen, Kahn, and McCann (2012) state, ““It appears that teachers 

celebrate the fiction writing o f accomplished authors but steer students away from writing 

their own fiction” (p. 1). Online writing communities and extracurricular writing groups 

offer opportunities for individuals to write in null genres or forms that are not part of 

school curriculum.

The outside curriculum includes aspects of life not included in or valued by 

school culture. As Schubert (2008) explains it includes, “contexts of culture, ecology, 

geography, history, community, language, mass media, the Internet, families and homes, 

peer groups, workplaces, hobbies or avocations, and more” (p. 410). In today’s digital, 

connected culture, the outside curriculum is more relevant at times than the intended, 

taught, or tested curriculum (Weaver, 2009). Through the internet, writers today are 

actively engaged in informal learning and various digital literacy activities. They are
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gaining real life experience through participation and collaboration in online spaces (Gee, 

2009; Jenkins, 2006). In the context of this study, National Novel Writing Month can be 

situated within Schubert’s (2008) outside curriculum model.

Extracurricular Writing Groups

The outside curriculum (Schubert, 2008) encompasses extracurricular learning 

and out-of-school literacy activities and is, therefore, of importance in literacy studies. 

Schultz and Hull (2002) note that research concerning out-of-school literacies has shaped 

the field, and the concept of literacy today must include sociocultural elements such as 

“events, practices, activities, ideologies, discourses, and identities” (p. 11). All writing 

groups are literacy groups (Highberg et al., 2004). The activities of writing groups are 

defined by Shirley Brice Heath (1983) as literacy events, in which writing is at center of 

the group members’ conversations (p. 386). Highberg et al. (2004) define a writing group 

as “a socially constructed entity with language at its core” (p. 2). Voluntary, or self

sponsored (Brandt, 1998), writing groups function as extracurricular, social learning 

spaces where writers gain and share experience.

Writers join such groups for different reasons, including the desire to improve 

their craft, connect with other writers, work toward publication, gain cultural capital, 

capture personal or family narratives, or engage in literary forms of creative expression 

(Gere, 1987; Elbow, 1998). Though digital technology has undoubtedly increased access 

for writers, writing groups have been in existence much longer than the internet.

American adults have participated in community writing groups for more than 200 years,
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mainly functioning outside of formal education settings in home communities (Gere,

1987 & 1994; Highberg, Moss & Nicolas, 2004).

In the context of writing groups, Anne Ruggles Gere (1994) uses the word, 

extracurriculum, to describe literacy activity that stretches outside o f academia and 

includes the real-world situations in which people compose. Extracurriculum writing 

groups are composed of motivated individuals who wish to become stronger writers; 

often these members associate writing with social and financial functions (Gere, 1994). 

Gere (1994) describes the extracurriculum as writing spaces “constructed by the desire, 

aspirations and imaginations of its participants” (p. 80). The activities of these groups are 

meaningful to participants. Beckstead et al. (2004) explain, “At their best, writing groups 

offer the kind of sustained dialogue that can allow each of us to learn to read and write 

our words and our worlds, becoming, in the process, more fully human” (p. 194).

Self-sponsored writing groups exist in various forms and serve multiple purposes 

but ultimately function as informal learning communities where people participate as 

writers (Gere, 1987,1994). When Gere’s work on the history and theory of writing 

groups was published in 1984, Vygotsky’s work on social constructivism theory was just 

becoming available in English in the USA. Gere applied Vygotsky’s work to theorize the 

learning that goes on in writing groups. Gere (1987) explains,

Individuals who meet in writing groups to aid one another’s learning participate in 

collaborative learning. The word ‘collaborative’ suggests a perspective in 

opposition to the one usually associated with writers and writing. Most people
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think of writers as solo performers, individuals who isolate themselves from

society to produce their work. (p. 56)

In contrast with the cultural stereotype of writers working in artistic isolation, 

composition scholar Peter Elbow (1998) describes the act of writing with others as 

collectively supportive and beneficial. In these groups, writing is a social act (Gere, 1987; 

Vygotsky, 1978). The social nature of learning is fundamental to the process o f writing; 

writing group participants actively seek social support with other writers (Gere, 1987). As 

explained by Wenger (2009), this kind of learning “is, in its essence, a fundamentally 

social phenomenon, reflecting our own deeply social nature as human beings” (p. 210). 

Through the social construction of knowledge, writing groups function as communities of 

practice where people “share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how 

to do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger, 2006, p. 1). The communal 

combination of passion and support plays a significant role in the formation of 

frameworks within which these writers choose to participate.

Due to their democratic nature, the dynamics of power may be more balanced in 

extracurricular writing groups than in schools; each group functions according to 

parameters agreed upon by all of the members who are free to join or leave groups as 

they wish. As such, writing groups also encompass interest-based learning; participants 

themselves determine the content and practices of their group’s curriculum (Elbow,

1998). Unlike students in teacher-led writing classes, extracurricular writing group 

participants select the contexts, genres, and forms in which they are interested in writing. 

To a much larger extent than in formal learning experiences, the work of an informal
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writing group participant is self-directed. As noted by Jenkins (2006), “Schools have less 

flexibility to support writers at very different stages of their development. Even the most 

progressive schools set limits on what students can write compared to the freedom they 

enjoy on their own” (p. 193). In extracurricular writing groups, as in other participatory 

learning activities, people often learn more and engage more deeply in learning than they 

do in school (Hayes & Gee, 2009).

Out-of-school literacy activities (Hull & Schultz, 2001) may empower writers by 

providing opportunities to develop their voices and by offering supportive community 

spaces in which to write (Jenkins 2006; NCTE, 2009). Gere (1987) describes the positive, 

environment of a writing group as one that can help writers gain motivation, improve 

writing skills, and “counter the negativism that leads to aliteracy” (p. 123). Writing group 

participants may find success that was not possible for them in school (Gere, 1994; 

Jenkins, 2006; NCTE, 2009). This may be one reason that “the pervasive motivation 

toward creating communities of literacy has endured and prevailed” (Gere, 1987, p. 123). 

Writers continue to seek supportive writing groups regardless of their ages, 

circumstances, or locations in time or place (Gere, 1987).

Situating NaNoWriMo in the Digital Extracurriculum 

Shultz (2011) extends Gere’s (1994) concept of extracurriculum to encompass 

online writing groups by employing the term “digital extracurriculum” (Schultz, 2011) to 

describe such groups as bloggers, wiki writers, and fan fiction writers. The examination 

of online writing groups requires a review of the setting where they fiinction (i.e. the
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internet), the types of informal learning available to groups in this online setting, and the 

online research methodologies used to study such groups.

The Internet and 21st Century Learning

As Jarvis (2006) observes, learning is as natural to human biology as breathing. 

We learn with and from other people every day. Lave (2009) defines learning as 

“participation in everyday life may be thought of as a process of changing understanding 

in practice” (p. 201). Today, informal, social learning is happening outside of school, 

with new opportunities for social learning opening every day, due to the internet and 

developments in information communication technologies (ICTs).

According to Glatthom, F. Boschee, Whitehead, and B. Boschee (2011), 

technology is creating transformations in the education system, and new, global ICTs 

“appear to be evolving their own pedagogical methodologies and strategies. These 

advancements in technology are leading to a multitude of approaches blending a milieu 

of curriculum that caters to the needs of the interested, disinterested, and remedial 

learners worldwide” (2011, p. 115). Some of the most engaging opportunities for learning 

in the 21st century are built online for and by people with genuine interests to learn about 

things and to learn in ways that are not available to them through formal education 

(Lemke, 2010).

Like Richardson (2010), I believe the digital age makes possible “a world of 

learning built on connections that individuals create with one another, the personal 

networks that people build with far-flung, like-minded students and teachers, and the 

anytime, anywhere communities of practice that grow from them” (p. 286). Digital media
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makes new kinds o f cultural interactions possible, and many of these digital spaces, 

events, and tools offer powerful possibilities for collaborative, social learning.

One of the ways in which people learn online is through participation in virtual 

communities of interest. Rheingold (2012) states,

Interest-driven communities are not formed from people who already know each 

other and use digital media to hang out and share media online; rather, they are 

created by people who had not previously known each other but use digital media 

to find each other, hang out, and share... their mutual interest, (p. 118)

In communities of interest, such as online writing groups, we learn from those 

with passion and expertise in our areas of interest. The roles of teacher and learner are 

interchangeable (Richardson, 2010).

Online Writing Groups

Through participation in communities of practice, writers learn from each other 

outside of classrooms. This is especially significant in the 21st century when new 

literacies and popular media, such as science fiction novels, are not typically taught, 

valued or even acknowledged in schools (Gee, 2004; Hayes & Gee, 2009; Jenkins, 2006; 

Jenkins et al. 2009; Yancey 2009a).

Today, technology opens new spaces and opportunities for writers and the 

communities o f practice to which they belong. According to Harper (2011), social media 

provides people with multiple outlets for personal connection and “gives a wider range of 

people a wider range of access to the possibilities of writing creatively” (p. 204). The 

internet is home to a multitude of writers. Tools for writing, such as word processing
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programs and desktop publishing software, are available to more people than ever before 

(Yancey, 2009b). These tools also provide means for writers to connect to, learn from, 

and collaborate with other writers while enabling writing groups to develop around 

shared interests without geographic constraints.

Due to the development of information communication technologies (ITCs), 

writing groups are able to form and meet in virtual spaces mediated through the internet 

and social networks. Social media theorist, Howard Rheingold (2012), defines the World 

Wide Web as “the primary example of network-enabled collaboration on a scale that was 

never before possible -  a phenomenon that has become known as mass collaboration” (p. 

147). Opportunities for creative writing are now available in forms of mass collaboration 

through web-based, informal literacy activities, such as fan fiction, blogs, and wikis, 

where writers engage online with other writers (Hayes & Gee, 2009; Jenkins, 2006; 

Jenkins et al. 2009; Rheingold, 2012; Yancey, 2009b).

Consequently, some of the best opportunities for learning to write in the 21st 

century are made available through virtual platforms (Hayes & Gee, 2009; Jenkins, 2004; 

Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; Yancey, 2009b) developed online for and by people with 

genuine interests to learn in ways that are not available to them through formal education. 

Anyone with access to the internet today can write and publish their work online.

As noted by the NCTE (2009), “The ubiquity of digital technologies for writing 

means that students of all ages are drawn to compose with them” (p. 2). Newkirk (2004) 

describes 21st century composition as a shift in literacy and notes that one reason students 

enjoy digital composition is the web offers opportunities for writers to connect with real
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audiences. (Highberg et al., 2004, p. 2). Technologies such as desktop publishing 

software, blogs, wikis, web authoring tools such as Wordpress, e-book publishing sites 

such as Smashwords and CreateSpace, and social media networks such as Facebook 

allow students to become writers as well as publishers.

Scholars and researchers from disciplines like New Literacy Studies, new media, 

sociolinguistics, curriculum studies and education are working to find meaningful ways 

to help students connect their out-of-school literacies to the literacy skills needed to 

succeed in academic writing. Moss, Highberg, and Nicolas (2004) brought together a 

collection of essays on a diverse variety of writing groups as they exist in and outside of 

schools, but the collection does not address the ways in which technology has “enabled or 

changed the nature and function of writing groups. It only stands to reason that these 

changes in communication will... affect not only the ways people write but also the ways 

people talk about their writing” (p. 251).

Empirical research has not been published concerning National Novel Writing 

Month (NaNoWriMo); however, studies have been published on other participatory 

online writing groups such as fan fiction writers, Twitter members, Facebook members, 

online gamers, bloggers, photo sharing groups and individuals who communicate using 

instant messaging software. I examined seven such studies, along with a recent 

dissertation (Shultz, 2011), while designing the methodology of this dissertation. Each is 

situated within constructivist, sociocultural frameworks and based in online settings 

where participants voluntarily write together outside of school. Table 2 provides an 

overview of these studies.
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Table 2
Recent Qualitative Studies Concerning Online Writing Groups

Study Topic Slte(s) Methodology

Davies
(2006)

Photo sharing and 
com m unity writing

Flickr.com Qualitative case study; email 
questionnaires and online 
artifacts

Lam (2000) S tuden t-au thored  
electronic text; 
English Language 
Learners

T eenager's personal 
w eb  page, instan t 
m essaging, em ails

Qualitative case study; 
observations, interview s and 
online artifact analysis

Oliver and 
Carr (2009)

Learning through 
online gaming; 
virtual com m unities 
of practice

W orld of W arcraft site Q ualitative interview  case 
study; interview s conducting 
online via chat within virtual 
gam e spaces

Black (2009) Fan fiction; informal, 
online writing spaces

Fanfiction.net Q ualitative case study; 
participant observation; online 
tex t analysis and interview s

Guzzetti and
Gam boa
(2005)

Informal writing; 
online journaling

LiveJournal.com Q ualitative case study; 
O bservations, interview s, 
online writing artifacts

Lunsford
(2008)

Extracurricular 
writing by college 
stu d en ts

Various online sites 
including blogs, wikis, 
Facebook, Twitter, 
email, and m ore

Longitudinal study including 
online d ocum en t collection, 
online surveys and interview s

Park, Heo, 
and Lee 
(2011)

Blogging; adult 
learners; inform al 
learning

Naver, a Korean blog 
service

Online case study; mixed 
m ethods include online survey 
and open -ended  questionnaire  
responses

Shultz
(2011)

Fan fiction writing; 
literacy sponsorship  
online; digital 
extracurriculum

Fanfiction.net and 
LiveJournal.com

Q ualitative case study; online 
artifacts, em ail interview s and 
chat-based  interview s; cross
com parison analysis of tw o  fan 
fiction sites

These researchers employed qualitative, online case study methodologies, which allowed 

them to explore digital sites while simultaneously examining the experiences and 

perceptions of participants.

Davies (2006) studied adults who participate in an online community o f practice 

based on their shared interest in digital photography. The group functioned through
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Flickr, a site where users can post, share, and comment on photos. This study focused on 

the informal learning aspects of Flickr, which Davies (2006) describes as an affinity 

space where participants act as both teachers and learners. Within the context of new 

literacy studies, this work defines the collaborative digital photography practices of Flickr 

participants as a type o f visual literacy.

Lam (2000) conducted a case study in order to investigate the online literacy 

practices of a teenage English-Second-Language Learner. This study describes the ways 

in which this student communicates online, both in his native language and in English, in 

various formats, and the ways in which these literacy practices contribute to his identity.

Oliver and Carr (2009) studied the experiences of married couples who play 

World of Warcraft, a MMOG, or massively multiplayer online game. This study 

positions World of Warcaft players as members in a Community of Practice who learn to 

play the game together. Oliver and Carr (2009) conclude that MMOGs offer helpful 

implications for distance learning.

Black’s (2009) three-year study of adolescent English language learners who 

write online participatory fan fiction examined literacy practices and social activities of 

these teens as they participated in an online fan-fiction community site. Black (2009) 

defines fan fiction as “texts written about media and popular culture by fans” (p. 688).

Fan fiction writers create new settings, plots, and themes based on well established 

characters and fictional worlds, such as the Harry Potter and Star Trek series, and then 

post the stories they create online for other fans to read and critique (Black, 2009;

Jenkins, 2006; Shultz, 2011). Black theorizes issues such as identity, communication,
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social connections, and writing within the context of out-of-school, fan-based literacy 

activities conducted in digital spaces that are both virtual and global.

Guzzetti and Gamboa (2005) studied the online journaling activities of two 

teenagers in order to examine the ways in which adolescents read and write online 

journals outside o f school. This study employed sociocultural literacy theory to describe 

these journaling activities as a social practice with implications for school-based literacy 

connections.

The Stanford Writing Study (Lunsford, 2008) is a longitudinal study that began in 

2011 in which 189 college students, over a five-year period, described their writing 

activities during college and after. Students submitted artifacts of their extracurricular 

writing. All of the students completed a survey every year, and 36 of these students were 

interviewed each year. Over 15,000 writing artifacts were collected, including 

multimedia compositions. According to Lunsford (2008), these self-sponsored writing 

activities are meaningful and highly important to these college writers, often more 

important than the writing they do for college courses.

Park, Heo, and Lee (2011) conducted an online survey with 70 adult bloggers in 

Korea in order to examine bloggers’ perceptions of blogging as a learning process within 

the context of informal learning and determined that self-directed blogging offers 

meaningful learning experiences for adults. Participants in this study described their 

blogging practices as personally fulfilling and rewarding.

Shultz (2011) conducted an online case study of fan fiction writers, focusing on 

college students. She used Brandt’s theory of literacy sponsorship as her primary
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theoretical framework and conducted an online case study to examine the ways in which 

fan fiction activities position participants as writers and the ways in which fan fiction 

sites function as sponsors of literacy. She concluded that the out of school literacy 

practices of fan fiction writers could serve as a “bridge” to help students become more 

successful in postsecondary writing.

Online Qualitative Research

The internet has opened access to creative writing communities, events, and 

practices that might not be available otherwise and made new kinds o f participation 

possible for those who want to write. The internet (originally named ARPANET) was 

developed by the Department of Defense in the 1960s to provide security against data 

loss in the event that a military base or government building was destroyed. By the 

1980s, the internet was publicly accessible, though difficult to navigate, and offered 

discussion forums and newsgroups for users. These forums soon became the first sites of 

online qualitative research as psychologists and others studied the ways in which people 

communicated via text-based internet communication technologies, known as ICTs 

(Fischer, Lyon & Zeitlyn, 2008; Hine, 2008; Williams, 2007).

Hine (2008) states, “The idea of applying ethnographic techniques to the study of 

internet interactions became popular in the 1990s, when it became clear that interesting 

social formations were beginning to emerge in what we had then come to call 

‘cyberspace’” (p. 258). Hine (2008) also notes that “the first studies to describe 

themselves as ethnographies o f online communities began to appear in the mid-1990s”

(p. 258). Among these early works was Nancy Baym’s 1995 study of soap opera fans and
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their Usenet online discussion group. One of the first published descriptions of virtual 

communities, though, was not written by a researcher. Instead, it was written by then 

journalist Howard Rheingold, whose 1993 book The Virtual Community detailed his 

experience with an online community and provided a helpful, rich description. (Gatson, 

2011). Hine (2008) also tells us that Rheingold emphasized the personal connections that 

people were creating through their participations in online discussion boards.

The emerging online ethnographical approach to qualitative research began in the 

early 1990s and is only about twenty years old, but due to the work of many early 

adopters, there is already a “vast tradition from which to draw” (Gatson, 2011, p. 514). 

Some researchers find online ethnography to be more than just feasible; in some cases, it 

can be both innovative and rewarding. As Gaiser and Schreiner (2009) state, “As these 

various computer protocols enable individuals to interact in new ways, they open new 

spaces and forms of interaction that warrant research. Likewise, they make it possible to 

conduct research in new ways” (p. 5). Since the development o f the first computer 

network in 1968, the global, exponential growth of the internet and mobile ICTs has been 

“one of the most dynamic areas of technological and social innovation worldwide” 

(Loader & Dutton, 2012, p. 609). Online qualitative researchers have been studying this 

phenomenon almost since its inception, so the history of online research is practically 

paralleled to the history of the World Wide Web.

The history of NaNoWriMo corresponds with the development of the World 

Wide Web as well (Baty, 2004; Baty, 2012; Fischer, Lyon & Zeitlyn, 2008; Hine, 2008;



National Academy of Engineering, 2012; University of Minnesota, 2012; Williams,

2007). Figure 3 depicts the timeline and brief overview of these historical developments.

NaNoWriMo TimelineInternet Timeline

'Ttt&Aipanet is invented "N 
i»74iApej*»eaQmwfte

Figure 3. Internet and NaNoWriMo Timelines

As a research tool, the internet provides access to new kinds of data and new 

opportunities for presenting data. There are two types of internet inquiry: primary 

research and secondary research. Hewson and Laurent (2008) explain that primary
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internet research begins with the development of a specific research question and 

includes the collection and analysis of original data in order to address that question, 

while secondary internet research encompasses the processes of finding, evaluating, and 

gaining access to reference resources available online, such as “journals, newspapers, 

official documents, library databases, and so on” (Hewson & Laurent, 2008, p. 58).

Orgad (2009) suggests that the methodology involves more than simply using the 

internet “to facilitate data collection or data analysis” and instead, defines online 

qualitative research as “inquiry into internet phenomena” and as “the study o f the 

multiple meanings and experiences that emerge around the internet in a particular 

context” (p. 34). This approach to qualitative online research is also known as internet 

inquiry, online ethnography, virtual ethnography, qualitative internet research, and 

internet-mediated research (Baym, 2009a; Gatson, 2011; Hine, 2008; Merriam, 2009).

As with the terminology, the methods for online research are not as clearly 

defined or understood as traditional qualitative approaches. As noted by Merriam (2009), 

“This is new territory, with unfamiliar rules that change as quickly as they are identified” 

(p. 160). Additionally, as the methods have changed, so have the meanings of ideas that 

used to be clearly defined and collectively understood by the professional research 

community. Gatson (2011) explains, “The site of the online ethnography necessarily 

pushes the definitional boundaries of generally accepted concepts such as self, 

community, privacy, and text” (p. 515). Online participants and researchers have multiple 

modes for defining themselves and representing their identities online, where avatars and 

usernames are more common than real names or physical presence. Text becomes



multimodal; online texts may include photos, audio, video, and hyperlinks. Privacy issues 

are greatly debated and difficult to clarify. Communities are not limited by geography or 

formed through historical, familial bonds. According to Angrosino and Rosenberg 

(2011), virtual communities are characterized “by computer-mediated communication 

and online interaction. They are ‘communities of interest’ rather than communities of 

residence. Although some can last a while, they are mostly ephemeral in nature, and 

sometimes even by design” (p. 473). Researchers from a variety of disciplines have 

studied and are currently studying various characteristics and practices of virtual 

communities.

Gatson (2011) reports that many online researchers are grounded as members of 

the online communities they study before they become researchers, as is the case with my 

experiences with NaNoWriMo. Gatson (2011) also notes that several virtual 

ethnographers began as students examining the online communities to which they 

belonged before conducting their studies. Williams (2007) credits Rheingold for 

promoting awareness of the ways in which people were using computer-mediated 

communication as part of their everyday social interaction and attributes the term and 

common definition of ‘virtual community’ to Rheingold.

Although the potential for new studies may seem boundless as new worlds and 

opportunities open online, researchers must continue to design and plan projects that are 

practical and achievable. As Hine (2009) states, “Even though the internet extends the 

potential spatial remit of our studies, we can still only engage with so many people in 

depth, conduct so many interviews, or analyze so many web sites” (p. 18). Research
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projects must be designed within specific boundaries and include limitations so that the 

researcher is able to deeply examine the site or phenomenon being studied while 

considering how the culture of that virtual community or space is structured (Hine, 2009).

There are two main types of internet data and two approaches to data collection. 

Data are categorized as online data or offline data, and can be collected either 

synchronously (i.e., in real time, such as live chats or Skype meetings) or 

asynchronously, such as discussion boards or email messages. Online data are collected 

through the internet and ICTs, for example blog posts or Second Life participant 

observations. Offline data are gathered through traditional methods such as face to face 

interviews, but the topic of the interview is related to the internet or online community 

practices. Internet data include texts, images, and audio/video. Examples of text data 

include online discussion board posts, blog entries, email, notes from interviews, video or 

chat room transcripts, and Twitter messages. Images may include screen captures o f web 

pages or photos posted by users on social networking sites. Audio/video sources include 

podcasts, YouTube uploads, VoiceThread contributions, and multimedia blog posts or 

wiki entries (Hewson & Laurent, 2008; Orgad, 2009).

One of the best ways to gather meaningful ICT data is through interaction with 

participants in virtual sites. Lurking, the practice o f observing online participants while 

remaining invisible or inactive, is generally frowned upon by members of online 

communities. The internet is a social space, and social interaction may lead to new and 

intriguing possibilities for research (Hine, 2009). Data collection strategies include online
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questionnaires, interviews (both synchronous and asynchronous), observations, and 

document/artifact analysis (Hewson & Laurent, 2008).

It can be difficult to determine if synchronous or asynchronous strategies will 

yield better results, as each approach can impact the quality and type of data collected. 

Some internet researchers, such as Hewson and Laurent (2008) recommend asynchronous 

approaches because they “tend to generate richer, more detailed, elaborate, and reflective 

data, ... Asynchronous approaches allow respondents to participate at times convenient to 

themselves, to potentially engage in greater levels of reflectivity and reflexivity, and to 

consult external documents or sources (p. 68). Other researchers, such as Gaiser and 

Schreiner (2009), recommend synchronous approaches such as instant messaging because 

“data are collected more rapidly than in an email method, and the interaction has a feel 

more like that of a traditional interview or focus group” (p. 61).

The type of data and approach needed for each study should be determined by the 

research question, purpose of the study, practical boundaries of the project, and the 

technological abilities and knowledge of the researcher. Whether the data are collected 

online or offline, synchronously or asynchronously, in text form or in multimedia form, 

the researcher should focus on collecting high quality data.

All data should be collected, generated, analyzed, stored, and presented in an 

ethical manner while protecting the privacy of participants and ensuring the 

trustworthiness of the study and the researcher. Privacy is a key concern for all 

researchers. Elm (2009) states, “In the research arena, privacy can be seen as 

safeguarding the research subjects’ right to integrity and self-determination -  to decide
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for themselves what kind of information to share with the researcher and under what 

conditions (p. 70). Online community members have expectations o f privacy, even if 

their posts can be read by anyone with internet access. Elm (2009) explains, “Social 

researchers must consider the intended audience for an individual’s online expression: 

Even those who are comfortable making all the contributions private may still resent their 

use as a topic of research” (p. 84).

Participants may be known by their usernames or avatars in many online circles, 

so additional steps must be taken to protect their privacy. Directly quoting participants 

can also be problematic since online text can be searched for and easily found (Hine,

2008). These potentially difficult aspects should not discourage researchers, though. As 

Hine (2008) notes, “The very public and searchable nature of the Internet breaks down 

the compartmentalizations upon which many of our ethical practices habitually rely.

There are, however, also opportunities to inform and empower research participants, 

through provision of additional information” (p. 266). Researchers can publish Facebook 

pages or blogs or wiki sites to share work with participants, use ICTs to inform 

participants of the study’s progress, and share findings with participants before 

publishing the study (Hine, 2008).

While researchers should always act ethically and “ensure that our research 

subjects are not harmed, humiliated, or offended” (Elm, 2009, p. 85), there are no specific 

rules governing online research (Angrosino & Rosenberg, 2011; Elm, 2009; Hine, 2008). 

The constantly-changing nature of the internet makes it impossible to foresee all o f the 

ethical dilemmas that researchers may face online (Elm, 2009).
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There are, however, a few ethical principles upon which most online researchers 

agree, such as alerting online community members before observing their interactions, 

gaining informed consent whenever possible, assigning pseudonyms even to participants 

who use online nicknames, and following any rules posted by the group (Angrosino & 

Rosenberg, 2011; Baym, 2009a; Elm, 2009; Hine, 2008). Online researchers can also 

embrace the social nature of the web by inviting participants more deeply into the work. 

Angrosino and Rosenberg (2011) explain, “Some online ethnographers... share drafts of 

research reports for comment by members of the virtual community. By allowing 

members to help decide how their comments are to be used, the researcher furthers the 

goals of collaborative research” (p. 473).

New community spaces form online every day, with new tools and practices for 

interacting, sharing information and collaborating. Social research methods have to adapt 

in order to collect and analyze data from these sites and the people who participate in 

them. Adaptation allows researchers to “take advantage of the technologies that forge and 

mediate these social worlds.” (Williams, 2007, p. 20). Online social spaces today are 

vastly different from those studied by ethnographers in the 1990s. Sites are multilayered, 

with groups blogging and twittering and podcasting together, sometimes all at once. 

Groups overlap and intersect, and participants may belong to multiple online sites or 

virtual communities. Participants use specific media for specific purposes, such as 

sharing videos through YouTube, sharing photos through Flickr, sharing writing through 

blogs, and sharing daily updates through Facebook. The groups today are no longer 

bound to online spaces as they were structured even five years ago; due to the
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development of wireless networks, smart phones, and mobile devices, participants can 

interact online without computers (Baym, 2009a). These changes offer new sites and 

opportunities for study, but present challenges and potential roadblocks to researchers as 

well.

Theorizing NaNoWriMo as a Participatory Culture 

National Novel Writing Month functions as a contest, event, project, writing 

group, literacy activity, community of practice, community of interest, and affinity space. 

Relevant topics for study include creative writing, participation, collaboration, informal 

learning, motivation, new literacies, online learning, self-sponsored writing, digital 

publishing, and popular internet culture. A helpful framework for theorizing 

NaNoWriMo is the concept o f participatory culture, which “shifts the focus o f literacy 

from individual expression to community involvement.” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p. 4). This 

theory comes from Jenkins’s work in new media studies, including the realm of fandom. 

According to Mittell (2013), “The key aspect for fan culture is that participants have an 

emotional engagement with a shared cultural form, dedicating their time, money, and 

creative energies to exploring that relationship” (p. 38). In the case of NaNoWriMo, 

participants are fans of fiction and dedicate a great deal of time and energy to writing in 

this popular creative form.

Jenkins et al. (2009) describes five criteria o f participatory culture: it offers a low 

barrier to artistic expression; it provides strong support for creating and sharing one’s 

creations; it includes informal mentorship; it allows participants to make meaningful
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contributions; and participants are able to create social connections with each other. 

NaNoWriMo meets each of these criteria.

In this study, I connect the five characteristics of participatory culture (Jenkins et 

al., 2009) to five additional theories of learning and literacy (Eisner, 2002; Gee, 2004; 

Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; Wenger, 1998; Yancey, 2009b) in order to form a conceptual 

kaleidoscope. Figure 1, as previously presented in Chapter 1, provides an illustration of 

this conceptual framework.

Participatory
Culture

(Jenkins et al, 2009)

Figure 1. Theorizing NaNoWriMo: A Conceptual Framework Kaleidoscope

The theoretical connections represented in the conceptual kaleidoscope are 

presented in the following sections of this literature review.
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Aesthetic Experience

Within this conceptual kaleidoscope framework, Eisner’s (2002) concept of 

aesthetic experience connects with the first characteristic of a participatory culture, which 

is a “low barrier to artistic expression” (Jenkins et al., 2009). Eisner (2002) defines 

aesthetic experience as the process of making meaning from artistic action. Participation 

in a writing group can be an aesthetic experience. In this sense, writers may grow as 

artists, and they may also gain appreciation of the art of writing fiction.

As Eisner (2002) explains, literary writing is a fundamental aspect of our culture. 

He states, “We appeal to literary forms and to poetry at the most poignant period o f our 

life, to bury and to marry. Paradoxically, we use poetry to say what words can never say” 

(Eisner, 2002, p. 205). Experiences with writing, therefore, should open up larger cultural 

experiences for students and invite them to express their understandings, emotions, and 

visions. Acccording to Smagorinsky et al. (2012), “Writing fiction is a tool for thinking, 

for making sense of what a writer experiences” (p. 2). In this sense, creative writing is an 

aesthetic way of knowing. Novels, therefore, can be considered important aspects of 

popular art, and writing groups can be considered as examples o f community art. 

Philosopher John Dewey (1934), in his work on art and aesthetic learning, explains

Works of art that are not remote from common life, that are widely enjoyed in a 

community, are signs of a unified collective life. But they are also marvelous aids 

in the creation of such a life. The remaking of the material of experience in the act 

of expression is not an isolated event confined to the artist and to a person here 

and there who happens to enjoy the work. In the degree in which art exercises its
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office, it is also a remaking of the experience of the community in the direction of

greater order and unity, (p. 81)

For many students, experiences with writing in school are “artificial” (Kessler, 

2013, p. 298). Opportunities for creative writing should be encouraged to help each 

student discover the “connection between art and experience” (Kessler, 2013, p. 298). 

Therefore, writing in school should not be limited to exposition or technical form. 

Creative forms of writing, intended for the purpose of sharing with an audience, allow 

students to experience the “craftsmanship” (Dewey, 1958, quoted in Kessler, 2013, p. 

305) of writing in ways that prescribed writing assignments cannot.

Educators should design aesthetic experiences for students and should take care to 

help students develop not only their writing voices, but also the belief that their voices are 

worth hearing and that the act of writing is worth experiencing. Unfortunately, this does 

not appear to be the case for most students. According to Newkirk (2009), “The dominant 

mode of writing is the literary analysis paper; in other words, students are encouraged to 

read literature, but almost systematically deprived of the opportunity to write literature” 

(p. 54).

However, writing fictional narratives can help develop important writing skills.

By writing fiction, students learn to write with attention to detail that they also need to 

write quality essays and arguments (Smagorinsky et al., 2012, p. 1). Moreover, Bruner 

(1991) explains, “Narratives help thinkers understand the world around them” (Bruner, as 

cited in Smagorinsky et al., 2012, p. 2). Smagorinsky et al. (2012) observe, “Learning to 

invent the substance of story is socially mediated, as is all manner o f learning. Through
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structured inquiry, students learn about various fiction genres and find ways to invent 

stories” (p. 2.). As constructivist learning experiences, the writing o f fictional narratives 

aids students in understanding not only their own life experiences, but also the 

experiences of characters they encounter as readers of literature.

Through creative writing, students can find unique ways of viewing and 

experiencing the world. Art, as noted by Eisner (2002), "provides the conditions for 

awakening to the world around us” (p. 10). When students are able to explore narrative 

forms, “they become writers. Their writing begins with vision and ends with words... 

finally, they bring closure to the episode by sharing their work with each other” (Eisner, 

2002, p. 61). The arts provide permission to play, to imagine, and to construct creative 

experiences (Eisner, 2002).

In order to maintain a playful, creative experience when writing, however, fears 

of producing quality work must be ignored so the writer can focus on invention. Elbow 

(1998), explains, “Editing, in itself, is not the problem. Editing is usually necessary if we 

want to end up with something satisfactory. The problem is that editing goes on at the 

same time as producing.” (p. 5). The marathon writing style encouraged by NaNoWriMo 

is similar to the freewriting approach promoted by Elbow (1998), who explains that 

generative writing requires “nonediting” (p. 6). NaNoWriMo is designed as a freewriting 

experience, one that values creativity and the art of storytelling.

NaNoWriMo posits that people should writing for the sake of writing, for the joy 

of it, and concentrate on generating imaginative content without fear of judgment or 

critique. Baty explains, “Writers have an internal drive to tackle creative projects because



the human imagination is one of the most formidable engines in the world” (C. Baty, 

October 6,2012, personal communication). NaNoWriMo is open to any writer who 

wishes to participate and is not owned by a corporation or controlled by an educational 

system. In this sense, it can be viewed as a grassroots community art group. According to 

Jenkins (2006), “The story of American arts in the twenty-first century might be told in 

terms of the public reemergence of grassroots creativity as everyday people take 

advantage of new technologies that enable them to archive, annotate, appropriate, and 

recirculate media” (p. 140). As an artistic participatory culture, NaNoWriMo provides 

community and technologies to help encourage the art of writing.

The Age of Composition

Yancey (2009b) describes the ubiquitous nature of writing in today’s digital 

culture, in which people of various ages and educational backgrounds write prolifically 

outside o f school and publish multimodal compositions, as a innovative “Age of 

Composition” (p. 5) where writing is a form of cultural participation. Yancey’s work 

connects to National Novel Writing Month through the second characteristic of a 

participatory culture, which is “strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations” 

(Jenkins et al., 2009). NaNoWriMo, provides support for hundreds of thousands of 

writers to create and share their stories. Its purpose is to encourage novelists as they work 

toward the daunting task of writing 50,000 words in one month. Support is available 

through motivational pep talks by published authors, word counting and progress 

measuring tools, informal instructional materials for writers, and forums where
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participants encourage one another. The marathon style of NaNoWriMo is motivating for 

many participants, as is the experience of writing in parallel alongside other writers.

Writing about the National Writing Project’s writing marathon event in New 

Orleans, Louth (2002) describes that the group employed Natalie Goldberg’s method of 

marathon writing to encourage creativity and explains that while the marathon writing 

experience is rewarding, the most important thing for writers to do is identify themselves 

as writers. Louth (2002) states, “The marathon helps writers do this through the use of 

setting and groups, but everything finally depends on the commitment of the individual.

If marathoners identify themselves as writers before they begin their journey, then they're 

off to the right start” (para. 30). In this way, writing marathons such as National Novel 

Writing Month encourage participants to be writers while providing support, community, 

and camaraderie.

NaNoWriMo addresses a popular desire to write novels and strives to support the 

“one day” novelist (Baty, 2004). Peter Elbow (1998) describes the creative writing goals 

of many would-be writers:

It wasn’t until after I wrote Writing Without Teachers that I discovered something 

remarkable: everyone in the world wants to write. I was surprised that so many 

people, when they heard the title of my book, told me, “I’ve always wanted to 

write a book,” or “Someday I’m going to write the story of my life” or, “I need to 

find words for what it’s like to be me and put those words on paper”, (p. xi) 

Today, the book publishing industry is changing in ways that allow more people 

to become published authors. eReaders, such as the Kindle and the Nook, have opened



new markets for writers to self-publish (Neary, 2012), and also for publishers to take 

risks with new authors without having to spend the upfront costs of book printing and 

distribution. Social media has opened new opportunities for fans of fiction to share their 

favorite stories, connect with authors, review books, and provide recommendations for 

fellow readers. Some of the fans are now becoming writers, shifting from consumers to 

producers and becoming what Toffler (1980) calls “prosumers” (p. 11) through 

participation in writing events like NaNoWriMo.

Yancey (2009b) explains that people write outside of school today in order to 

participate in popular culture and learn to write through collaborative participation in a 

form of “extracurricular social apprenticeship” (p. 5). She observes, “This 21st century 

writing marks the beginning of a new era in literacy, a period we might call the Age of 

Composition” (Yancey, 2009, p. 5). NaNoWriMo functions as a participatory support 

group for writers, one that encourages social apprenticeship and provides tools for writers 

to share their work and to share experiences. In this sense, NaNoWriMo can be seen as a 

participatory culture operating in the Age o f Composition, through which thousands of 

people have made writing more central to their lives (C. Baty, October 6,2012, personal 

communication).

Affinity Spaces

Hayes and Gee (2009) argue that people learn more deeply, are more engaged in 

learning, learn more equitably, and are more motivated to learn when following their 

interests outside of school. Everyone has the capacity to become an expert learner in 

fields or about subjects which interest them. Gee (2009) calls these experts Pro-Ams,
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meaningful they operate in between professional and amateur perspective, which shift 

depending on context. Gee (2009) explains, “There are now Pro-Ams in nearly every 

endeavor... These are people who don’t necessarily know what everyone else knows, but 

do know how to collaborate with other Pro-Ams to put knowledge to work to fulfill their 

intellectual and social passions” (p. 16)

Through technology and social media, Pro-Ams and individuals with common 

interests are now able to share these interests and learn online by collaborating in digital 

affinity spaces. Jenkins (2006) explains, “Right now, people are learning how to 

participate in such knowledge cultures outside of any formal education setting. Much of 

this learning takes place in affinity spaces that are emerging around popular culture” (p. 

270). Gee (2004) defines an affinity space as a physical or virtual space for informal 

learning based on the common interests or affiliations of participants.

Informal mentoring occurs in NaNoWriMo when writers learn strategies and 

techniques from other writers. Multiple opportunities are available for new members of 

NaNoWriMo to learn from members with more experience. Published authors, including 

Sara Gruen and Neil Gaiman, send email pep talks to participants in order to encourage 

them to keep writing. Baty describes pep talks as “authors lending their voices to the idea 

that your book is important and you should write it” (C. Baty, October 6,2012, personal 

communication). Participants also find opportunities for mentorship on the forums, where 

they can seek writing partners, ask for advice, pose research questions, and browse 

hundreds of inspirational or instructional posts. Local NaNoWriMo events are
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coordinated by volunteers who serve as mentors and coaches for participants during local 

events and write-in meetings.

Consequently, NaNoWriMo can be defined as an affinity space. Gee’s (2004) 

theoiy of affinity spaces connects with the third characteristic of participatory culture, 

which is “some type of informal mentorship whereby participants learn from those in the 

community with more experience” (Jenkins, 2009). Affinity spaces differ from 

communities of practice in that they do not require membership. NaNoWriMo functions 

as both an affinity space where participants can learn from each other, and as a 

community of practice, where participants can connect socially and write together if they 

choose to do so. For example, they are able to seek mentoring and support anonymously 

by searching the forums or in person by attending a local event. Participants are able to 

choose their own levels of involvement with NaNoWriMo, as informal affiliations or as 

members of the community.

New Literacies

New ICTs, as well as new cultural practices, open up new literacies and new ways 

of expressing one’s experiences and communicating with the world. Considered by many 

to be the founding work of the New Literacy Studies movement, a group o f scholars 

came together in 1996 from several disciplines, including Courtney Cazden, Bill Cope, 

Norman Fairclough, James Paul Gee, Mary Kalantzis, Gunther Kress, Allan Luke, 

Carmen Luke, Sarah Michaels, and Martin Nakata. They worked together to theorize a 

sociocultural definition of literacy and introduced the concept of multiliteracies and new 

literacies (New London Group, 1996). The “new” in new literacies studies describes the
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type of practice, and not necessarily the temporal aspect of the practice. Lankshear and 

Knobel (2007), key scholars in the field, provide a description of new literacy practices: 

The more a literacy practice that is mediated by digital encoding privileges 

participation over publishing, distributed expertise over centralized expertise, 

collective intelligence over individual possessive intelligence, collaboration over 

individuated authorship, dispersion over scarcity, sharing over ownership, 

experimentation over ‘normalization’, innovation and evolution over stability and 

fixity, creative innovative rule breaking over generic purity and policing, 

relationship over information broadcast, do-it-yourself creative production over 

professional service delivery, and so on, the more sense we think it makes to 

regard it as a new literacy, (p. 228)

One way to define new literacies is as socially mediated practices o f listening, 

speaking, reading, writing, creating, interpreting, and making meaning from texts, 

including media and multimodal texts (Lankshear & Knobel, 2007b; New London Group, 

1996). The definitions, materials, and practices of literacy have changed dramatically 

since the invention of the World Wide Web twenty years ago, but these changes have yet 

to be fully realized in many postsecondary classrooms, where new popular fiction genres 

such as graphic novels, fan fiction and digital, multimodal compositions (e.g., videos, 

podcasts, and blogs), are not always welcome. 21st century literacy looks very different 

from traditional literacy, i.e., the ability to read, speak, listen and write (Lankshear & 

Knobel, 2007b).
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For NaNoWriMo participants, literacy practices may include reading novels and 

then writing responsive fan fiction, creating new plots, characters, and story worlds, 

sharing writing strategies and progress toward the 50,000 word goal, and writing in 

various fictional genres. As Baty explains, “writing is an ideal social activity” (C. Baty, 

October 6,2012, personal communication). Lankshear and Knobel’s (2011) work in new 

literacies studies connects with the fifth characteristic of participatory culture, which is 

the ability of participants to make meaningful contributions (Jenkins, 2009). In the 

context of NaNoWriMo, these contributions are mediated by technology and include new 

literacy practices such as forum posts and profile updates, creation of multimedia such as 

YouTube videos and Twitter posts, and the creation o f fan fiction.

Social Connections

Finally, Wenger’s (1998, 2006) theories of social learning and communities of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) connect with the fifth characteristic of participatory 

culture, which is “participants’ abilities to create social connections with each other” 

(Jenkins, 2009). Wenger (1998) describes learning in terms of our lived experiences and 

participation in the world and defines learning as social participation. There are four 

aspects of social learning: meaning, identity, community, and practice. In NaNoWriMo, 

writers participate in creative forms that are meaningful to them as novelists. They 

position themselves as writers, participate in a community of writers, and practice the art 

o f writing novels.

Through the lens of social learning theory, NaNoWriMo functions as a 

community of practice, where participants learn to write and develop identities as writers
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by writing alongside other writers. Wenger (2006) explains, “Communities of practice 

are not a new idea. They were our first knowledge-based social structures, back when we 

lived in caves and gathered around the fire to discuss strategies for cornering prey, the 

shape of arrowheads, or which roots were edible” (p. 3). Moreover, a community of 

practice “acts as a living curriculum for the apprentice” (Wenger, 2006, p. 5).

According to Wenger (2006), a group must include three characteristics in order 

to be considered a community of practice. He defines these as the domain, the 

community, and the practice (Wenger, 2006). The domain is determined by a shared area 

of interest, one that is valued by all members. In NaNoWriMo, the domain is fiction 

writing, or more specifically, the writing of novels. The community is defined as 

members who participate together, help each other, discuss the topics related to the 

community’s domain, support each other, share information, and build relationships. 

NaNoWriMo includes these characteristics through its forums and local events.

The practice refers to the actions and activities of the community, which should 

be determined by the domain. Practice includes the creation and sharing of resources, 

tools, and experiences, “in short, a shared practice” (Wenger, 2006). NaNoWriMo 

participants share a common goal and timeframe, in addition to sharing experiences and 

resources through the forums and local events.

Summary

In this dissertation, I conceptualized National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) as a participatory writing group. As a participatory writing group, 

NaNoWriMo operates as an affinity space in the Age of Composition, offers access to
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aesthetic writing experiences, and provides an informal learning community for writers in 

the digital extracurriculum (Eisner, 2002; Gee, 2004; Jenkins, 2006; Lankshear &

Knobel, 2011; Shultz, 2011; Wenger, 1998; Yancey, 2009b).

Chapter 2 provided an overview the history, theory, and research needed to situate 

NaNoWriMo within the field of curriculum studies. This chapter presented literature 

concerning informal learning, extracurricular writing groups, online writing groups, 

participatory culture, and NaNoWriMo. This chapter also provided the foundation of the 

study’s theoretical framework and methodology. Major themes from this literature 

review, including motivation for writing, are applied to data analysis and interpretation in 

the following chapters.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

"Maybe stories are just data with a soul. ”

(Brown, 2010)

Introduction

A recent report from the National Council of Teachers of English (2009) 

encourages teachers to learn more about the ways in which students use technology to 

write outside o f school. Out-of-school literacies (Hull & Schultz, 2001) are a vital aspect 

of 21st century learning; unfortunately, students’ extracurricular literacy activities are not 

usually acknowledged in postsecondary classrooms (Yancey, 2009a). Yet some of the 

best opportunities for writers today are available through online communities (Jenkins, 

2004). Research is needed in order to learn more about these online writing groups and 

the ways in which they encourage participants to write.

This dissertation study sought to describe one online writing group, National

Novel Writing Month, known as NaNoWriMo, a web-based participatory writing

community and annual literacy event that hundreds of thousands o f people have joined

since its founding in 1999. Described as a “literary marathon” (Baty, 2004), NaNoWriMo

challenges writers o f all ages with various educational backgrounds to write a 50,000-

word draft of a novel during the month of November. Numerous news stories have been

written about NaNoWriMo (Korkki, 2006; Morgenstem, 2011; Reese, 2012; Wagner,
92
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2010; Ydstie, 2002), but despite high levels of participation, little research concerning 

this phenomenon has been published.

Mertens (2010) states that the case study approach requires an “in-depth 

exploration of a single case, or example, of the phenomenon under study. A case may be 

based on any number of units of analysis: an individual, a group of individuals, a 

classroom, a school, or even an event” (p. 233). The 2012 National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) event was chosen as the case to be studied within the context of this 

dissertation project. NaNoWriMo takes place online in a virtual setting; therefore, this 

methodology is more appropriately described as an online qualitative case study (Baym, 

2009a; Gatson, 2011; Hine, 2008; Orgad, 2009).

Four data sources were collected for this study: (1) my participant observation 

notes, (2) participants’ responses to an online questionnaire, (3) participants’ responses 

from follow-up interviews, and (4) digital artifacts captured from the National Novel 

Writing Month website.

Problem and Purpose 

This study focused on a participatory, extracurricular writing group. Teachers can 

be more effective when they understand and expand on students’ extracurricular writing 

(NCTE, 2009); unfortunately, students’ extracurricular literacy activities are not usually 

acknowledged in postsecondary classrooms (Yancey, 2009a). Outside of school, people 

are writing prolifically (Yancey, 2009b), and some of the best opportunities for writers 

today are available online in communities (Jenkins, 2004). Research is needed in order to 

learn more about these online writing communities.
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The purpose of this study was to describe National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and literary activities of 

participants. This study sought to address Yancey’s (2009b) call for teachers to describe 

the new forms of writing that are developing today in order to “support all forms of 21st 

century literacies, inside school and outside school” (p. 1). Additionally, this study sought 

to address a gap in the research literature concerning National Novel Writing Month.

Research Questions

Two research questions guided this study:

1. How do participants describe their National Novel Writing Month experiences?

2. How might these experiences inform postsecondary curriculum and instruction?

A qualitative, online case study methodology was employed to address these research

questions.

Setting

Writers from all over the world participate in National Novel Writing Month 

online. Many of these participants also meet face-to-face at local events within their 

geographic region, usually at bookstores or libraries. Writers choose the virtual and/or 

physical setting(s) in which they wish to participate.

NaNoWriMo Website

The group’s main website, www.NaNoWriMo.org, provides writers with profile 

pages, discussion forums, a word count tool, a messaging system called NaNoMail, web 

badges (images that users can post on their own blogs or Facebook pages) and pep talks 

from published authors, including Neil Gaiman, Sara Gruen, and Audrey Niffenegger.

http://www.NaNoWriMo.org
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Membership is free. Participants are asked to make donations to support the site, though, 

and the site includes an online store with NaNoWriMo merchandise. Participants who 

donate receive a golden halo on their avatar images. The main website is updated every 

October for the upcoming NaNoWriMo event, which occurs every November.

Figures 4 ,5 , and 6 are screen captures taken from the 2012 NaNoWriMo website.

I captured these screen shots while logged in to the NaNoWriMo site as a participant 

observer during the month ofNovember in 2012. These screen captures illustrate some of 

the tools available to participants. The site’s home page is updated almost daily during 

the month ofNovember. The Word Count tool provides participants with a visual 

overview of their progress toward the 50,000-word goal. The forums provide resources 

and opportunities to ask for help and discuss the event with other participants.

J W L Howdy, kokkyft! |  ̂ Update Word Count I About j Help 1 Search | log  Out

N ational Novel W riting M onth ^
M y  N i i M o W n M u  f o r u m s  f u n  S t u f f M ( j n >  f r o m

You h a *  unread NaHoMait.

. " .s i J v .  fc.V.rr ' v'-V.'-r'.-sVv ■ «*■, v.

Fu^d-o-Meteri
x **■**>• * * ’ Em ss'”*

SwdteMMvtwi'n

m

Figure 4. Screen Capture of the 2012 NaNoWriMo Website Homepage
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Author info Writing Baddies i

Your Average Per Dey 1# 2lM lttifeij 

W ords W ritten Today o H H l

Target Word Count 50,000
WNmv*. rj™» ■

Tot* Words  Written  47.026 M M
... «V,. ,  .. .. . .  •• , ' f  '■••

£dt Word Count By Day

Ik m h  Stats

60.000

45,000

15,000

jmtyUULJtMMULmMM
1 ^  ^  ^  ^  ^

Figure 5. National Novel Writing Month Word Count (Stats) Tool

NaNo lips A Strategies

Threads
Posts Mat town)

Threads 511(511)
Posts 14799(14799)

Figure 6. National Novel Writing Month Forum Example (NaNo Tips & Strategies)
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The participant profile example displayed in Figure 7 was captured from my own 

profile page. No screen shots from participants’ profiles are included in order to protect 

their privacy. Additional screen shots are included in Appendices A, B, C, D, E, and F.

Figure 7. NaNoWriMo 2012 Participant Profile Page Example

Through the NaNoWriMo website, participants have access to forums, tools, 

motivational videos and messages, as well as the site’s donation center, store and 

advertisements from corporate partners such as CreateSpace.com. Each participant is able

Edit Uaer Setting! Edit Author Info Edit Novel Info
t» over 3 ywv!

Movefc The ABO Quest: Al But Oauterous 
Goitre: Setire, Humor & Parody
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to customize his or her profile in this online setting. Participants are encouraged to visit 

the site and update their word counts every day during the month ofNovember.

Local NaNoWriMo Events

There are four official types of local, in-person National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) events: kick-off parties, write-ins, Nights-of-Writing-Dangerously, and 

TGIO (Thank God It’s Over) parties (Office of Letters and Light, 2012). Participants are 

able to search the NaNoWriMo website for events in their local geographic region, and 

they may join forums dedicated to their local regions. Figure 8 depicts a screen capture of 

a local NaNoWriMo Region page.

ft U SA :: G eo rg ia :: M acon
l — Bw Hflion |

* ' ;

Sal, December 1,4pm-7pm 
TBAfnap)
m nm ffliW w  coc* to m r m e a n t

Figure 8. Screen Capture of Local NaNoWriMo Region Page
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There is no cost for attending local regional events, and they are open to all NaNoWriMo 

participants. Each local region is supported by a Municipal Liaison (ML). Municipal 

Liaisons serve as volunteers and are approved by the Office o f Letters and Light to 

coordinate officially-sponsored events and moderate the region’s online discussion 

forum.

I joined the Middle Georgia region in 2009 when I first participated in National 

Novel Writing Month. This local group, called the Macon Mooselings, also has a 

Facebook page, Twitter channel, and Google calendar available to members. Since 2000, 

approximately 630 people have joined the Middle Georgia Region, and there were 198 

posts on this local forum during November 2012. A dozen local events were available in 

Middle Georgia during the 2012 NaNoWriMo season.

Population and Sample 

The NaNoWriMo site does not collect demographic data from participants, 

though Mackey (2012) states “participant demographics are staggeringly diverse” (p. 1). 

According to the Office o f Letters and Light (2012), the nonprofit organization that 

sponsors NaNoWriMo, 341,375 people participated in 2012, and of these, 38,438 (about 

11%) reached the 50,000-word goal. According to Google Analytics, based on number of 

site visits, the majority of 2012 participants were located in the following ten countries:

1) United States; 2) United Kingdom; 3) Canada; 4) Australia; 5) Germany; 6) 

Netherlands; 7) France; 8) Finland; 9) No country identified; and 10) Sweden. (Office of 

Letters and Light, 2012).
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NaNoWriMo is an international event open to participants of all ages. Forums, 

such as displayed in Figure 9, are provided for writers to connect with other writers in 

their age groups.

T l t r t f t d S  366 <366}

P o s t *  21213 (21213)

Ago Group: 20*
S o m a  m a y  c * f l  y o u  G a r x r a t i o n  V .  P a r i t a p *  y o u t *  t h a  t h a  ( r s t  k r t a m a t  

k n o w  y o u  a t  t w i f t  y o u n g  n o n l i s t * .  T h i s  i t  y o u r  f o m m l  

M o d o r a t o r a :  C a c r o c k s l ,  H e a t h s r  D u d l e y ,  M a r a u d e r s  G i r t

i T n r a a d a  

g s n w a t i o f l ,  b u t  w s  j P o » * *

T h rsad tAgo Group: 30a & 40*
A  H t k t *  c o m a r  f o r  t h o s *  w h o  a r t  j u s t  a  I j m *  o l d e r ,  m a y b e  M l  a n y  w l a a r .  b u t  d o f a O a t y  a r t  t h i o  t o g o t h o r .  j  P o , t *  

M o d e r a t o r s !  C o n a t a n c a j r o w d e n c a ,  H e a t h a r  D u d l e y .  M a n r w a d S t r a n a

1*0000) 
0*24 ( 0424)  |

102 (102)

4210( 4218)

J

II { 1 Ag•  Group: 60-*- Thraada

T i r a d  o (  t h a  y o u n g  w h i p p a r  a n a p p a r a ?  P u l i  u p  a  r o c k a r  a n d  r a s t  w i t h  y o u r  M o w  g a a z a r t  ( a n d  r a n t  P o , , s

a b o u t  " I d d e  t h e s e  d a y s ' )  D o n )  w o r r y ,  w t  k n o w  t h a  r e a l  s a c r a l  . .  S O n n d o n r s  t i s n  t h a  h i g h e s t  w i n  

r a t e s  i n  N a N o W r i M o .

M o d e r a t o r s ;  O t c h o t o m y 695D .  H e a t h e r  D u d l e y _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

*4104) j 
3001(30*1) t

yi'-nr t  r f  a-*ru +*/■

Figure 9. NaNoWriMo Age Groups Forum

It would be impossible to describe a typical NaNoWriMo participant, but I am not 

attempting to generalize results of my study sample to a larger population, though. As 

noted by Stake (1995), “Case study research is not sampling research” (p. 4). The goal of 

this study was to gain a deep understanding of NaNoWriMo as a unique case. Therefore,

I used purposeful, criterion-based sampling to recruit participants.

As defined by Merriam (2009), “Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption 

that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must 

select a sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 77). I followed Merriam’s
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(2009) guidelines for criterion-based selection and generated a list of essential attributes 

in order to ensure that the criterion “directly reflect the purpose of the study and guide in 

the identification of information-rich cases” (p. 78). The following characteristics were 

criterion for participant selection in this study:

• College graduates: This requirement is included so that participants may compare 

their experiences with NaNoWriMo and their experiences writing in college.

• Voluntary participation in NaNoWriMo 2012: Participants do not have to have 

reached the 50,000-word count as long as they participated throughout the month.

• Participants must have access to the internet and email.

• Participants must be 18 or older. It was not possible to verify participants’ ages, 

but I included the age requirement on all recruitment materials (See Appendix C). 

Ultimately, I trusted the participants, but there was no incentive that would 

encourage someone to lie about his/her age in order to be included.

I recruited participants from three sources: (1) the NaNoWriMo forums; (2) a 

writing podcast site (Storywonk.com), which also has forums of which I am a member; 

and (3) Twitter. Figure 10 is a screen capture of Storywonk.com forum recruitment post.

I built a research project web page which included the recruitment message and link to 

the Survey Monkey questionnaire.



Ketty J.

Hey everyone,

April 13 Edit

I’m working to finish my R>.D. end hope you am help me with my dissertation research. Lahidr AteSkfh' 
have graciously agreedto !«t me post a requ<$t here at Storywarpk* Thanks, Uni 6  fttastalrr

participated m NaNoMrtMo 2012 and iff least &e etW  wHringevwit (such as a conferwiti djr workshop) 
to complete my online shritey.

Here’s the link to tfKoffklalpro)eahomepaigr.http;//ftculty.mercer.erfu/]ORes_kf 

And here's the direct link to the survey: https://www.surveymonkey.eom/s/HCTP8YT 

If you are willing to participate, I would greatly appreciate your feedback.

Thank you!!!

Kelly J.

Figure 10. Screen Capture ofStorywonk.com Forum Recruitment Post

The request for participation, located in Appendix H, included this link. Figure 11 

displays the recruitment messages posted on Twitter on my behalf by Storywonk.com, 

Chris Baty, and NaNoWriMo. These messages were re-tweeted by several Twitter 

followers.

StOiyWonk @storywonk 13 Apr
Got a minute to help out a fellow Wonk by completing a short 
survey about your ©NaNoWriMo experiences? tacutty.mercer.edu 
flonesjd/
Cottapss 4»Rsply X X  Ratwa* A  Favorite ••■Mors

Figure 11. Screen Capture ofStoiywonk.com Twitter Recruitment Message

https://www.surveymonkey.eom/s/HCTP8YT
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I collected the first 100 responses for analysis (n=100). It was impossible to 

predict how many people would respond to the online questionnaire. I hoped for at least 

ten participants, but decided to include no more than 100 in order to ensure that data 

could be analyzed within the time restraints of this dissertation study. Consequently, I 

collected and analyzed the first 100 complete questionnaire responses received.

Participants' ages range from 18 to 64. Eighty-two participants were female and 

18 were male. All reported they were college graduates: 11 hold two-year Associates 

degrees; 54 hold four-year Bachelor’s degrees; 29 hold Master degrees; four hold 

professional degrees (JD or MD); and two hold doctoral degrees (Ed.D. or Ph.D.). All 

100 participants reported participation in the 2012 NaNoWriMo event, and most reported 

participation in previous years. Figure 12 provides a summary o f responders’ reported 

years of participation.

Participation by Year

2001 ■

100

Figure 12. Years of Participation in National Novel Writing Month
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Responders participated from 33 states within the USA, and ten other countries, 

including Australia, Brazil, Canada, England, Finland, France, Ireland, Singapore, 

Switzerland, and The Netherlands. For a detailed summary of participant demographics, 

see Appendix J. Ninety of the 100 participants in this study reported approximate word 

counts for the 2102 event. Seventy-three percent o f individuals in this study won the 

NaNoWriMo challenge, which is to say they reached or exceeded the 50,000 word count 

goal. This percentage is significantly higher than the official NaNoWriMo success rate 

for 2012, which was 11%, according to the Office of Letters and Light. The mean word 

count for participants in this study was 50,800. The median word count was 50,283. The 

minimum word count was 2,032 and the maximum word count was 200,000.

For the purpose of data analysis and reporting, each participant was assigned a 

pseudonym, and then twelve were randomly selected for participation in follow-up 

interviews. The random data sort function was used in an Excel spreadsheet to select 

these participants. Of the twelve people selected, ten agreed to the follow-up interviews, 

which were conducted via email. Table 3 provides a description of these ten participants.

Table 3
Description o f  Ten Follow-Up Interview Participants

P seudonym G en d er Age L ocation O ccupation E d u ca tio n
Denise F 55 USA, NM Author, Writing coach Bachelors
Lindsey F 26 USA, NY Librarian Masters
Donald M 21 Canada Student Bachelors
Elaine F 24 England Student Bachelors
Jason M 37 Canada Database programmer Bachelors
Miranda F 33 Finland Support specialist Bachelors
Nathan M 64 Canada Poet Associates
Erin F 31 USA, 1L Social worker /Writer Bachelors
Yolanda F 44 USA, GA Editor Bachelors
Joyce F 25 Australia Technical Writer Bachelors
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These ten individuals also gave me permission to study artifacts they created on 

the NaNoWriMo website, including profile pages and forum posts, with the 

understanding that their privacy would be protected. Information gained from analysis of 

these artifacts is included in this study, but screen captures of participants’ NaNoWriMo 

profile pages and excerpts from their forum posts, both of which are searchable and have 

the potential to reveal personal, identifiable information, are not included in order to 

protect their anonymity.

Data Collection and Instrumentation

According to Creswell (2009), case study data collection includes “multiple 

sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and 

documents and reports) and reports a case description and case-based themes” (p. 73). 

Collecting multiple forms of data also allowed me to triangulate the data (Maxwell, 2005) 

in order to support the credibility of this study. Data was collected from the following 

sources: (1) participant observation notes, (2) an initial online questionnaire, (3) follow- 

up interviews conducted via email, and (4) artifacts captured from the NaNoWriMo 

website.

These data were stored, managed and analyzed using appropriate hardware and 

software, including an external hard drive backup, and software, including Excel and 

HyperRESEARCH. Visual data include screen captures o f online artifacts, such as 

participants’ NaNoWriMo profile pages and forum posts; these images were screen 

captured, saved as JPEG files, and edited in Photoshop as needed to blur the faces and/or 

names of participants.
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Participant Observation Notes

This study’s research questions derive from my intrinsic interest in NaNoWriMo, 

in which I have participated since 2009. Therefore, Stake (1995) would describe my 

methodological approach as an intrinsic case study. According to his explanation, “The 

case is given. We are interested in it, not because by studying it we learn about other 

cases or about some general problem, but because we need to learn about that particular 

case. We have an intrinsic interest in the case” (p. 3). My personal experiences allowed 

me to add thick description as a participant observer in this case study. Additionally, 

these experiences provided access to the study’s site, www.nanowrimo.org. As I have 

participated in NaNoWriMo, I have access to a member account, profile page, and 

various vehicles for data collection including forums, messaging, and participant profiles. 

During the month ofNovember 2012,1 participated in National Novel Writing Month 

and kept a journal of my observations and thoughts. I also collected screen captures of the 

site, including tools only available to members. These screen captures are included 

throughout Chapters 3 and 4, as well as Appendix A, B, C, D, E, and F.

Observation memos included thoughts on my progress and were largely 

concerned with time constraints and the challenge of trying to write creatively while also 

making critical observations for this study. These memos (Maxwell, 2005) helped me 

identify potential codes and themes for data analysis and provided a method for thinking 

through the study through reflective writing. They also served as a method for bracketing 

(Creswell, 2007) my personal experience in order to enhance the trustworthiness of the 

study. Two of these participant journal memos are included in Appendix G.

http://www.nanowrimo.org
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Initial Online Questionnaire

All participants (n=100) completed an initial online questionnaire and responded 

to the same 20 questions. The interview protocol is included in Appendix I. This online 

questionnaire was conducted during the month of April 2013. Participants were asked to 

reflect on their experiences with the 2012 NaNoWriMo event, which occurred four 

months previously. The questionnaire included demographic questions and open-ended 

questions about NaNoWriMo. The questionnaire responses provided rich and varied 

descriptions, in their own words, of participants’ thoughts and feelings concerning 

NaNoWriMo. Participants were asked to describe their experiences with NaNoWriMo, to 

describe their experiences with local NaNoWriMo events (if applicable), to compare their 

NaNoWriMo experiences with their experiences in other extracurricular writing 

activities, to compare their NaNoWriMo experiences with writing in college, and to 

describe what they gained from participation in NaNoWriMo. This questionnaire was 

distributed online via Survey Monkey, and the first 100 complete responses were 

downloaded in an Excel spreadsheet. Responses were then exported to Word, printed for 

review and hand coding, and formatted for analysis in HyperRESEARCH software.

The selected paradigm and theoretical framework are founded on the belief that 

people learn through culturally mediated social experiences and that they construct 

unique, individual meanings from interactions with and understandings o f the world 

around them (Creswell, 2009; Gere, 1987; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Merriam, 2007; 

Mertens, 2010; Stake, 1995). As noted by Creswell (2009), “Social constructivists hold 

assumptions that individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and
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work... The goal of the researcher is to rely as much as possible on the participants’ 

views of the situation being studied” (p. 8). Therefore, with the exception of demographic 

questions, all interview questions in this study were open-ended, allowing participants to 

write responses instead of selecting from preselected responses. Rich excerpts are shared 

in Chapter 4 so that the voices of participants can be heard.

Follow-Up Email Interviews

Ten participants were randomly selected to participate in semi-structured 

(Creswell, 2007) follow-up interviews, which were conducted via email. The interview 

questions are included in Appendix K through T, and two complete interview transcripts 

are included in Appendix U and Appendix V. The purpose of these email interviews was 

to expand on participants’ responses to the questionnaire.

Each participant was asked to share his or her opinion concerning NaNoWriMo 

and the college curriculum. Other questions followed a semi-structured (Creswell, 2007) 

format and derived from these individual’s responses to the questionnaire. These follow- 

up interview questions focused on transferable skills gained from their experiences with 

NaNoWriMo and the impact of NaNoWriMo on the lives, practices, and identities o f 

participants.

Email was selected as the interview method due to the fact the participants were 

all self-identified writers, and because the interview questions were open-ended and 

required reflection on the part of participants (Hewson & Laurent (2008). The email 

interview responses were formatted as Word documents and added to the case study 

database in HyperRESEARCH, as well as printed and coded by hand.
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Online Artifacts

In this study, I faced the challenge of providing rich description without violating 

my participant’s expectations o f privacy. Many online community members have 

expectations o f privacy, even though their posts can be read by anyone with internet 

access. Elm (2009) explains, “Even those who are comfortable making all the 

contributions private may still resent their use as a topic o f research” (p. 84). Participants 

may be known by their usernames or avatars in many online circles, so additional steps 

must be taken to protect their privacy. If, for example, I included direct quotes or excerpts 

from participants’ forum posts, those words could be searched and used to identify the 

participants. Therefore, I only include direct quotes from interviews and the 

questionnaire. I assigned pseudonyms to all participants and refer to them only by those 

pseudonyms.

I did not include screen captures of participants’ avatars, photos, forum posts, or 

profile pages in order to protect their privacy. Other, non-identifying screen captures 

were taken for the purpose of providing rich, visual description of the NaNoWriMo site 

and to triangulate data when possible. Participants’ NaNoWriMo profile pages were 

captured and analyzed in order to provide rich details related to their role as Wrimos, 

such as years o f participation, donations made to the site, and links to additional blogs 

and author websites. Some of these details are described in narrative form in Chapter 4. 

Online artifacts captured as screen shots from the NaNoWriMo website, such as forum 

categories, discussion threads, and resource tools, are included throughout this 

dissertation in order to provide visual details for readers.
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Data Analysis

My data analysis strategy was systematic. I followed the procedural guidelines 

described by Merriam (2009), and began by gathering all data into a “case study database 

(or record) of the study” (p. 203). After organizing all paper notes into a notebook file, I 

imported and organized all digital data into a digital case study database in 

HyperRESEARCH. Figures 13 and 14 depict screen captures o f the data codebook .

Figure 13. Screen Capture of Data Analysis Using HyperRESEARCH

Gflr How did your rxprrltnct with NaNoWriMo compart to your 
experiences of othtr voluntary writing aethridat, such as 
confertnces or workshops that you havw attended?

AS; I was a  member (and on the board) of the creative writing 
dub  a t my university, though I often found that meeting up for 
two hours once a week just wasn't enough H M I  for me, 
plus nanowrlmo opened me up to  people who'd write similar 
genres to  me, a lot of writers In my club didn't write fantasy, so 
often It would be Ignored In genre specific work.

1

Jl
Figure 14. Coding Example
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I read and reviewed the entire dataset, including all questionnaire and interview 

responses, visual artifacts, and observation notes. As I read, I noted meaningful passages 

using pre-determined codes. I also identified and coded themes that emerged.

A priori codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) were determined by the study’s 

conceptual framework. Data were chunked into small, significant pieces, coded, and 

organized into four major categorical bins (Miles & Huberman, 1994): 1) descriptions of 

NaNoWriMo; 2) motivation; 3) participatory culture; and 4) postsecondary writing.

Within these four major categories, data were coded into thematic subcategories 

based on the five characteristics o f participatory culture and the eight habits of mind 

described in the Framework fo r  Success in Postsecondary Writing (CWPA, NCTE & 

NWP, 2011). Participatory culture subcategory themes included: 1) artistic expression; 2) 

support for creative writing; 3) informal mentorship; 4) meaningful contributions; and 5) 

social connections. Postsecondary writing subcategories included: curiosity, creativity, 

responsibility, openness, engagement, flexibility, metacognition, and persistence.

Open coding (Crewell, 2007) was conducted to identify emergent themes. 

Emergent codes were generated during multiple reviews of the data until no new codes 

surfaced. A total of 158 codes were identified. Finally, all codes were organized into 

themes and collapsed into major categories and subcategories. For example, I coded 

several phrases and key words in the “Description of NaNoWriMo” category as 

“financial investment”; “time investment”; “enthusiasm”; “love of event”; and 

“emotional connection”. Later, I combined these related codes into a new emerging 

theme of fandom. This emerging theme is discussed more in depth in Chapter 4.
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Trustworthiness

In order to increase the credibility, or trustworthiness (Merriam, 2009; Creswell, 

2009; Stake, 1995), of this qualitative case study, I employed three strategies: thick 

description, triangulation, and member checking. Thick description refers to the practice 

of provide rich details about setting, context, and the researcher’s thoughts and reflections 

(Stake, 1995). This study includes screen shots of my participant observation with the 

NaNoWriMo site and excerpts from the questionnaire and interview responses.

Additional details and images are also provided in the Appendixes. Triangulation refers 

to the use of multiple data sources (Merriam, 2009). This study included questionnaire 

responses from 100 participants, follow-up interviews with ten participants, the collection 

of online artifacts, and my participant observation notes. Member checking refers to the 

practice of reviewing interpretation o f data with participants in order to ensure accuracy 

(Merriam, 2009). I followed Hine’s (2008) suggestion for online qualitative member 

checking and created a private research blog to communicate with my study participants, 

and invited them to read and comment on my analysis of the data. Additionally, I 

communicated with study participants via email in order to answer questions concerning 

the study and to clarify participants’ responses to interview questions.

The virtual, global setting o f this study required additional ethical consideration. 

While researchers should always act ethically and “ensure that our research subjects are 

not harmed, humiliated, or offended” (Elm, 2009, p. 85), there are no specific rules 

governing online research (Angrosino & Rosenberg, 2011; Elm, 2009; Hine, 2008). The 

constantly changing nature of the internet makes it impossible to foresee all o f the ethical
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dilemmas that researchers may face online (Elm, 2009). However, Baym (2009a) offers a 

list of six guidelines for designing and conducting online qualitative studies. These 

criteria are listed below, along with the ways in which each was addressed in this study. 

According to Baym (2009a, p. 179), high-quality online studies:

1. Are grounded in theory and data: This study is grounded in a multipart, 

multidisciplinary theoretical framework and included as much data about 

NaNoWriMo as was possible to provide.

2. Demonstrate rigor in data collection and analysis: This study employed trusted 

methods of data collection and analysis as recommended by noted scholars in the 

field, including Stake (1995), Merriam (2009), Creswell (2009), Baym & 

Markham (2009), Hine (2009) and Miles and Huberman (1994).

3. Use multiple strategies to obtain data: This study includes multiple data sources, 

including a questionnaire, follow-up interviews, online artifact analysis, and 

participant observations.

4. Take into account the perspective o f  participants: This is a qualitative case study; 

the perspective of participants is at the heart o f this project. Excerpts of 

interviews are included in Chapter 4 in order to provide thick description of the 

participants’ experiences with NaNoWriMo. Member checking (Merriam, 2009) 

was used to enhance my interpretations of participants’ interview responses.

5. Demonstrate awareness o f and self-reflexivity regarding the research process'. I 

bracketed (Creswell, 2009) my experiences as participant observer by sharing 

screen captures from my researcher/participant journal.
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6. Take into consideration interconnections between the internet and the life-world 

within which it is situated: The questionnaire included questions about 

participants’ experiences with NaNoWriMo in terms of both virtual and physical 

events. 1 described the setting o f NaNoWriMo in terms of the main site 

(www.nanowrimo.org) and also the local geographic regions.

Summary

This chapter described the methodology used to conduct this qualitative online 

case study and included a description of the study’s purpose, research questions, setting 

and participants. Screen captures were included to help readers visualize the virtual 

setting. Participants included 100 college graduates who participated in National Novel 

Writing Month during November 2012. Four forms of data were collected: responses to 

an online questionnaire, follow-up interviews, online artifacts, and participant 

observations. Data analysis strategies and issues of trustworthiness were also addressed.

http://www.nanowrimo.org


CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS OF DATA ANALYSIS

"In writing practice groups... we learn from one another and spark each other's 

creativity. We share camaraderie and create community. ”

(Reeves, 2010, p. 92)

The purpose of this study was to describe National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and literary activities of 

participants. This study sought to address Yancey’s (2009b) call for research to “support 

all forms of 21st century literacies, inside school and outside school” (p. 1) while 

addressing a gap in the research literature concerning NaNoWriMo. Two research 

questions guided this study: 1) How do participants describe their National Novel Writing 

Month experiences? 2) How might these experiences inform postsecondary curriculum 

and instruction? To address these research questions, I employed a qualitative, online 

case study methodology and collected four forms of data: 1) responses to an online 

questionnaire, 2) follow-up email interviews, 3) online artifacts captured from the 

NaNoWriMo website, and 4) participant observations. Data were analyzed systematically 

using a priori codes (Maxwell, 2005) to chunk and organize data into thematic categories, 

followed by open coding (Creswell, 2007) to identify additional emerging themes. In the 

spirit of the qualitative research paradigm, thick descriptions of data are shared in this 

chapter, including screen captures ad responses of participants in their own words.
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Responses to the Online Questionnaire 

One hundred participants responded to an online questionnaire about their 

experiences with NaNoWriMo. Ages of participants ranged from 18 to 64; eighty-two 

participants were female and 18 were male. Responders participated from 33 states in the 

USA, and ten other countries, including Australia, Brazil, Canada, England, Finland, 

France, Ireland, Singapore, Switzerland, and The Netherlands. For a detailed summary of 

participant demographics, see Appendix J.

All 100 participants reported participation in the 2012 NaNoWriMo event, and 

most reported participation in previous years. Occupation was not a criterion for 

participation in this study; however, three subgroups of participants were identified based 

on analysis of the questionnaire responses: 15 participants described themselves as 

educators, 14 described themselves as graduate students, 16 identified themselves as 

professional writers.

Learning about NaNoWriMo

In the online questionnaire, I asked participants how they initially learned about 

National Novel Writing Month. Forty-seven participants cited online sources such as 

discussion forums, Twitter, Facebook, blogs, other social media networks such as 

LiveJoumal, and fan fiction sites. Thirty-two participants reported learning about 

NaNoWriMo from a friend, and some of these were described as “online friends” or 

“friends I met online”, so there is crossover in these two categories.

Table 4 lists the other sources from which the remaining 21 participants learned 

about NaNoWriMo.
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Table 4
Additional Sources o f  Information about NaNoWriMo

Inform ation Source N um ber o f R esponses
From a family m em ber 5
At a writing w orkshop/w riting group 4
From a book o r magazine abou t writing 3
From a new spaper article 3
Do no t rem em ber/d id  no t answ er 2
From a colleague 1
From a flyer posted  on college cam pus 1
From a local library 1
From a te a c h e r 1

Choosing to Participate in NaNoWriMo

I asked all participants to describe, in their own words, their reasons for choosing 

to participate in NaNoWriMo. I coded these responses based on key words and grouped 

them into categories based on the frequency with which the key words appeared. The ten 

reasons that were described most frequently by participants are listed below in Table 5.

Table 5
Summary o f  Participants ’ Motivations fo r  Joining NaNoWriMo

Reason Cited N um ber of Responses
For m otivation to  w rite 19

For th e  challenge 16

For su p p ort/dead line  needed  to  m eet my writing goals 14

1 w an ted  to  w rite/finish a lengthy work of fiction 13

1 w an t to  be w riter 12

1 had a story  idea 11

1 am  a w riter 10

1 love writing stories 10

1 w an ted  to  see  if 1 could do it 9

1 w an ted  to  w rite with o thers 9
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Twenty-six participants listed more than one reason for joining NaNoWriMo; all 

of their responses are included in this summary. For example, Hailey replied, “I always 

wanted to write a book. Also to meet other writers in the area.” Kate said, “1 was one of 

those poor souls who had always wanted to write a novel, but never found the time. I 

discovered Nano on the second o f November, and decided: What the hell! Why not?” 

Valerie wrote, “I thought it might be a good way to boost my creativity and experiment 

with different writing styles within a set deadline.”

Responses to Follow-Up Interviews: Participant Vignettes

In order to provide thick description of the research participants, the following 

vignettes are offered o f the ten writers who participated in follow-up interviews as mini 

case studies within the larger case of this study. Pseudonyms have been assigned to 

protect their privacy. These vignettes include additional descriptions o f these 

participants’ experiences with NaNoWriMo.

Denise was an author and writing coach. She was 55 years old and lived in New 

Mexico. She had a bachelor’s degree and was currently pursuing a Master’s degree in 

teaching. She first heard about NaNoWriMo from a newspaper article in 2001 and had 

participated eleven times since. Her word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was 

approximately 50,000. A collection of her short stories had been published, and she was 

currently under contract to publish a how-to-write fiction guide. Denise was very active 

on the NaNoWriMo forums with over 1,686 posts. Many of these posts were written to 

help other writers. Her NaNoWriMo profile was detailed and included her author 

information and links to her websites and blog. Due to her positive experiences with
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NaNoWriMo, she left a job as a software engineer to become an author and writing 

teacher. Denise was currently working to develop continuing education courses based on 

NaNoWriMo. Denise wrote in her follow-up email interview:

As an author, the NaNoWrimo event gave me license to commit to a project and 

see it through to its end... and after a time the commitment was something I 

internalized and was able to do with or without the event being in gear. As a 

participant, the big difference in my success was that the event is public, by 

giving me the peer-groups and the forum outlets to act as a writer (in a public 

setting) with like-minded people I was able to have validation and witnesses to 

my early efforts. It was like finding a tribe with eyes like mine; folks, at first, that 

I didn’t even know existed.

Lindsey was a librarian. She was 26 years old, lived in New York, and had a 

Master’s degree. The full transcript of her interview is available in Appendix U. Lindsey 

learned about NaNoWriMo through a fiction writing website in 2003 and had participated 

nine times. Her word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 50,000. She 

described NaNoWriMo as “life changing”. Due to her experience with NaNoWriMo, she 

now thinks of herself as a “writer and author”. Her NaNoWriMo profile page included an 

avatar, her age, location, and occupation, but did not include any author information or 

links to other sites. She was active on the forums with 120 posts, and she served as a 

Municipal Liaison for two years. In the future, Lindsey plans to offer a NaNoWriMo- 

related space, program, or promotion in the library where she is working. In her follow- 

up email interview, Lindsey shared:
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It has given me a lot more confidence in myself and my writing. I had only just 

started writing anything of length when I first heard about NaNo and although I 

lost that year, it was only after that that I began to consider myself an actual writer 

and take pride in the fact that I did. Instead of hiding it, I began to tell people. I 

have since become to totally identify as a writer and even an author. I look 

forward to it every year. It also has helped show me how much I can accomplish 

in a month, or, therefore, any time period, if I put my mind to it.

Donald was a graduate student and marketing professional living in Canada. He 

was 21 years old and had a Bachelor’s degree. He learned about NaNoWriMo from 

authors in the online science-fiction/fantasy writing community, through sites such as 

Twitter. His NaNoWriMo profile included limited information with no links to other 

sites, and only included information concerning his participation in 2012 when he wrote 

approximately 50,000 words. He described NaNoWriMo as “the perfect catalyst to move 

from thinking about writing, to actually doing it.” In his follow-up email interview, 

Donald explained:

NaNoWriMo taught me the power of putting in the time and effort every single 

day. It brought a new meaning to Gladwell's 10,000 hour rule. I'm now convinced 

that if there is something that I want badly enough, all I have to do is be persistent 

and not give up. For now, this has only applied to my writing, but I can see a 

similar mentality transfer over to running a start-up business.

Elaine was a scientist and graduate student in England. She was 24 years old and 

has a Bachelor’s degree. She learned about NaNoWriMo from her grandmother. Her
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word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 17,000. Her NaNoWriMo profile 

included a short author bio and a link to her blog. In her initial description of the 

NaNoWriMo experience, she said she failed but still enjoyed the event. I asked her to 

clarify this idea of failure in her follow-up email interview, and she responded:

I only failed NaNoWriMo in the sense that I didn't reach 50,000 words. In every 

other way I won, because I wrote more in one story than I had ever written before 

and 1 had so much fun giving my imagination free reign and just following it 

where it led me. I love writing and I actively enjoy it, so that was another reason 

November was so fun.

Jason was a database programmer from Canada. He was 37 years old and had a 

Bachelor’s degree. His word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 64,000. He 

learned about NaNoWriMo from online forums and from Flickr. His NaNoWriMo profile 

included only an avatar, but he was active on the forums with 900 posts. He had 

volunteered as a co-Municipal Liaison for his local region and also used his technical 

skills to serve as a beta tester for NaNoWriMo website changes. In his follow-up email 

interview, I asked Jason about NaNoWriMo’s impact on his writing practices, and he 

responded:

Nanowrimo has definitely changed the way I approach writing. I'm a firm believer 

in the Nano philosophy of creative abandon: write a first draft at a reckless pace, 

throw in stuff because it seems like a good idea in the moment; Don't stress if 

you're not sure about the ending of your book, or how to get there from where you 

are at the momeiit. I write that way mostly because it's a lot of fun. But I do
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believe that it's possible to revise a Nanowrimo manuscript into a great book, and 

that's a better approach than letting my inner editor and perfectionist stall my 

writing.

Miranda was a support specialist and had a Bachelor’s degree. She was 33 years 

old and lived in Finland. Her word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 

50,000. The full transcript o f her interview is available in Appendix V. She learned about 

NaNoWriMo through LiveJoumal, a social media platform. Her NaNoWriMo profile 

included a short author bio and a link to her blog. She had participated in NaNoWriMo 

three times and gained rewarding experience as a writer. She explained:

Before NaNoWriMo, I had never written anything even approaching novel- 

length. I had a novel that I'd worked on in my teens which was abandoned after a 

few short chapters, with three times as much material devoted to its world- 

building. I knew I was a giver-up when it comes to long fiction, because I tend to 

lose faith in my own fiction over time. With NaNoWriMo, as an extreme 

challenge, I thought I'd have the best possible shot to break through whatever 

mental block I had holding me back. And that was true.

Nathan was a poet. He was 64 years old, lived in Canada, and had an associate’s 

degree. His word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 55,000. He learned 

about NaNoWriMo at a writer’s workshop. His NaNoWriMo profile included an author 

bio and a link to his blog. He had participated in NaNoWrimo twice and was active on 

the forums with 41 posts. In his initial response, Nathan described NaNoWriMo as
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"productive, stimulating, rewarding". In the follow-up email interview, I asked him to 

expand on this response, and he explained:

It pushed me to start a project from scratch - stimulated me to grab an idea, I 

wrote more and consistently in 30 days - what I wrote was strong and the fact that 

I could do it was rewarding.

Erin was a social worker and a writer. She was 31 years old, lived in Illinois, and 

had a Bachelor’s degree. Her word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was not reported. She 

learned about NaNoWriMo on the internet and had participated six times. A collection of 

her short stories had been published and she continued to pursue future publications. Her 

NaNoWriMo profile included a detailed author bio and a link to her Twitter channel. In 

the follow-up email interview, I asked her what she learned about herself as a writer 

through participation in NaNoWriMo. She responded:

I learned that I’m capable of finishing a story, whether it be “good” or not. I was 

able to assess whether or not I would be able to write for a living if I was given 

the chance - it’s not for everyone - and I feel like the chaos of NaNo is a pretty 

clear indication that I could work for a publisher pressuring me, or multitask to 

get a bunch of stuff done in a timely manner.

Yolanda was an editor and writer. She was 49 years old, lived in Georgia, and had 

a Bachelor’s degree. Her word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 12,000. 

She learned about NaNoWriMo from online friends who had participated in the previous 

year. Her NaNoWriMo profile was detailed and included a full author bio with links to 

her website and links to her published e-books, one of which began as a NaNoWriMo
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project. In her initial response, she described NaNoWriMo as “fun”, and in the follow-up 

email interview, I asked her to expand on this comment. She explained:

I like the social aspect, interacting with others who are working on their own 

projects. Writing can be a very solitary and sometimes isolating undertaking, so I 

think it's important to have people you can share the process with. A couple of 

times, I've actually been able to sit down with fellow NaNo writers in person and 

write together, which is even more of a boost!

Joyce was a technical writer. She was 25 years old, lived in Australia, and had a 

Bachelor’s degree. Her word count for NaNoWriMo 2012 was approximately 14,500.

She learned about NaNoWriMo through LiveJoumal. Her NaNoWriMo profile was 

detailed and included an author bio and link to her Twitter channel. In the follow-up 

email interview, I asked her to compare her experiences with NaNoWriMo and her 

experiences writing in college. Joyce replied that since there was no grading, she was 

able to take more risks in NaNoWriMo. She wrote:

NaNoWriMo is all about extrapolating and inventing. Additionally, with no risk 

(aside from the risk to your pride when you reread your work, or your 

employment when you write until 4am), there's greater opportunity to experiment, 

try new ideas, and see where the story takes you.

Thematic Analysis: Descriptions o f NaNoWriMo 

Thematic analysis based on all collected data was conducted in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of NaNoWriMo. This analysis encompassed participants’ 

descriptions of their experiences with NaNoWriMo and with local NaNoWriMo events,
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as well as comparisons o f NaNoWriMo and other extracurricular writing activities in 

which these responders have participated.

Describing the NaNoWriMo Experience

I asked Participants to describe their experiences with NaNoWriMo in their own 

words. To begin data analysis with an initial overview of these responses, I read and 

reread each comment, while making a list of the key description. The list contained 

dozens of hyperbolic words, including awesome, fantastic, amazing, life-changing, and 

excellent. Finding one suitable synonym seemed impossible, so I created a word cloud 

using all of the descriptive words from all of the participants’ responses to this interview 

question to provide readers with a visual summary of the responses. Words that appeared 

most often in the descriptions appear in the largest, boldest fonts in the word cloud.

Figure 15. NaNoWriMo Description Word Cloud
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I grouped the descriptions of NaNoWriMo into three categories: positive, neutral, 

and negative. Ninety-two of 100 descriptions were completely positive. One participant 

described NaNoWriMo as “life-altering. Profound. Expanded my skills as a reader, a 

writer. Made me friends on two continents. It is like a master class in writing at the 

graduate university level only more fun and with chocolate.” Another responded that the 

experience was “thirty days of insane writing, overcaffeination, and more fun than I can 

describe.” One participant stated:

Nothing but positives all around. Thanks to NaNo, I am now a published author. 

NaNo taught me how to structure long narratives, taught me work ethic, taught 

me how I like to tell stories, what I need to do to write, and what it means to work 

consistently on one piece.

Six of 100 responses were neutral, meaning they contained both positive and 

negative descriptions of NaNoWriMo. One participant stated, “Fun, though somewhat 

disheartening since I didn't complete a novel during the month.” Another replied, 

“Unfortunately, due to real life obligations, I didn't get very far in my project.” One 

respondent described NaNoWriMo, “Fun, difficult, challenging, disappointing -- because 

I never wrote a usable novel.”

Two of 100 responses were negative descriptions of the NaNoWriMo experience. 

One participant complained that the experience was “kind of frustrating, because I never 

get the goal.” Another stated, “It was a bit hectic. November is a tough month for me—a 

lot of grading, a major holiday and other obligations. Overall, I found it stressful.”
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Further analysis of these descriptions revealed several emerging from 

participants’ responses to the question: How would you describe your experience with 

NaNoWriMo? Three major themes emerged: Fandom, Encouragement, and Ethos.

I am using Fandom as the description of this theme to encapsulate the ways in 

which this study’s participants describe themselves as fans (Jenkins, 2006; Mittell, 2013) 

of NaNoWriMo. Fourteen of the 100 responses included the phrase “I love NaNo”, and 

92 of the 100 contained enthusiastic descriptions of the NaNoWriMo experience. Many 

responses mentioned plans for next year’s NaNoWriMo event. Interview responses and 

analysis o f participants’ NaNoWriMo profile pages revealed that most had participated 

for multiple years. Many made financial donations to the site, and eight reported that they 

volunteered their time as local Municipal Liaisons.

Excerpts from responses collected through the online questionnaire and follow-up 

email interviews follow in illustration of the Fandom theme. One participant stated, “It's 

been a blast, and I've discovered that I like writing and creating. I've participated every 

year since 2003, and won every year since 2005.” Another said, “I love it. Honestly love. 

Hearts.” Another agreed, “I love it. It always gets me to be so much more productive. I've 

written so many stories that I wouldn't have otherwise.” One participant described 

recommending NaNoWriMo, “I constantly tout the NaNoWriMo events to my clients, 

co-workers, and acquaintances.” One respondent described how NaNoWriMo had 

influences his writing production, “AMAZING! I wrote an entire book which I am 

currently working on editing for publication with the encouragement and help o f fellow 

Wrimos!” Another participant discussed the NaNoWriMo philosophy:
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I’m a firm believer in the NaNo philosophy of creative abandon: write a first draft 

at a reckless pace, throw in stuff because it seems like a good idea in the moment, 

don’t stress if you’re not sure about the ending of your book, or how to get there 

from where you are at the moment.

The second major theme that emerged in the category of NaNoWriMo 

descriptions was the theme of Encouragement. Participants reported that they received 

encouragement through the structure of the NaNoWriMo event, through the pep talks and 

forums, and through interactions with other participants. Excerpts from responses 

collected through the online questionnaire and follow-up interview follow in illustration 

of the Encouragement theme. One respondent described the experience as “positive 

through and through. It's a great community and there's a lot of encouragement to keep 

writing.” Another replied, “Amazing. It was encouraging and helpful to have others with 

similar struggles to read and share on the forums.” One participant compared it to other 

writing groups and explained, “NaNoWriMo is much more positive than writing groups 

I've been to. NaNoWriMo is always 100% encouragement without the negativity 

involved in other writing activities.”

One participant addressed personal progress, “The first couple o f years, I only 

held out the first couple of weeks and then gave up. This year, I made it to (and beyond!) 

50,000 words.” Another participant explained, [I gained] “the knowledge that I could 

actually hit 50,000 words... I also worked up the courage to write in a different genre and 

point of view than I normally do, since NaNo provides encouragement to just write and 

see what happens.”
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The third major theme that emerged in the category of NaNoWriMo descriptions 

was the theme of Ethos. This theme was designated to describe participants’ accounts of 

the spirit, atmosphere, and environment of NaNoWriMo. Participants reported the unique 

ethos of the event as one of the major characteristics of NaNoWriMo. Some describe the 

month of November as NaNoWriMo or noveling “season”, and many anticipate annual 

participation. One participant stated, “I'm on a sort of annual circadian rhythm of writing 

where November is the month of germination.” Another agreed, “I look forward to 

November every year and love the camaraderie it brings and the challenge of balancing 

life with a lot more writing than usual.”

Excerpts from responses collected through the online questionnaire and follow-up 

email interviews follow in illustration of the Ethos theme. Two respondents referred to 

the energy associated with the experience. Stacy shared, “NaNoWriMo’s invigorated my 

writing life - 1 know I can always going to get a jumpstart on my projects in November, 

and the community is incredibly supportive.” Leah explained, “There's a unique kind of 

energy and passion that only seems to develop in November, and I think it has to do with 

the deadline.” Other participants described the experience as fun. Dakota stated, “Write- 

ins are competitive and so much fun! I love the atmosphere.” Jason wrote, “Nano has a 

sense of fun and excitement that other writing circles and workshops don’t usually 

capture.” Claudia elaborated:

I love NaNoWriMo. I've participated every year from 2004 onward and have 

published two of my NaNoWriMo projects, with other NaNo manuscripts in the
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queue for revision and publication. I enjoy the friendly and competitive spirit of 

the month as well as the incredible support offered by the writers to each other. 

Additional evidence for these findings emerged from my role as a participant 

observer. As a NaNoWriMo participant, I received encouraging emails and pep talks 

during the 2012 NaNoWriMo event. I also observed enthusiastic anticipation and 

promotion in the weeks preceding the 2012 NaNoWriMo event through the NaNoWriMo 

website, email, blog and Facebook posts from writers, and forum posts and podcasts on 

the Storywonk website.

Describing Local NaNoWriMo Events

Half (n=50) of the study’s responders reported participating in a local, in-person 

event during NaNoWriMo 2012. Of the 50 individuals who reported attending these 

events, eight described themselves as local Municipal Liaisons. O f the participants who 

attended local events, many attended more than one. Forty-one people attended local 

write-ins, 22 attended a local Kick-Off Party, 13 attended a TGIO (Thank God It’s Over) 

Party, seven attended local meet-ups, and four attended Nights of Living Dangerously 

events. I coded their responses based on key phrases and grouped them into categories. 

Several participants listed more than one reason for participating in local events; all of 

responses are included in this summary. These coded phrases are listed below in Table 6.
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Table 6
Reasons fo r  Attending Local NaNoWriMo Events

Reason for A ttending Local NaNoWriMo Events Frequency
W anted to  m eet o ther Wrimos 13
Social/fun 12

Cam araderie 11
For m otivation or support 10

Convenience 4
To connect with the  writing com m unity 4

Curiosity about o ther NaNoWriMo w riters 2
For encouragem ent 2
For accountability 1

When asked to describe their reasons for attending local, in-person NaNoWriMo 

events, Gail said, “I wanted accountability and a sense of camaraderie.” Julia said, 

“Socializing, support, being with people who share the same passion.” Megan explained, 

“Writing is generally a solitary activity, but if writers get together, they get inspired. 

Write-ins were really great to pump me up, keep me on task and as a way to connect with 

other authors.”

When asked to describe these local NaNoWriMo events, the majority of 

responders answered with positive descriptions. Mackenzie described the local events as, 

“Social and writerly. A time of getting to know and bond with other Wrimos.”

Twenty-seven of the responses described the events as positive, beneficial, or 

productive. Claudia said, “Great! Got some good writing done and I enjoyed having the 

company of others working in parallel.” Eighteen responses included the word “fun”. 

Greg stated, “It was a fun and satisfying experience that lessened the loneliness of 

writing.”
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Eight of the responders said it was good to meet other writers or good to write 

with other writers. Johanna explained, “I had a great time listening to people talk about 

their novels and talking about mine in turn. Writing is so solitary, it's nice to sit down and 

talk to people who really care about it.”

Four of the participants responded negatively, describing the local events as 

unproductive. Iris described the local events as “lackluster. We got almost no writing 

done, and lots of talking. Most of the people were there strictly for the social aspect so 

those of us there to write really couldn't.”

Comparing NaNoWriMo and Other Writing Events

Fifty-six of the 100 participants in this study reported participating in other 

writing events, such as workshops or writing conferences, in addition to NaNoWriMo. 

Participants’ responses included 48 positive descriptions, including NaNoWriMo as more 

focused on generative writing, less judgmental, more intense, more productive, more 

supportive, more fun, and more motivating than the other writing events they have 

attended. Two participants reported negatively, stating NaNoWriMo provides less 

guidance on writing and provides less helpful feedback. Dylan noted, “Workshops that 

I've attended, in general, were more focused on the business aspects of writing, query 

letters, finding an agent, etc. -  you know, all the stuff they don't bother to really teach 

you about in college writing courses.” Edward wrote, “NaNoWriMo is much more 

positive than writing groups I've been to. NaNoWriMo is always 100% encouragement 

without the negativity involved in other writing activities.” Gwen explained, “NaNo is 

very much unlike anything else I've experienced. A lot of writing seminars and panels
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I've sat in on suggest partaking in NaNo to understand the pressure of writing with a 

deadline.” In her response to the online questionnaire, Lucila wrote:

I am far more productive during NaNo months than I am during a conference. I 

have attended one writing conference, and while it was a valuable experience, 

filled with information about the craft of writing and the publishing industry, 

personal writing doesn't really happen.

Reflecting on Gains from NaNoWriMo Experience

Analysis of responses to the online questionnaire and follow-up interview 

questions revealed several emerging from participants’ responses to the question, what 

did you gain from your experience with NaNoWriMo? Three major themes that emerged 

were Impact on Identity and Practice, Self-Efficacy, and Time Management.

The first major theme that emerged in the gains category was the theme of Impact 

on Identity and Practices. This theme was designated to describe participants’ accounts of 

ways in which their writing practices, and their self-perceptions related to writing, have 

changed as a result of NaNoWriMo. Several participants described NaNoWriMo as “life- 

changing”, and this analysis was conducted in an effort to understand the ways in which 

NaNoWriMo impacted their lives. Results indicate that NaNoWriMo provides 

meaningful experiences that shapes participants’ approaches to writing and helps them 

conceptualize themselves as writers.

Responses collected through the online questionnaire and follow-up interviews 

illustrate the Impact on Identity and Practice theme. One participant stated, “I am a writer 

now. It has begun to redefine the person I am and what I plan on giving back to the
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world. It was life-changing.” Others responded similarly, “At my core I believe myself to 

be a writer”; and “I am a writer. I proved it to myself.”

Some participants spoke o f reaching their goals because of NaNoWriMo. One 

said, “My experiences with NaNoWriMo have been nothing short of amazing. They have 

inspired me in many facets of my life to continue to give everything my all and reach my 

goals through hard work and belief in myself.” Another stated:

I have been writing ever since I learned how to spell, and I had been making up 

stories in my head long before that, but I'd never managed to finish anything. 

Participating in NaNoWriMo was a chance to prove to myself that I was capable 

of writing.

Other responses referred to the personal growth and change experienced because 

of NaNoWriMo. One described it as “amazing, life-changing, I wouldn't be the same 

person without it. That's what happens when Nano sees you through high school, college, 

and your adult life.” Another respondent also referred to the long-lasting impact:

NaNo did exactly what it says it will: it gave me permission to just write 

without worrying overly much about plot holes, character issues or editing... 

Having a (partial or complete) novel pretty much every year since 2003 really 

helps me see how much I’ve grown as a writer in the past ten years, in all ways -  

from something as simple as grammar to character growth and realistic dialogue. 

That, in turn, has let me gain greater confidence in how much my writing has 

improved, a lot o f that due to all the writing I do each November.
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Two participants discussed the influence on their writing and their lives. One 

stated, “In the decade I've done NaNo, I've sent my inner editor through the woodchipper 

not just in my writing, but in my life and my career.” Another responded:

I learned a lot, not necessarily about the craft of writing but about the process. I 

figure NaNoWriMo isn’t so much about producing a novel as it is about getting 

you in the habit of writing every day. That’s still the #1 tip I’ve heard from every 

author.

The second major theme that emerged in the gains category was the theme of 

Self-Efficacy. This theme was designated to describe participants’ accounts of the ways 

in which they gained confidence, or felt a sense o f accomplishment, as writers as a result 

o f participation in NaNoWriMo. Results indicate attempting to reach the 50,000-word 

goal of NaNoWriMo helps participants develop a sense of confidence and 

accomplishment, even if they do not reach the word goal, if a strong effort is made. The 

time spent on a sustained writing project appears to be more important than reaching the 

50,000-word mark.

Excerpts from responses collected through the online questionnaire and follow-up 

interviews follow in illustration of the Self-Efficacy theme. Many participants mentioned 

gaining confidence: “I gained the confidence as a writer to believe in myself and know I 

can actually write an entire novel”; “Confidence. I didn't finish but I managed to write 

more than I have ever written before”; “Learned more about myself as a writer. Gained 

confidence that I could actually do it”; and “A rough draft, confidence, a writing rhythm 

and an idea on how to shape ideas into a story.”
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Other participants spoke proudly of their accomplishments: “A pretty good first 

draft, a sense o f accomplishment... and the ability to trust myself more as a writer”; “It 

was a fantastic experience. I met fellow writers, some whom I now consider friends, and 

felt an immense sense o f accomplishment at completing an actual manuscript in 24 days.

I thoroughly enjoyed it”; “The ability to know that I can focus to meet a goal when I want 

and can rise to almost any challenge”; “I'm proud of how much I was able to accomplish 

in such a short period o f time”; and “A completed story, and a great deal o f practice at 

writing. I like to think I've gotten a lot better.”

The third major theme that emerged in the category of Gains from NaNoWriMo 

was the theme o f Time Management. This theme was designated to describe participants’ 

accounts o f the ways in which they managed time to meet the 30-day deadline of 

NaNoWriMo. Results indicate that participants dedicate substantial amounts of time 

toward their NaNoWriMo projects and develop strategies, such as setting daily word 

count goals, to use their time productively. Individuals who participate in NaNoWriMo 

annually plan the month of November around the event, and some participants appear to 

begin planning the details of their novels and strategies for managing their time well 

before November 1.

Excerpts from responses collected through the online questionnaire and follow-up 

interviews follow in illustration of the Time Management theme. Following are responses 

to the questions: How would you describe your experiences with NaNoWriMo?; and 

What did you gain from the NaNoWriMo experience? Some participants spoke of 

learning how to manage their time: “My experience with NaNoWriMo helped me use
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small blocks of time productively and not get so overwhelmed by large scale writing 

when I went back to grad school this fall”; and:

It was definitely an eye-opening experience. Aside from getting the skeleton of a 

story done, you learn a lot about yourself, how to balance time and commitments, 

and how to MAKE time to do the things you want to do.

Others spoke o f the challenge of time management. One participant described 

NaNoWriMo as “Surprisingly challenging, but manageable, given daily goals and 

targets”. Another said, “I gained a better appreciation for time management.”

For many participants, NaNoWriMo has become an annual tradition. In 

describing the impact of NaNoWriMo on her life, one responder shared,

I've ‘won’ four years in a row. I plan my vacations around it now, so I can have a 

week of focused writing time. I make sure my friends know so they can cheer me 

on or hold me accountable. Crossing the finish line is such a satisfying 

accomplishment!

NaNoWriMo Descriptions Summary

To summarize, data collected from within the category o f NaNoWriMo 

Descriptions were analyzed thematically to reveal the ways in which participants became 

aware of NaNoWriMo, the reasons they chose to participate, their descriptions of the 

NaNoWriMo event and their descriptions of local events, comparisons between 

NaNoWriMo and other writing activities, as well as their gains from participation in 

NaNoWriMo. Emerging themes were reported, including Fandom, Encouragement,

Ethos, Self-Efficacy, and Time Management.
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Thematic Analysis: Motivation for Writers 

Analysis o f responses to the online questionnaire and follow-up interview 

questions revealed several emerging within the thematic category of Motivation. Two 

major themes emerged: Challenge and Story Ideas. Results indicate that the structure of 

the NaNoWriMo challenge, the monumental word count goal and shared deadline, and 

the premise of the event (that anyone with a story idea should try to write a novel) create 

a motivating experience for participants.

The first major theme that emerged in the category of Motivation was the theme 

of Challenge. Participants reported that they chose to take part in NaNoWriMo, and 

engaged in the daunting task of writing every day during the month of November, 

because they were motivated to test their skills as writers in order to win the challenge of 

writing 50,000 words in just thirty days. Excerpts from responses collected through the 

online questionnaire and follow-up email interviews follow in illustration of the 

Challenge theme. Many participants enjoyed the challenge associated with the 30-day 

deadline: “It's a great experience. There's very little I find more motivating than a time 

crunch. Since the emphasis is on quantity and not quality, it pushes you to write the 

words that you may otherwise stumble over”; “I needed the deadline to stop 

procrastinating”; “Conferences and workshops are wonderful ways to elevate your craft. 

They do not tend to challenge your ability to write the way that 140+ pages in 30 days 

challenges you”; and “Compared to my non-NaNo attempts to write, the looming 

deadline inspired me to get the stories written, then come back to them later and make 

them readable.”
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For other participants, the challenge itself was motivating: “The challenge 

appealed to me. I had written shorter works, and one novel-length piece but never in the 

one month time frame”; “The concept was intriguing, challenging, exciting, and a little 

scary. It resonated with me”; “The challenge was intriguing and the goal seemed 

formidable”; “I thought 50,000 was an awesome sounding challenge, so I gave it a shot”; 

“With NaNo, I'm so competitive, even with only myself for an opponent, that I made 

myself get to 50,000 words, just because I was unwilling to admit defeat.” One 

participant explained:

The challenge itself has been stimulating and fun in the years I decided to 

participate. I haven't always ‘won’, or even produced work I liked, but I've 

enjoyed what I did accomplish. I've also used NaNo as a motivator to set and 

achieve non-noveling goals during November.

Still others saw the challenge as helpful to achieving their writing goals: “Before I 

began my annual participation in NaNo, I had a hard time finishing pieces. I would start, 

get to that half-way or three-quarter point, and then give up”; “I'm a writer and I had 

trouble completing a goal. It motivated me to actually start writing my novel and finish 

it”; “Nothing motivates me to write like NaNoWriMo”; and “It was motivating to see the 

number counts go up and try to get to 50,000.”

The second major theme that emerged in the category o f Motivation was the 

theme of Story Ideas. Participants reported that they believed participation in 

NaNoWriMo would help them write books based on ideas they had for stories but had 

not yet attempted to write. Excerpts from responses collected through the online



140

questionnaire and follow-up email interviews follow in illustration of the Story Idea 

theme. Some participants mentioned the NaNoWriMo structure as helpful to telling their 

stories: “I had stories to tell and no outlet to tell them. I had never written before and I 

thought the structure of the challenge would help me reach my goal”; and “I've always 

loved writing and had a few ideas in my head for many years. I needed the defined 

‘excuse’ o f setting time aside to focus me on it.”

Others felt the deadline challenged them to tell their stories: “My first book took 

at least a year to write in first draft. I had a strong idea for a second novel and wanted to 

try a different approach”; “I had a story idea and a competitive streak. It's harder to quit 

when you're working in a structured challenge”; and “I had a story, but had never gotten 

very far in writing it. I figured NaNoWriMo would give me the proper motivation.”

To summarize, data collected from within the category of Motivation were 

analyzed thematically to reveal the ways in which participants experience motivation 

through NaNoWriMo, and the motivating factors that influenced their decision to 

participate in NaNoWriMo. Two major themes emerged: Challenge and Story Ideas.

Thematic Analysis: Participatory Culture Theory 

Jenkins’ (2006,2009) theory of participatory culture is the theoretical foundation 

of this study. In the conceptual kaleidoscope framework I have applied to this study, 

NaNoWriMo functions as a participatory writing group operating as an affinity space 

(Gee, 2004) in the Age of Composition (Yancey, 2009b). NaNoWriMo offers access to 

aesthetic writing experiences (Eisner, 2002), supports new literacies activities that are 

meaningful to participants (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011), and provides an informal
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learning community (Wenger, 1998) for writers in the digital extracurriculum (Eisner, 

2002; Gee, 2004; Jenkins, 2006; Lankshear & Knobel, 2011; Shultz, 2011; Wenger,

1998; Yancey, 2009b). Data collected from all sources in this study were analyzed 

thematically within each of these kaleidoscope categories, including artistic expression, 

support for creative writing, informal mentorship, meaningful contributions, and social 

connections.

Artistic Expression

NaNoWriMo is free, offering easy access for writers of all ages and backgrounds. 

It promotes a creative, marathon approach to writing a novel. The focus is on quantity, 

not quality, of words generated. Participants are encouraged to write continuously during 

November and then edit their manuscripts in January. Figure 16 is an example of a 

NaNoWriMo press release.

Creative Mayhem Sweeps Across the Globe
Berkeley, California (October 1, 2012) -  If on November 1 you hear furious keyboard pounding echoing around the 
world, fear no t It is the sound of more lhan 250,000 people beginnings literary challenge of epic proportions: 30  days, 
50,000 words, and one original novel.

Figure 16. Image Captured from NaNoWriMo Press Release
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Excerpts from responses collected through the online questionnaire and email interviews 

follow in illustration of this theme. Many participants felt the marathon approach helped 

them express themselves: “The support and the push NaNo gives (no editing allowed) 

seemed to be perfect for me. I needed a push and a step to write down all my thoughts, 

including the crap, just to move forward”; “It has forced me to write and think less about 

the quality. Editing is a separate function”; and “NaNoWriMo Ts“ aTT abouf getting down 

the first draft. The only worry is to get the rough draft finished.” One participant 

explained:

I've loved the community and it's given me a lot more confidence about myself as 

a writer. It's also taught me how to just sit down and write without torturing 

myself for weeks about getting a particular sentence just right. It's been exactly 

what I needed.

Support for Creative Writing

NaNoWriMo provides multiple sources of support for writers, including tools 

such as word counters, progress bars, web pages, participant profiles, pep talks, a writing 

buddies list, and discussion forums. Figure 17 depicts some of these supports.

|Q  Pag* count estimate based on word count

|Q  Hating Your Story Already?] 1

|Q  Stay is finished, but not theword count.
W

|Q  NaNo 2013: MY FIRST TIME! H B M

IQ The Reason JCw New Start Writing

|Q  How to motivate yourself to write 6 _

Figure 17. Screen Capture from the “Reaching 50,000” Forum
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Participants generate collective energy to help each other reach the 50,000-word 

goal. Many of the responses collected through the online questionnaire and email 

interviews illustrate this theme: “There was so much support in the e-mails from the 

website, I felt loved and inspired the entire time”; “Every year I've participated, I've had a 

positive experience -- been inspired by the pep talks, encouraged by the writing 

community, and glad to have a prompt to get me writing”; and “There was a communal 

energy to the gatherings that made everyone more productive, as we shared in our mutual 

creative suffering.” One participant elaborated, “My first NaNo was wonderful. The 

forums held supportive writers from all over the globe and walks of life. The 

encouragement in the messages from published writers added extra inspiration and have 

an extra push to keep writing.”

Informal Mentorship

NaNoWriMo provides mentorship to new members though the forums and 

through the work of Municipal Liaisons, who volunteer to organize and support in-person 

NaNoWriMo events in their local geographic regions. Figure 18 is a sample welcome 

screen offer mentorship for newcomers.

A9enBew»»tostottyourN»MoVyrftto«H)*nen» Cone ta*ndiitrodu»yotf»l art you project , 9002(6002)

Moderator*: Heather Dudley. Star»ng_Smctair

B E  W e lc o m e ) C o m e  in tro d u ce  yourse lf h e re l 

B E  N e w b ie s  kxjki n g  fo r m e n to rs

1 0 0 5

a s e

M en to rs  lo ok ing  for n e w b ie s

Figure 18. NaNoWriMo Group Forum (Newbies!)
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Eight participants in this study identified themselves as Municipal Liaisons. Excerpts 

from responses collected through the online questionnaire and email interviews follow in 

illustration of the theme of Informal Mentorship. One participant explained, “The forums 

held supportive writers from ail over the globe and walks of life. The encouragement in 

the messages from published writers added extra inspiration and have an extra push to 

keep writing.” One respondent stated:

One of the most valuable things about NaNoWriMo happens to be the forums 

where you can ask advice of other writers. These writers are all experts in some 

field-whether it be making coffee or working at an insurance company.

Another added:

This was the first year I truly used the forums. I offered my own expertise, and I 

used the forums to craft some of my research. I was able to get real life 

experiences for situations in my novel, and I feel that it gave me additional 

authenticity in writing my first draft. Since writing is such a solitary endeavor, 

having someone to ask about certain aspects who understands the kind o f thing 

you may be looking for is an amazingly valuable experience.

Meaningful Contributions

Many participants mentioned their new literacy activities in the context of 

NaNoWriMo participation, including blogging, Twitter, self-publishing and fan fiction. 

Fan fiction emerged as a strong theme in this study. Currently, there are over 7,000 posts 

on the Fan Fiction genre discussion forum. Figure 19 is an example o f a Fan Fiction 

discussion forum.
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^  Fanfic Writing Buddies 

K  Fanfiction Dares of 2012

A  Welcome to the Fanfiction Forim - Including thread Index) 
■  your fandom here!

m Dew Fanfiction Author (tatters from chamdera)

m Fanfic Character Post Secrets

m FaflSction Death

What kinds of warnings do you put, if any?

m You knew you write fanfic when...

m i Fanfic Pet Peeves

m Pokemon?

Doctor Who

m Would it court as fanfic ff.„.

Kl) How should Terminator end?

Figure 19. The NaNoWriMo Fan Fiction Discussion Forum

Twelve participants in this study identified themselves as fan fiction writers. 

Excerpts from responses collected through the online questionnaire and email interviews 

follow in illustration of the theme of Fan Fiction in the Meaningful Contributions 

category of data analysis. One participant stated:

My success the first year, with a fanfiction project, motivated me to try the 

following year with an original project. That, in turn, motivated me to keep trying.
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I haven't been a NaNo "winner" since my second year (I've done two additional

years since then), but I'm going to keep trying, because I know it can work for me.

Two participants found the Fan Fiction forum helped them write: “I'm a writer. I 

generally write fan fic, but decided I needed a prod to work on original fiction”; and, “I 

wanted to write a lengthy fanfiction and this seemed like the ideal way to force myself to 

work on building a longer story.”

Social Connections

NaNoWriMo functions as a writing group and community, where participants are 

able to interact socially online and in person. The website also includes forums, such as 

the one depicted in Figure 20, dedicated to writing groups with members participating 

collaboratively in the NaNoWriMo event, and forums dedicated to virtual groups, such as 

World of Warcraft participants, who want to participate together.

« « *
oHtmi

Figure 20. Writing Groups and Virtual Worlds Forums

Participants discussed the NaNoWriMo community often in their interview responses, 

and the community is one of the most well-known characteristics o f the event. Excerpts
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from responses collected through the online questionnaire and email interviews follow in 

illustration of the theme of Social Connection. One participant commented:

I like the social aspect, interacting with others who are working on their own 

projects. Writing can be a very solitary and sometimes isolating undertaking, so I 

think it's important to have people you can share the process with. A couple of 

times, I've actually been able to sit down with fellow NaNo writers in person and 

write together, which is even more of a boost!

Other participants agreed that community was a positive aspect of NaNoWriMo: 

“NaNo is a great community where everyone pulls together to help each other”; and 

“NaNoWriMo gave me the opportunity to participate in a writing community.”

Some wrote o f the importance of making connections with other writers: “I have 

completed multiple first drafts, made lifelong friends outside of just the one month of 

nano, and become part of a community that I feel a huge connection with”; and:

As a participant, the big difference in my success was that the event is public, by 

giving me the peer-groups and the forum outlets to act as a writer (in a public 

setting) with like-minded people I was able to have validation and witnesses to 

my early efforts. It was like finding a tribe with eyes like mine; folks, at first, that 

I didn’t even know existed.

Participatory Culture Summary

Jenkins’ theory of participatory culture is the guiding theoretical framework of 

this study. Data collected through participant observations, responses to an online
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questionnaire, email interviews, and online artifacts were analyzed through thematically 

based on categories derived from this theoretical lens.

Thematic Analysis: Postsecondary Writing 

Comparing NaNoWriMo and College Writing

Participants were asked to compare their experiences writing in NaNoWriMo to 

their experiences writing in college. A college degree was a criteria for participation in 

this study, and all 100 responders described themselves as college graduates: 11 have 

two-year Associates degrees, 54 have four-year Bachelor’s degrees, 29 have Master’s 

degrees, four have professional degrees (JD or MD), and two have doctoral degrees 

(Ed.D. or Ph.D.). Additionally, 15 of these participants are currently pursuing a graduate 

degree.

Overwhelmingly, participants described NaNoWriMo as more positive than 

writing in college with more for opportunity for creativity and support. Only one 

participant described writing in college as more helpful than NaNoWriMo. Abigail wrote, 

“Writing in college came with helpful feedback and practice at rewriting which 

NaNoWriMo does not provide.” During data analysis, six themes emerged from 

participants’ comparisons of NaNoWriMo and college writing: Enjoyment, Autonomy, 

Opportunities for Writing Fiction, Sustained Writing Projects, Creative Freedom, and 

Choice of Genre. Each o f these themes is described below.

With the exception o f creative writing majors, responders reported that they had 

few opportunities to write fictional narratives in college, and even those who studied 

creative writing were not encouraged to write novels. The following interview excerpts
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illustrate the Opportunities for Writing Fiction theme. One participant stated, “Novels 

and short stories require very different skill sets— and very few college classes teach 

novel writing techniques, even though most writers want to be novelists.” Others agreed: 

“I never got to write fiction in college, so it's an entirely different experience”; “Most of 

my college writing experience was research, essay, or reflective writing, so there was no 

dialogue to handle, or a plot to be especially creative with” ; and:

1 didn't write fiction in college. Being an English/Linguistics major meant I only 

wrote literary essays or scientific reports. NaNo is all fiction, all off the cuff. But 

aside from content, it wasn't too different from my normal fiction writing since 

college.

The key feature of NaNoWriMo is that it challenges participants to write a 

novella-length draft, which is a much longer project than is usually possible to complete 

in class. Several participants described NaNoWriMo as more challenging than writing in 

college. The following interview excerpts illustrate the Sustained Writing theme. One 

participant stated, “I didn't do too much creative writing in college—which was more 

than 20 years ago now. Certainly, my NaNoWriMo projects have been much larger and 

more ambitious than anything I attempted in college.” Another agreed, “It's definitely 

more intense because it's over the course of 30 days instead o f a semester, and a longer 

piece o f writing than anything I pursued in undergrad.” One respondent elaborated: 

NaNoWriMo is simultaneously much stricter and much more free than any 

writing exercise I've done in college. In none of my college courses have I ever 

had the option of just choosing to write about absolutely anything, but even my
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most stringent classes wouldn't dare ask that I write over 1,500 words every day.

The result is that I think the best pieces of writing I have ever done are for

NaNoWriMo, not my college classes.

NaNoWriMo is designed to be a fun, social challenge. Predictably, participants 

described NaNoWriMo as more enjoyable than writing in college. One participant stated, 

“It was much more social than my writing in college, which I mostly did by myself 

sitting in a computer room or lab.” Another added that it was “much more exciting and 

enjoyable.” Some respondents associated the writing with fun: “Is it fair to say that it was 

simply more fun?”; “At times, they were equally frenzied. It's easier to plan your writing 

around a specific prompt, as in college, but NaNo has a really fun community going 

online. Not much about college glorifies the slapdash and daring”; “A LOT more fun, 

because I could pick the topic. Writing fiction is a lot more interesting than writing non

fiction”; and “NaNo is fun, NaNo was something that I wanted to share with people, 

wanted to brag about and hear other people brag about, so it feels less like drudgery than 

writing for academia.”

Participants described the importance of authenticity and autonomy of writing 

projects, comparing the writing they chose to do for NaNoWriMo to the writing they 

were assigned in college. Several participants commented upon the personal ownership 

they felt when writing using NaNoWriMo: “Writing in college was for other people, to 

meet their wants and to fit in their box. Writing for NaNo was for me, in whatever form I 

needed it to be”; “For NaNo, I got to build worlds and create characters, while in college, 

all I did was analyze other people’s work”; “I did not enjoy writing in college because it
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felt very scripted, stilted. With NaNoWriMo I feel I can be myself as a writer”; and 

“College writing had to be professional, well-sourced, strict. It is like wearing a uniform. 

NaNoWriMo is like dressing up the way you personally feel most beautiful.” One 

participant elaborated:

Writing fiction has a lot less restrictions and allows my creativity to soar.

Maybe it comes down to the fact that when I write fiction, I write for myself. My 

reports sometimes come out fake, because I need to hit a certain word count, or 

there are some buzz words that I know the prof will like. It feels like churning out 

words for the sake of the assignment, but devoid of any real value.

NaNoWriMo appears to offer more opportunities for generative writing and 

invention than writing in college. It also offers an opportunity to write without fear of 

judgment, critique, or grading. Several participants said that the pressure o f being graded 

or having their writing criticized by their instructors or peers made writing more difficult 

and stressful. The following interview excerpts illustrate the Freedom theme. One 

participant commented, “NaNo is so much more free... During NaNo, I can write 

whatever zany thing I think might be fun and gush words onto the page. I'm under no 

pressure to be good. It's wonderful.” Another agreed:

Writing with NaNo was about freeing the inner muse and allowing imagination 

to run free... the ability to write with freedom and knowing that there would be no 

judgment made it the most creative process I have ever participated in to date.

One respondent added:
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NaNoWriMo allowed me to write for the sake of writing, without any real 

purpose (other than to write a novel). I had daily goals and was motivated by my 

fear of not meeting my goals. When I was writing in college, I was motivated by 

fear of failing a class, and I didn't feel like that I had the same kind of freedom I 

had during NaNoWriMo.

Choice of genre is also a characteristic of NaNoWriMo. One section of the forums 

on the NaNoWriMo site is organized by genre, so writers can discuss their novels with 

others who share their interest. These forums, called the Genre Lounges, include 

discussion boards for sixteen types of novels: Adventure; Chick Lit; Erotic Fiction; 

Fantasy; Historical Fiction; Horror & Supernatural; Literary Fiction; Mainstream & 

Realistic Fiction, Mystery, Thriller & Suspense; Religious, Spiritual & New Age; 

Romance; Satire, Humor & Parody; Science Fiction; Young Adult & Children’s Lit; 

Fanfiction; and Other Genres. Figure 21 gives some examples o f these genre forums.
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Figure 21. Five Examples o f NaNoWriMo Genre Lounges Forums

Twenty o f the participants in this study described the genre in which they write 

for NaNoWriMo: two write Science Fiction, six write Fantasy, and twelve write Fan 

Fiction. Several participants noted the freedom to choose a genre when comparing their 

experiences with NaNoWriMo and their experiences o f writing in college. The following 

interview excerpts illustrate this theme. One participant stated, “Less judgment, and the 

ability to write in whatever genre I like without dealing with my fellow 

classmates/workshoppers being rude about it.” Another participant elaborated:

NaNoWriMo is much more supportive. I took two creative writing classes in 

college. One professor told me that he wouldn't read anything that was ‘genre’ (I 

write chiefly science fiction) and the other asked me, “Are you sure there are 

markets for this stuff?” We won't even discuss the opinions of most of the other 

writing students.

Another respondent agreed that NaNoWriMo was a more welcoming environment:

Only one of the six creative writing workshop courses I took as an undergrad 

allowed me to submit works of "genre fiction" (a label I sort of despise)... As a
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writer of fantasy and sci-fi novels I found myself much more welcomed in the 

NaNo community than in the university writing workshops.

NaNoWriMo and the College Curriculum

In his comparison o f NaNoWriMo and college writing, Paul wrote, “NaNoWriMo 

is like the ultimate creative writing intensive. It would be awesome if colleges offered 

credit, supported, or sponsored Nanowrimo for their students.” His comment made me 

wonder how the other Wrimos would respond to the idea of earning college credit for 

participation in NaNoWriMo, so I asked the 10 individuals who participated in the 

follow-up email interviews to share their thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part o f a college 

curriculum. Of the 10, five supported the idea; three argued against it, and two did not 

think it would be possible. Denise wrote:

A single college course with OLL events at its core can work for both the 

participants and the instructors -  especially if the instructors take the role of 

instructor/writer/ participant. That would be modeling and scaffolding of the 

curriculum at its highest expression.

Linsdey shared:

I would have loved to get credit for it during college! I would also be a proponent 

of a NaNo-esque program -  maybe sponsored by the Office of Lights and Letters 

for a semester long version of NaNo, with a special for the month o f November 

(or April in the spring semester and July if there’s a summer semester for the 

program).

Jason replied:
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Well, I'm past the days of worrying about academic credit. I think the idea may 

have some merit, but I wonder what the grading would be based on. I don't think 

it would be consistent with the NaNo experience and philosophy for teachers to 

be grading a NaNo manuscript on the same standards as a polished piece of 

writing.

Erin commented, “The only thing I think is: how would it be scored? Would it just be 

pass/fail? That seems like it kinda kills the spirit of NaNo.” Donald disagreed:

Definitely not. This was very much a personal challenge for me. Think of how 

running can be an enjoyable pastime and fitness activity, but gym class in high 

school was a bother. I did NaNoWriMo to prove something to myself (that it's 

possible to write every day, and that being a writer isn't as far-fetched a dream as I 

had though), and I don't think I'd like all the baggage that would come along with 

it being a college course (assignments, marks, having to please others). Oh, I just 

thought of a better example: reading. I love reading. It's probably my favorite 

thing to do. However, novel studies and literary analysis courses are just the 

worst, since it takes away my personal freedom and choices to enjoy the works... 

As soon as it becomes for credit, for someone else, or for a degree, my motivation 

and passion dissipate.

Nathan also disagreed:

What I like about NaNo is that anyone can do it - making it a college credit would 

change that dynamic - it would cease being a level playing field - as has happened 

with creative writing degrees - your work is only as good as who you've studied
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with and if you haven't studied with the right people they aren't interested in your 

work. Not that NaNo participation has any requirements but who knows ... will 

there be a division for the degree seeking people -  I’d rather NaNo done for the 

sake o f writing not for the sake of getting university credits.

It is worth noting that colleges are experimenting with ways to bring NaNoWriMo 

onto campus or into a curriculum. For example, the English Department at Stanford 

University offered a new course, Topics in Intermediate Fiction Writing: Novel Writing 

Intensive, during the Fall 2012 semester. This course was designed around students’ 

participation in National Novel Writing Month (Stanford, 2012). Other universities offer 

continuing education courses that incorporate participation in NaNoWriMo, and even 

more host NaNoWriMo events, such as library write-ins, on campus.

Habits o f Mind

I asked participants of this study, all of whom are college graduates, to compare 

their experiences with NaNoWriMo and their experiences of writing in college in order to 

see if implications for postsecondary curriculum and instruction would be revealed. To 

this end, I analyzed data collected from all data sources thematically based on the eight 

habits on mind described in the Framework fo r  Success in Postsecondary Writing, which 

was published in 2011 by the Council of Writing Center Administrators, the National 

Council of Teachers o f English, and the National Writing Project. The purpose of this 

analysis was to determine which, if any, of these habits were evident in participants’ 

descriptions of NaNoWriMo. Table 7 lists and describes each of these habits.
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Table 7
Data Analysis Themes Based on Postsecondary Writing Framework (CWPA et al., 2011)

THEME DESCRIPTION

Curiosity the desire to know more about the world

Openness the willingness to consider new ways of being and thinking in the world

Engagement a sense of investment and involvement in learning

Creativity the ability to use novel approaches for generating, investigating, and representing 
ideas

Persistence the ability to sustain interest in and attention to short- and long-term projects

Responsibility the ability to take ownership of one's actions and understand the consequences of 
those actions for oneself and others

Flexibility the ability to adapt to  situations, expectations, or demands

Metacognition the ability to reflect on one's own thinking as well as on the individual and cultural 
processes used to  structure knowledge

I did not ask participants to discuss their perceptions of the development o f these 

habits or to answer questions designed to target any of the habits. Instead, I analyzed all 

of the data holistically in order to discover which, if any, of the eight habits o f mind 

would emerge organically. During this round of data analysis, three of the habits emerged 

as themes: Creativity, Persistence, and Metacognition.

The Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing (CWPA et al., 2011) 

defines creativity as “the ability to use novel approaches for generating, investigating, 

and representing ideas” (p. 4). According to the Framework, writers develop creativity: 

By taking risks; by exploring questions, topics, and ideas that are new to them; 

using methods that are new to them to investigate questions, topics, and ideas; 

representing what they have learned in a variety of ways; and evaluating the 

effects or consequences o f their creative choices, (p. 4)
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During analysis, 1 searched for keywords and phrases in participants’ responses to 

the online questionnaire and follow-up interviews related to this definition of creativity. 

Excerpts from participants’ responses to all interview questions follow in illustration of 

the Creativity theme. One participant stated, “Each year I try to pick a different genre to 

write from.” Another commented, “NaNo makes me more efficient with creativity and 

usually pushes me to write more out of my comfort zone than plain free-writing or things 

like fanfiction contests.” Still another participant said, “Sustained writing over such a 

defined period of time really kicks the creativity into overdrive. It helps put the 

perspective of the whole story together as opposed to focusing on certain pieces.” One 

respondent elaborated:

Seeing other writer’s excerpts show the writing community that they aren’t alone 

in their subject matter. What they dreamed of in the fantastic of fantasy or sci-fi 

genres is appreciated and encouraged by peers. NaNo teaches, mostly, that all 

story ideas are good ones to risk.

Two participants discussed their creative freedom: “My writing was less structured but 

more adventurous” and:

I only failed NaNoWriMo in the sense that I didn't reach 50,000 words. In every 

other way I won, because I wrote more in one story than I had ever written before 

and I had so much fun giving my imagination free reign and just following it 

where it led me.

One participant explained:
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NaNoWriMo is all about extrapolating and inventing. Additionally, with no risk 

(aside from the risk to your pride when you reread your work, or your 

employment when you write until 4am), there's greater opportunity to experiment, 

try new ideas, and see where the story takes you.

The theme of creativity is also supported by the domain (Wenger, 2006) of the 

NaNoWriMo community, which is focused on creative writing, especially narrative 

fiction. By participating in this domain, these writers demonstrated their interest in 

gaining creative writing experience.

The Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing (CWPA et al., 2011) 

defines persistence as “the ability to sustain interest in and attention to short- and long

term projects” (p. 5). According to the Framework (CWPA et al., 2011), writers develop 

persistence when they are encouraged to:

commit to exploring, in writing, a topic, idea, or demanding task; grapple with 

challenging ideas, texts, processes, or projects; follow through, over time, to 

complete tasks, processes, or projects; and consistently take advantage of in-class 

(peer and instructor responses) and out-of-class (writing or learning center 

support) opportunities to improve and refine their work. (p. 5)

Additionally, as Lankshear and Knobel (2011) observe, the word persistence “has 

connotations of sticking at something not simply on account of achieving external goals” 

(p. 223), but also on account of passion for the project (Hayes & Gee, 2010).

During analysis, I searched for keywords and phrases in participants’ responses to 

the online questionnaire and follow-up interviews related to these definitions of
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persistence. Excerpts from participants’ responses to all interview questions follow in 

illustration o f the Persistence theme. One participant stated, “It taught me that, yes, I can 

maintain a steady writing output over an extended number of days. All it takes is for me 

to have the self-discipline to sit down and do it.” Another replied, “As an author, the 

NaNoWrimo event gave me license to commit to a project and see it through to its end.” 

One respondent elaborated:

When I completed my first NaNo I had no former experience writing anything 

outside o f school work, and did not know how difficult writing fifty thousand 

words in thirty days might be. I did it in eleven days, and went on to cap over one- 

hundred-thousand words that month. The next year I did more. The year I won 

with a hand-written draft. And last year I stomped across the finish line while 

working on another, more complex novel in the meantime.

The theme of Persistence is also supported by participants’ completion of the 

NaNoWriMo event, which required them to write every day for a month during 

November 2012. These participants demonstrated their ability to persist in a sustained 

writing project. Ninety of the 100 participants in this study reported approximate word 

counts for the 2102 event. Seventy-three percent o f individuals in this study reached or 

exceeded the 50,000-word count goal.

The Frameworkfor Success in Postsecondary Writing (CWPA et al., 2011) 

defines metacognition as “the ability to reflect on one’s own thinking as well as on the 

individual and cultural processes and systems used to structure knowledge” (p. 5).
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According to the Framework (CWPA et al., 2011), writers develop metacognition when 

they:

Examine processes they use to think and write in a variety of disciplines and 

contexts; reflect on the texts that they have produced in a variety of contexts; 

connect choices they have made in texts to audiences and purposes for which 

texts are intended; and use what they learn from reflections on one writing project 

to improve writing on subsequent projects, (p. 5)

Additionally, Jacobs (2010) defines metacognition as thinking about thinking 

(Jacobs, 2010, p. 214). Schunk (2012) defines metacognition as “the process of 

instigating and sustaining goal-directed activities.” Lave defines it as “thinking about 

one’s own cognitive processes” (as cited in Illeris, 2009, p. 204)

During analysis, I searched for keywords and phrases in participants’ responses to 

the online questionnaire and follow-up interviews related to these definitions of 

metacognition. Excerpts from participants’ responses to all interview questions follow in 

illustration of the Metacognition theme. Some participants adopted personal elements of 

the writing process: “I learned much about how to write, how not to write, how to keep 

my inner editor quiet, and how to finish an incredible deadline”; “[I gained] strategies for 

tackling large scale writing, strategies to offer struggling students, confidence, 

willingness to take risks and be playful.”

Others learned more about themselves as writers: “I realized that I need to 

sharpen up my writing skills”; “I find talking to other writers expands my own thinking”; 

and:
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I learned that I CAN write a lot and that I should plan my novel better, because I 

tend to let some parts for my imagination in the moment to fill and 1 end up 

stopping because I don't know where to go or because I don't like what I did.

One participant elaborated:

I learned that I’m capable of finishing a story, whether it be “good” or not. I was 

able to assess whether or not I would be able to write for a living if I was given 

the chance - it’s not for everyone - and I feel like the chaos of NaNo is a pretty 

clear indication that I could work for a publisher pressuring me, or multitask to 

get a bunch of stuff done in a timely manner.

Postsecondary Writing Summary

Participants in this study, all of whom are college graduates, were asked to 

compare their experiences with NaNoWriMo and their experiences of writing in college. 

Ten participants were also interviewed to determine their perspective of NaNoWriMo 

and college curricula. Additionally, I analyzed data collected from all data sources 

thematically based on the eight habits on mind described in the Framework fo r  Success in 

Postsecondary Writing (CWPA et al., 2011) in order to determine which, if any, of these 

habits were demonstrated in participants’ descriptions o f NaNoWriMo. Emerging themes 

were also reported.

Summary of Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed from four collection sources: participant observations, one 

hundred participants’ responses to an online questionnaire, 10 follow-up interviews, and 

online artifacts captured from the NaNoWriMo website. Data were analyzed thematically
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Culture, and Postsecondary Writing. Emerging themes in each category were reported. 

Table 8 provides a summary of data analysis. Themes are organized categorically, with 

emerging themes listed in italics. Themes evidenced within each data source are 

designated with an X.

Table 8
Categorical and Emerging Themes from Data Analysis

Theme Participant
Observations

Online
Questionnaire

Follow -Up 
interviews

m

Descriptions: Very Positive X X X X
Fandom X X X X
Encouragement X X X X
Ethos X X X X
Local Events X X
NaNoWriMo vs. O ther Writing 
Events/Groups

X X

Impact on Writing Identity and  
Practices

X X X X

Self-Efficacy X X X
Time/Project M anagement X X X X
Motivation X X X X
Challenge X X X X
Story Ideas X X X X
Artistic Experience: Freewriting X X X
Support for Writing and Sharing: 
Publishing

X X X X

Informal M entorship: Municipal 
Liaisons

X X X X

New Literacies: Fan Fiction X X X
Social Connections: Community X X
Habits of Mind: Creativity X X X X
Habits of Mind: Persistence X X X X
Habits of Mind: M etacognition X X X



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

“Education is not the filling o f  a bucket, but the lighting o f  a fire ."

(Yeats, as cited in Sullivan, 2011, p. 120)

Review of the Study 

The purpose o f this study was to describe National Novel Writing Month 

(NaNoWriMo) and to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and literary activities of 

participants. This study aimed to address Yancey’s (2009b) call for research to describe 

new extracurricular writing practices, while addressing a gap in the research literature 

concerning National Novel Writing Month.

This study addressed two research questions: 1) How do participants describe 

their National Novel Writing Month experiences? 2) How might these experiences 

inform postsecondary curriculum and instruction? A qualitative, online case study 

methodology was employed to address these research questions.

Chapter 1 describes an overview of the study, introduced the theoretical 

framework that guided this study, provided background information on National Novel 

Writing Month, and described the statement of the problem, purpose of the study, 

research questions, rationale, significance, methodology, limitations, delimitations, 

design controls, and definition of key terms.

164
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Chapter 2 presents the literature review based on the study’s conceptual 

framework, topics of interest, and online setting. A concept map of the literature review 

and a timeline of National Novel Writing Month are included in this chapter. Related 

qualitative studies are reviewed, along with the few published peer-reviewed articles 

concerning NaNoWriMo.

Chapter 3 describes the study’s research methodology, including the qualitative 

case study design, the participants and setting, and data collection strategies.

Chapter 4 provides the analysis o f data collected from an online questionnaire, 

follow-up interviews, participant observations, and online artifacts. Thematic coding 

categories and emerging themes are described.

Finally, Chapter 5 presents a discussion of the study’s findings, conclusions, and 

recommendations for future research.

Discussion of Findings

Findings emerged from the analysis of multiple forms of collected data, including 

participant observations, responses to an online questionnaire, follow-up interviews, and 

online artifacts. Data were viewed through a conceptual kaleidoscope framework based 

on Jenkins’ (2006,2009) theory of participatory culture, Yancey’s (2009b) concept of the 

Age of Composition, Eisner’s (2002) theory of aesthetic experience, Gee’s (2004) notion 

of affinity spaces, Lankshear and Knobel’s (2011) concept of new literacies, and 

Wenger’s (1998) theories of social learning and communities of practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991). Four major thematic categories, including NaNoWriMo Descriptions, 

Motivation, Participatory Culture, and Postsecondary Writing, were explored.
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During data analysis, six themes emerged within the category of NaNoWriMo 

Descriptions: Fandom, Encouragement, Ethos, Impact on Identity and Writing Practices, 

Self-Efficacy, and Time Management. Within the category o f Motivation, two themes 

emerged: Challenge and Story Ideas. Within the category of Participatory Culture, four 

themes emerged: Freewriting, Publishing, Municipal Liaisons, Fan Fiction, and 

Community. Finally, within the category of Postsecondary writing, ten themes emerged: 

Opportunities for Writing Fiction, Sustained Writing, Enjoyment, Autonomy, Freedom, 

Genre, Creativity, Persistence, and Metacognition.

Addressing Research Question 1

In the online questionnaire, I asked participants to describe their experiences with 

NaNoWriMo, to describe their participation in local NaNoWriMo events, to compare 

their NaNoWriMo experiences to their experiences with other writing events, and to 

describe what they gained from participation in NaNoWriMo. Follow-up interviews, 

online artifact collection, and participation observations enhanced and clarified these 

descriptions in response to the study’s first research question: How do participants 

describe their experiences with NaNoWriMo? The following findings emerged:

1. Participants’ perceptions of NaNoWriMo are overwhelmingly positive.

2. Participants’ attitudes toward NaNoWriMo can be described as fandom.

3. Participants value the encouragement they receive through NaNoWriMo.

4. Participants value the ethos of the NaNoWriMo event.

5. Participants value their membership in the NaNoWriMo community.



167

6. Participants who attend local NaNoWriMo events perceive the events as 

rewarding, and value the role of the Municipal Liaisons.

7. Participation in NaNoWriMo positively impacts identity and writing practices.

8. Participation in NaNoWriMo promotes self-efficacy for writers.

9. Participation in NaNoWriMo enhances time management skills.

10. Participants of NaNoWriMo are intrinsically motivated by the challenge of 

winning the event and by story ideas they wish to develop into novels. The 

free writing approach and choice of story genre, including fan fiction, are 

important within this context, along with publication goals.

Addressing Research Question 2

NaNoWriMo and academic writing are very different, and cannot be compared 

equally in terms of curriculum, instruction, or structure. However, as a college writing 

instructor, I am deeply interested in motivating and encouraging my students and helping 

them develop an appreciation for writing. I often wonder if it would be possible to 

generate the level of energy observed in National Novel Writing Month within my own 

classroom or college. While NaNoWriMo cannot simply be imported into postsecondary 

education as a new curriculum design, it may provide insights needed to develop new 

curriculum models or class writing projects that are more motivating for students.

Consequently, I asked the participants of this study, all of whom are college 

graduates, to compare their experiences with NaNoWriMo and their experiences of 

writing in college in order to see if such implications would be revealed. Additionally, I 

analyzed data collected from all data sources thematically based on the eight habits on
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mind described in the Framework fo r  Success in Postsecondary Writing (CWPA et al., 

2011) in order to determine which, if any, of these habits were demonstrated in 

participants’ descriptions o f NaNoWriMo. These habits of mind include curiosity, 

creativity, openness, flexibility, engagement, responsibility, persistence, and 

metacognition (CWPA et al., 2011).

This analysis was conducted in order to address the study’s second research 

question, How might these experiences inform postsecondary curriculum and instruction? 

The following findings emerged:

1. Compared to writing in college, NaNoWriMo is more enjoyable and provides 

more opportunities for writing fiction, sustained writing projects, autonomy, 

freedom, and choice of genre.

2. NaNoWriMo participants demonstrate creativity.

3. NaNoWriMo participants demonstrate persistence.

4. NaNoWriMo participants demonstrate metacognition.

5. Participants’ perceptions of incorporating NaNoWriMo into a college 

curriculum vary. Some enthusiastically support the idea of earning college 

credit through participation in NaNoWriMo, and others worry that attaching 

participation to academic credit would conflict with the spirit and intent of 

NaNoWriMo. A few participants are already involved in NaNoWriMo events 

through colleges, and one is working to develop a continuing education course 

based on NaNoWriMo.
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Relationship to Literature 

Jenkins (2009) describes five criteria of participatory culture: a low barrier to 

artistic expression, strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations, and informal 

mentorship, with opportunities for participants to make meaningful contributions and 

social connections (Jenkins, 2006,2009). NaNoWriMo embodies each of these 

characteristics. In this context, NaNoWriMo functions as an affiliation (Jenkins et al., 

2009) based on the group’s shared interest in writing novels.

Jenkins (2006) uses the term, fandom, to describe the culture and practices of fans 

of popular media such as novels, television series, and comic books. Fandom is a form of 

participatory culture, where literacy practices include community groups who share a 

passion for popular culture media. NaNoWriMo participants are brought together in a 

fandom participatory culture through their shared appreciation of novels, and of the 

NaNoWriMo event itself. They are emotionally engaged with NaNoWriMo and with 

fiction writing, spending large amounts of time and effort (Jenkins, 2006; Mittell, 2013) 

in the pursuit of their writing goals.

With its central focus on writing, NaNoWriMo illustrates Yancey’s (2009b) 

concept of the Age of Composition. It encourages freewriting (Elbow, 1998) as an artistic 

experience (Eisner, 2002). It operates as both an affinity space (Gee, 2004) where 

informal mentorship and informal learning occur, as a community of practice (Wenger, 

1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991), and as an online community of interest (Rheingold, 2012). 

NaNoWriMo writers experiment with creative forms that are meaningful to them as 

novelists. In this way, they position themselves as writers, while participating in a
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community of practice within the domain of narrative fiction (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Wenger, 2006).

NaNoWriMo provides communal tools and strategies to encourage writers to gain 

experience and to explore new creative forms of writing, which help them gain insight 

into the construction of fictional narratives (Smagorinsky et al., 2012). Participants are 

able to contribute resources to the site, share excerpts from their novels, collaborate on 

plot and character development, and share links to their social media writing such as 

blogs and Twitter channels. These new literacies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) are 

mediated through the NaNoWriMo website.

Like Burton (2009), participants in this study reported that NaNoWriMo 

encouraged them to produce much more writing than they would have without the goal of 

trying to create a 50,000-word draft in just 30 days. Additionally, participants in this 

study described the motivation created by the event’s deadline and the encouragement 

they found through the site’s resources. They agreed with Burton (2009) about the 

importance o f a writing schedule and the need for time management.

In this study, participants echoed Barack’s (2009) description of NaNoWriMo as 

an extreme challenge and agreed that the marathon-writing pace was motivating. As with 

the participants in Burke and Settles’ (2011) study of online goal setting groups, 

participants of NaNoWriMo are motivated to reach a public, communal goal. Participants 

in this study were intrinsically motivated and fueled by the excitement of NaNoWriMo, 

as was the case with the NaNoWriMo participant interviewed by Donnelly (2007). 

Participants who attended local events agreed with Watson (2012) that attendance at local
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write-ins positively affects their productivity. The two librarians interviewed in this study 

recommend NaNoWriMo library collaborations as literacy outreach programs (Mackey, 

2012; Watson, 2012).

Participants choose to attempt the challenge posed by NaNoWriMo due to their 

personal curiosity, the allure of the challenge, and hopes of mastery, in terms of 

completion and/or publication of a novel. They are intrinsically motivated (Bye et al., 

2007). As Khon (as cited in Sullivan, 2011) explains, these writers love what they do, and 

are therefore able to reach impressive goals within a limited time frame. The combination 

o f intrinsic motivation and accomplishment offered by the NaNoWriMo event promotes 

participants’ feelings of self-efficacy (Jarvis, 2006) and encourages them to persist in a 

challenging, sustained writing project.

In this way, NaNoWriMo promotes autonomous (Jarvis, 2006), intentional 

learning, which encourages participants’ creativity and effort (Pink, 2010; Ponton & 

Rhea, 2006). NanoWriMo participants learn writing strategies from the site and from 

other participants, and then apply those strategies to write their own novels. These 

practices promote a deep understanding o f the writing process (Santangelo et al., 2007) 

and of the narrative form (Newkirk, 2004; Smagorinsky et al., 2012).

When intrinsically motivated by pursuit of genuine interests, people learn more 

deeply than they do in school (Hayes & Gee, 2009). Specifically, writers often find 

extracurricular activities to be more motivating, empowering, and rewarding than writing 

in school (Hull & Schultz, 2001; NCTE, 2009) due to the supportive environment 

available through writing groups.



172

NaNoWriMo functions as a participatory culture (Jenkins et al., 2009) and as an 

informal learning platform for writers, one where the curriculum is self-directed 

(Paechter, 1999). As an informal learning experience, NaNoWriMo is encompassed by 

Schubert’s (2008) outside model o f curriculum and is well suited to support the needs of 

adults who wish to construct their own writing projects (Merriam, 2007). As a literacy 

event (Heath, 1983), NaNoWriMo encourages self-sponsored (Brandt, 1998; Gere, 1987; 

Yancey, 2009b) writing and promotes social learning (Gere, 1987; Wenger, 1998).

For adult learners, NaNoWriMo operates in the digital extracurriculum (Shultz, 

2011) along with social media and other online writing groups such as bloggers and fan 

fiction writers. The internet offers extensive opportunities for creative writing (Harper, 

2011; Yancey, 2009b), and online communities of interest (Rheingold, 2012) such as 

NaNoWriMo celebrate (Heath, 2002) writing and provide platforms for writers to 

connect and collaborate. These online communities also provide rich opportunities for 

online qualitative research (Angrosino & Rosenberg, 2011; Baym, 2009a; Elm, 2009; 

Gatson, 2011; Hine, 2008).

Implications

Educators should study the out-of-school literacy practices o f adult learners in 

order to construct bridges to postsecondary learning based on the interests, talents, and 

experiences o f nontraditional students. Furthermore, it is important for teachers o f writing 

to be aware of extracurricular literacy groups such as NaNoWriMo so they can encourage 

students who are interested in writing to participate, or even participate themselves. After
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all, teachers of writing should also be writers (Newkirk, 2004). It is worth noting that 

only one of the 100 participants in this study learned about NaNoWriMo from a teacher.

As Gere (1994) advocates, educators’ appreciation of extracurricular writing 

opens access to postsecondary writing success for students, and there is room in the 

curriculum of professional, academic writing for the appreciation of amateur writers and 

their self-sponsored literacy practices. As she explains, the word amateur comes from the 

Latin “amatus”, meaning love (Gere, 1994, p. 88). Self-sponsored fiction writers, such as 

NaNoWriMo participants, write for the love of story. By creating meaningful learning 

experiences and designing writing projects related to students’ genuine interests, we can 

engage them as writers and thinkers by tapping into their intrinsic motivations to share 

stories (Sullivan, 2011).

Social media and ICTs have changed the way we communicate, learn, share, and 

participate in today’s culture. Rich, meaningful learning experiences are available outside 

of school through the internet, and adult learners with access and new literacies skills are 

leveraging technology in order to participate in the world as writers and media creators. 

Consequently, postsecondary curriculum leaders need new paradigms and frameworks to 

appreciate these technologies as cultural phenomena as well as tools for learning, and to 

develop critical understandings of the opportunities provided by technology for social 

learning and cultural experiences through the digital extracurriculum.

Recommendations for Future Research 

National Novel Writing Month is a promising site for future research. As an 

online writing group, NaNoWriMo is a prospective research site for curriculum scholars
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interested in the intersection of informal learning, literacy, and digital media. 

NaNoWriMo is also an intriguing prospect for online qualitative researchers and web 

studies scholars who are interested in investigating virtual groups, participatory cultures, 

and online communities o f interest.

Topics related to this study could be extended to include further investigation into 

the practices, perceptions, motivations, and fandom of NaNoWriMo participants. Within 

this line of inquiry, specific topics include motivation and flow theory. Research could 

determine if and/or how NaNoWriMo participants maintain motivation and/or experience 

flow during marathon writing sessions.

Additional investigations based on the Framework for Success in Postsecondary 

Writing (CWPA et al., 2011) would provide additional understanding of the ways in 

which NaNoWriMo promotes habits of mind that college writers need. Future studies 

could be conducted with participation of members o f five subgroups identified in this 

study: professional writers, college students, educators, fanfiction writers, and 

NaNoWriMo Municipal Liaisons.

Topics for future study might include the practices of fan fiction writers in 

NaNoWriMo, time/project management skills developed through participation in 

NaNoWriMo, writing strategies used by participants to reach the 50,000 word goal, or 

revision strategies employed by NaNoWriMo writers to edit their novels after the initial 

draft is complete. Such studies would provide further insight into extracurricular literacy 

practices related to National Novel Writing Month. Given the popularity, growth, and 

global reach of the event, further research is warranted.
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Final Thoughts

I am composing this final section during a collaborative marathon writing session, 

working virtually in parallel with three members o f my cohort who are also struggling to 

compose the last words of their dissertations. Though we are each working off campus in 

separate sites, we cheer each other on and provide support to one another via text 

messaging. The ding notification sound of my iPhone is a constant companion as I write, 

reminding me that I am not alone in this endeavor. Like NaNoWriMo, the cohort model 

o f this program provided support, community, a daunting deadline, and a shared goal; it 

has been an invaluable aspect of the doctoral journey. Although I did not “win” 

NaNoWriMo in 2012,1 did gain vital, transformative experiences as a researcher and as a 

writer. It is thrilling now to see the word count of this dissertation document flip past the 

50,000-word mark. O f course, that includes every word from the title page to the last 

reference, but in the true spirit of NaNoWriMo, I am counting them all.

To my fellow story wonks who are also educators, and therefore struggle with the 

demands of code switching between scholarly and creative writing, I hope this study in 

some small way confirms the possibility o f mixing these two worlds with meaningful 

purpose. Additionally, I hope this study will provide at least one channel for Wrimos to 

share their work and passions with those who are unfamiliar with the NaNoWriMo 

culture. Finally, I hope that teachers everywhere, whether their students are seven or 

seventy, will encourage a love of fiction and nurture their students as writers. 21st century 

technologies may change the shape, production, and distribution of the novel, but 

regardless o f the forms narratives take in the future, the world will still need storytellers.
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The two following entries were written during my participation in National Novel 

Writing Month in November 2012,1 kept a journal as a way o f capturing my thoughts 

and as a strategy fo r  “shifting gears ” between writing fiction as a NaNoWriMo 

participant and taking notes on this experience as a researcher.

Participant Observation Journal Entry: November 18,2012

What motivates over 300,000 people to participate in NaNoWriMo? Is this about popular 
culture or human culture or simple human nature? Do we write stories because we can, 
because we have technologies that support storytelling? Or did we invent the tools 
needed to write them down out of a need to capture and create stories in the first place?

Fiction is not limited to books. Books are simply the medium of stories I am most used 
to. The forms of 21st century narratives are changing - 1 now read e-books on a Kindle, I 
listen to audiobooks, I watch TV shows based on books, I watch video narratives like Dr. 
Horrible that aren’t adapted from old mediums at all, I love Buffy the TV series as much 
as I love traditional fiction novels, I like video games like Portal that are driven by 
character, dialogue, humor and story... and I would be interested in writing across all of 
these forms and genres.

NaNoWriMo does not dictate the genre or even the form in which people write. The 
focus is on novels, but that can vary from fan fiction to science fiction to literary fiction 
to mysteries and romance and steampunk. And some people work toward the 50,000 
word goal in a totally different medium, like screenplays or memoirs or even 
dissertations. McLuhan said the medium is the message. What is the message of 
NaNoWriMo? Is it simply a passion for creative writing?

Do I think of it as “writing” because that is the verb used to create the books that 
represent stories for me? Is “compose” a better word? How about “invent”? Really, today 
the verb would be “typing” much more than writing. Or maybe “keyboarding”. Does the 
word “author” cover all of these? Most people doing NaNoWriMo use word processors 
instead of pens. There seem to be two most common denominators for NaNoWriMo 
participants: the deadline and the word goal. The marathon approach to writing. Can the 
marathon be the message?
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Participant Observation Journal Entry: November 26,2012

How does NaNoWriMo connect with curriculum studies? The defining question of the 
curriculum field is this: “What knowledge is of the most worth?” But curriculum is more 
than a list of things to be learned. Curriculum is also lived.

The word comes from Latin, "currere" which means to run or to run a course, or the path 
to run, or the course of life. To me, that implies action, direction, and goals. A way of 
walking through the world, where what you see is determined by the path you take. 
Students don’t get to experience those things which are not part of their curriculum.

It seems to me that learning to write -  not only learning to write understandable prose, 
but learning to write stories -  is vital to the human experience. The workings o f stories is 
knowledge worth knowing. The writing o f stories is an experience worth living.
It’s interesting that running can be a metaphor for both curriculum and NaNoWriMo 
(which is often described as a literary marathon).

Maybe NaNoWriMo is a form of self-directed learning with an informal curriculum 
determined by each participant. Each writer is able to shape his or her experience with 
NaNoWriMo to match his or her goals; each sets the path he or she will follow. The 
timeframe and the word count goal are the glue that forms the foundation on which 
everyone runs. The curriculum then stems from the knowledge needed to write the story 
each participant wants to write. A generative curriculum, where the outcome is goal- 
based, and assessment is based on sustained engagement on a single writing project.

Does the NaNoWriMo phenomenon represent a need for a different kind of writing 
curriculum? A desire to write creatively regardless of college major or career? A desire to 
identify oneself as a writer? To design authentic writing projects? A need to gain 
experience writing as practice instead of writing as performance? A need to tell stories?

Is it possible to create the passionate energy of NaNoWriMo inside a classroom? Or do 
classrooms simply need to change, to open, to develop as participatory culture spaces like 
NaNoWriMo? If so, how can we nurture the growth of participatory cultures while 
ensuring that college students learn the skills and knowledge needed for life and work 
today?
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Welcome to the home page of my research project.

My name is Kelly Jones. I am a graduate student at Mercer University in the Tift College o f Education, and 
I am conducting a research study about National Novel Writing Month. The purpose o f this study is to 
describe the experiences of college graduates who participated in National Novel Writing Month during 
November 2012. The title o f my study is A New Kind o f Writing Group: Describing, Situating and 
Theorizing National Novel Writing Month. I am sending this message to ask if  you would like to 
participate by completing a survey for this research project. Mercer University’s IRB requires investigators 
to provide informed consent to the research participants. I am recruiting National Novel Writing Month 
2012 participants who have a college degree, are age 18 or older, speak English, and have internet access.

I am asking you to complete an 20-item online survey. Participation is completely voluntary, and you have 
the right to withdraw from this study at any time. All responses will be completely confidential. The survey 
is available online and should take you no more than one hour to complete. Following the survey, I will 
conduct interviews with 6-12 randomly selected participants. The last item on the survey will ask if  you are 
willing to participate in a follow-up interview. This follow-up interview is completely optional, and you do 
not have to participate in the interview in order to complete the online survey.

If you would like to complete this online survey, please click on the link below and provide your consent to 
take the survey: https://www.surveym onkey.eom /s/HGTP8YT

You must be at least 18 years old to participate in this study. If you have any questions about the study 
contact me (Kelly Jones, 478-301-2175, jones_kl@mercer.edu). You can also contact my research advisor, 
Dr. Kelly Reffitt, at 478-301-5389 or reffitt_ke@mercer.edu. Mercer University’s Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) reviewed this study # H1304121 and approved it on April 10, 2013.

Questions about your rights as a research participant:
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part o f this study, you can 
contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at 
ORCResearch @Mercer.edu.

Thank you in advance for your time and participation!

Sincerely,
Kelly Jones

https://www.surveymonkey.eom/s/HGTP8YT
mailto:jones_kl@mercer.edu
mailto:reffitt_ke@mercer.edu
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Questions about National Novel W riting Month (NaNoWriMo):

1. How did you first learn about National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo)?

2. Why did you first decide to participate in NaNoWriMo?

3. How would you describe your experience with NaNoWriMo?

4. Local Events... (if applicable)

a. Which, if any, local NaNoWriMo events did you attend in 2012?

b. Why did you choose to participate in the local event(s)?

c. How would you describe this experience?

5. How did your experience with NaNoWriMo compare to your experiences of 

writing in college?

6. How did your experience with NaNoWriMo compare to your experiences of other 

voluntary writing activities, such as conferences or workshops that you have 

attended?

7. What did you gain from your experience with NaNoWriMo in 2012?

8. Years in which you participated in NaNoWriMo? (Please include your word

count for each year, if possible) Check all that apply:

□  2012 Word Count
□  2011 Word Count
□  2010 Word Count
□  2009 Word Count
□  2008 Word Count
□  2007 Word Count
□  2006 Word Count
□  2005 Word Count
□  2004 Word Count
□  2003 Word Count
□  2002 Word Count
□  2001 Word Count
□  2000 Word Count
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Descriptive/Demographic Questions: (This information will remain confidential.)

1. Your name:

2. Your NaNoWriMo username:

3. Your email address:

4. Your gender: (Please check one) €  MALE or €  FEMALE

5. Your age:

6. Your city/state/country:

7. Your occupation:

8. What is the highest level of education you have completed? Check one:

□  2-Year College Degree/Associates 
Q  4-Year College Degree/Bachelors 
Q  Master’s Degree
□  Doctoral Degree
I I Professional Degree (MD, JD)

NaNoWriMo Content: May I have your permission to include information or excerpts 
from your National Novel Writing Month profile and/or discussion forum posts you made 
on the site (www.nartowrimo.org) in this study? Personal identifiers such as your name or 
NaNoWriMo username and profile image will be removed to protect your privacy.
□  YES or □  NO

Follow-up Interview: Are you willing to participate in a follow-up interview with Kelly 
Jones? The interview will be conducted online via email or Skype, or could be conducted 
in person if you live within driving distance of Macon, GA.
□  YES or □  NO

http://www.nartowrimo.org
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Table J1
Participants Demographic Summary

# *Name Gender Age Location Education Occupation
1 Vera F 46 USA, KY Master’s Degree College English Instructor
2 Kaylee F 43 USA, VA Master’s Degree Project manager
3 Johanna F 23 USA, FL Bachelors Transcript Editor
4 Doreen F 24 USA, FL Professional (MD, JD) Lawyer/Translator
5 Gina F 25 USA, ID Master's Degree Unemployed
6 Vivian F 32 England Master’s Degree Gymnastics coach
7 Audrey F 23 USA, NC Bachelors Clerk for local government.
8 Jane F 33 Netherlands Master’s Degree Freelance translator, Writer
9 Rose F 24 USA, IA Bachelors Infant Teacher
10 Erin F 31 USA, IL Bachelors Social worker and writer
11 Andy 20 Australia Associates Student
12 Abigail F 22 USA, MD Bachelors Freelance Editor
13 Beverly F 33 England Bachelors Teacher
14 Carla F 43 USA, Ml Master's Degree Teacher
15 Edward 40 USA, GA Associates Restaurant Manager
16 Denise F 55 USA, NM Bachelors Author. Writing Coach.
17 Elizabeth F 30 USA, CA Bachelors Costumer assistant
18 Francis F 32 USA, MT Doctoral Degree Microbiologist
19 Gwen F 29 Canada Bachelors Professional Stilt Walker
20 Dylan 50 USA, CA Bachelors PMO Program Manager
21 Hailey 29 USA, TX Professional (MD, JD) Pharmacist
22 Jamie F 29 Canada Bachelors Technician
23 Jessica F 38 USA, TX Bachelors Service Desk Supervisor /Author
24 Julia F 35 France Bachelors Internal communications manager
25 Kimberly 41 USA, MT Master’s Degree Nurse Practitioner
26 Laura F 21 USA, OR Bachelors Student
27 Leah F 29 Canada Bachelors Engineer
28 Mackenzie F 26 USA, GA Bachelors Technology manager
29 Nicole F 33 USA, OR Master’s Degree Healthcare Buyer
30 Olivia F 23 USA, CT Bachelors Currently Unemployed
31 Roger 42 Canada Bachelors Video tutorial specialist
32 Madison F 26 Canada Bachelors Educator
33 Pamela F 49 Canada Master’s Degree Manager
34 Heath 59 USA, MA Bachelors Marketing Director

35 Regan F 27 USA, PA Master’s Degree Massage Therapist/Writer
36 Megan F 27 USA, NJ Professional (MD, JD) Attorney
37 Jason 37 Canada Bachelors Database programmer
38 Sabrina F 49 USA, MA Bachelors Writer
39 Shannon F 24 USA, PA Master's Degree Librarian
40 Summer F 31 USA, OH Bachelors Call center phone operator
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Eric M 29 USA, GA Bachelors Website software developer
Thomas M 26 USA, KY Bachelors Writer/Blog & Editor/Library Page
Tania 32 USA, TX Master's Degree Library Assistant
Greg M 33 USA, MD Master's Degree College Professor
Valerie 24 Australia Bachelors Subtitler
Meredith 24 USA, PA Bachelors Theatrical Freelancer
Brian M 18 Singapore Associates Student
Willow 58 USA, TN Doctoral Degree Writer
Yolanda 44 USA, GA Bachelors Editor
Zoey 41 USA, NC Master's Degree Army Wife, Logistics Manager
Alexis 22 USA, DC Bachelors Law student
Brooke 25 USA, NE Bachelors Survey Creator/writer/student
Diane 27 USA, MO Bachelors Writer
Edith 22 USA, WA Associates Emergency plan reviewer/Student
Cassandra 30 Ireland Bachelors Tier 2 tech supporter
Tyler M 31 USA, AL Bachelors Systems administrator
Claudia 43 USA, OR Master's Degree Writer
Kendra 22 England Associates Unemployed
Gabriel 38 USA, FL Master's Degree Retail Business Analyst
Nathan M 64 Canada Associates Poet
Donald M 21 Canada Bachelors Student
Iris 38 USA, CA Bachelors Technical trainer
Jade 33 USA, Wl Bachelors Graphic/multimedia designer
Sean M 19 USA, WA Associates Bookstore Cashier
Frank M 35 USA, IL Bachelors Web developer
Joyce 25 Australia Bachelors Technical writer
Lisa 28 Canada Bachelors Teacher
Mavis 27 USA, AK Bachelors Stay at home mom
Nadine 23 USA, NY Master's Degree Graduate student
Catherine 27 USA, NC Master's Degree Waitress/ vet tech assistant

22 USA, CO Bachelors Unemployed
Tiffany 30 USA, CA Professional (MD, JD) Lactation consultant
Whitney 29 USA, FL Master's Degree Teacher
Henry 51 USA, FL Bachelors IT Project Manager
Ludla 28 USA, WA Master’s Degree Homemaker
Rhonda 27 USA, I Master’s Degree PhD Candidate, grad, instructor
Anna 30 Canada Master’s Degree Office Coordinator I Author
Christine 38 USA, LA Master’s Degree Librarian
Cordelia 19 Switzerland Bachelors Student
Lindsey 26 USA, NY Master’s Degree Librarian
Quinn 36 USA, NY Bachelors Unemployed
Mama 47 Canada Master's Degree Teacher
Kevin M 24 USA, OK Associates Unemployed
Heather 27 USA, OR Master’s Degree Technical Writer/Teacher
Libby 54 USA, MA Bachelors Designer
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86 Melissa F 20 Brazil Bachelors Student
87 Dee F 29 USA, KS Bachelors Legal assistant
88 Kate F 24 USA, FL Bachelors Grad Assistant/Ph.D. candidate
89 Dakota F 21 USA, Ml Bachelors Student/Intern
90 Patricia F 21 USA, NY Associates Tutor
91 Robin F 37 Canada Master's Degree Teacher
92 Gail F 32 USA, TN Master’s Degree Disease Investigation Specialist
93 Monica F 28 USA, CA Bachelors Children's Ministry Director
94 Felicity F 27 USA, TX Associates Human Resources Admin
95 Nora F 24 USA, OK Bachelors Grad student
96 Stacy F 24 USA, TX Associates Food service worker/student
97 Miranda F 33 Finland Bachelors Support specialist
98 Dawn F 60 USA, NM Master’s Degree Secretary
99 Paul M 43 USA, NJ Bachelors Entrepreneur, writer
100 Elaine F 24 England Bachelors Student (again, second degree)
NUifc: A ll  participants' names Have been changed to protect privacy.
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1. Is there anything you learned from NaNoWriMo that is applicable to your work now as 

an author and writing coach? In other words, which if any of the skills or strategies you 

learned from participating in NaNoWriMo transfer to your current work experience?

2. As a writing coach, do you encourage other writers to participate in NaNoWriMo?

Why or why not?

3. What do you think NaNoWriMo teaches participants about writing?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. As a college student, is there anything you learned from NaNoWriMo that is applicable 

to your work in school now? In other words, which if any of the skills or strategies you 

learned from participating in NaNoWriMo transfer to your current college experience?

2. You said that NaNoWriMo taught you a lot about the process of writing. Can you tell 

me more about this? What did you learn about your writing process?

3. You said that writing fiction for NaNoWriMo was more satisfying than writing reports 

for your marketing degree. Could you explain more about this? Why was fiction writing 

more satisfying for you?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. You are a student again... is there anything you learned from NaNoWriMo that is 

applicable to your work in school now? In other words, which if any of the skills or 

strategies you learned from participating in NaNoWriMo transfer to your current college 

experience?

2. In describing your NaNoWriMo experience, you said “failed, but so very fun.” What 

did you mean by failed?

3. When comparing your NaNoWriMo experience with your experiences writing in 

college, you said that college writing was research based, but NaNoWriMo was head 

based. Will tell me what you meant by “head based”?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. Do you have 

any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. Is there anything you learned from NaNoWriMo that is applicable to your work now as 

a social worker and writer? In other words, which if any of the skills or strategies you 

learned from participating in NaNoWriMo transfer to your current work experience?

2. Have you learned anything about yourself as a writer, or about the writing process, 

through NaNoWriMo that you did not learn in college?

3. Have you always been a writer? Has NaNoWriMo changed any part of your writing 

process?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. Have you always been a writer? Has NaNoWriMo changed any part o f your writing 

process?

2. Why did you volunteer to be the local co-ML? What if anything did you gain from that 

experience?

3. You mentioned Goal, Motivation, and Conflict as part of your writing practice. Where 

did you learn about these fiction writing concepts?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. You described NaNoWriMo as life changing. Could you tell me more about the way(s) 

it changed your life?

2. You said you gained greater confidence in your writing. How did this happen for you?

3. As a librarian, do you have any thoughts about NaNoWriMo as literacy promotion?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. When asked why you decided to participate in NaNoWriMo, you said "I wanted to see 

if 1 could do it." Can you tell me more about this? What was the appeal for you?

2. In your description of college writing, you said you were never encouraged to write the 

kind of fiction you actually wanted to write. What kind of fiction did you want to write? 

Why do you think it was not encouraged?

3. Was your goal for NaNoWriMo to write a "usable" novel? How would you define 

"usable"?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or too see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. Do you 

have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. You described the NaNoWriMo experience as "productive, stimulating, rewarding". 

Could you tell me more about why this was such a positive experience for you?

2. Have you learned anything about yourself as a writer, or about the writing process, 

through NaNoWriMo that you did not learn in college or through your professional work 

as a poet?

3. Has NaNoWriMo changed any part of your writing process?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. Is there anything you learned from NaNoWriMo that is applicable to your work now as 

an editor? In other words, which if any of the skills or strategies you learned from 

participating in NaNoWriMo transfer to your current work experience?

2. You have participated in multiple NaNoWriMo events. What motivated you to try 

more than once?

3. You described NaNoWriMo as fun, even when it doesn’t work for you. Could you tell 

me more about the fun aspects of NaNoWriMo?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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1. Is there anything you learned from NaNoWriMo that is applicable to your work now as 

a technical writer? In other words, which if any of the skills or strategies you learned 

from participating in NaNoWriMo transfer to your current work experience?

2. You chose to participate in NaNoWriMo because it sounded like fun. Can you tell me 

more about the appeal of this event for you? What specifically sounded like fun?

3. You said that compared to writing in college, NaNoWriMo has more enthusiasm for a 

wider variety of ideas and more room for experimentation. Could you tell me more about 

this?

4. One of the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo offered as a 

college course or a desire to see academic credit offered for NaNoWriMo participation. 

Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part of a college curriculum?
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Lindsey is 26 years old. She lives in New York, has a Master’s degree, and works as a 

librarian. She has participated in NaNoWriMo nine times.

Her responses to the initial online questionnaire follow:

Ql: How did you first learn about National Novel Writing Month?
A 1:1 discovered it through the site fictionpress.com where I had just recently started 
posting my writing, back in 2003.

Q2: Why did you first decide to participate in NaNoWriMo?
A2:1 was writing all the time back then, in every free second, and I thought 50,000 was 
an awesome sounding challenge, so I gave it a shot.

Q3: How would you describe your experience with NaNoWriMo?
A3: A wonderful, life changing experience that I loved every crazy minute of. I look 
forward to November every year and love the camaraderie it brings and the challenge of 
balancing life with a lot more writing than usual.

Q4: Which, i f  any, local NaNoWriMo events did you attend in 2012?
A4: we had weekly meet ups

Q5: Why did you choose to participate in the local event(s)?
A5: they're the best part! And they were convenient this year

Q6: How would you describe this experience?
A6: definitely great - love the camaraderie and change of scenery

Q7: How did your experience with NaNoWriMo compare to your experiences o f  writing 
in college?

A7: NaNo was, during college, a bonus challenge in November. Most of my writing for 
college was essays that were required and not much fun usually. I was lucky though in 
that I minored in creative writing so I always had fun writing to do. Trying to balance 
those short stories with my different NaNo story was sometimes difficult.

Q8: How did your experience with NaNoWriMo compare to your experiences o f  other 
voluntary writing activities, such as conferences or workshops that you have attended?
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A8:1 haven't really done much more outside writing besides on my own time.

Q9: What did you gain from your experience with NaNoWriMo in 2012?
A9: The ability to know that I can focus to meet a goal when I want and can rise to 
almost any challenge. I gained a greater confidence in my writing. Every year just 
reinforces the same good things.

The following transcript includes the questions I asked Lindsey in the follow-up 
interview, along with her responses:

Researcher: You described NaNoWriMo as life changing. Could you tell me more about 
the way(s) it changed your life?

Lindsey: It has given me a lot more confidence in myself and my writing. I had only just 
started writing anything of length when I first heard about NaNo and although I lost that 
year, it was only after that that I began to consider myself an actual writer and take pride 
in the fact that I did. Instead o f hiding it, I began to tell people. I have since become to 
totally identify as a writer and even an author. I look forward to it every year. It also has 
helped show me how much I can accomplish in a month, or, therefore, any time period, if 
I put my mind to it. It helped me get through my last few years o f high school and I have 
made some lifelong friends via NaNo, most of which are still online pals only, but a few I 
have met in person and keep in contact with. Also, I’ve had two years of officially being 
a ML, with another year (last year) of being an unofficial one. That too has been a great 
experience of bringing people together -  especially when both my regions were brand 
new and one was even in England while I was doing my study abroad in Lancaster, 
England. The Lancaster region, in particular, has taken off like wildfire and is a very 
successful region with a ton of great participants and activities!

Researcher: You said you gained greater confidence in your writing. How did this 
happen for you?

Lindsey: NaNo did exactly what it says it will: it gave me permission to just write 
without worrying overly much about plot holes, character issues or editing (not that I’m 
good about editing as it is! That part’s never been an issue for me). Having a (partial or 
complete) novel pretty much every year since 2003 really helps me see how much I’ve 
grown as a writer in the past ten years, in all ways -  from something as simple as 
grammar to character growth and realistic dialogue. That, in turn, has let me gain greater 
confidence in how much my writing has improved, a lot of that due to all the writing I do 
each November.

Researcher: As a librarian, do you have any thoughts about NaNoWriMo as literacy 
promotion?
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Lindsey: I definitely do! This November, I convinced a couple of the teens at the library 
to join me and, if I had thought of it earlier, I would have made a more concentrated 
effort to get people to join. I think it’s a super easy program to run during November (and 
maybe during the two Camps too!) for any age to bring people together -  and provide a 
place to write in peace. I know NaNo looks to partner with libraries and whatever library 
I ended up working full-time in, will definitely offer a NaNo related 
space/program/promotion. It would be a great way to start up a writing group too and a 
great potentially cross-generational program.

Researcher: One o f the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo 
offered as a college course or a desire to see academic credit offeredfor NaNoWriMo 
participation. Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part o f  a college curriculum?

Lindsey: I think it would be very hard to offer academic credit unless they had very 
rigidly defined grading system or if it was a specific course with an instructor. Although, 
in that case, it would still be difficult to ‘teach’ unless it was really well planned out in 
advance with a certain amount of words due per week and discussions in class about 
various aspects of writing. I would certainly be a proponent if it could be done correctly. I 
would have loved to get credit for it during college! I would also be a proponent of a 
NaNo-esque program -  maybe sponsored by the Office of Lights and Letters for a 
semester long version of NaNo, with a special for the month of November (or April in the 
spring semester and July if there’s a summer semester for the program).
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IMiranda is 33 years old. She lives in Finland, has a Bachelor’s degree, and works as a 
support specialist. She has participated in NaNoWriMo three times.

Her responses to the initial online questionnaire follow:

Ql: How did you first learn about National Novel Writing Month?
A l: I think it was Livejoumal.

Q2: Why did you first decide to participate in NaNoWriMo?
A2:1 wanted to see if I could do it.

Q3: How would you describe your experience with NaNoWriMo?
A3: Fun, difficult, challenging, disappointing — because 1 never wrote a usable novel.

Q4: Which, i f  any, local NaNoWriMo events did you attend in 2012?
A4: None

Q5: Why did you choose to participate in the local event(s)?
AS: 1 didn't

Q6: How would you describe this experience?
A6: Can't

Q7: How did your experience with NaNoWriMo compare to your experiences o f  writing 
in college?
A l:  Not at all. I did very little creative writing in my higher education, and what I did 
was short and boring. I was never encouraged to write the kind of fiction I actually 
wanted to write.

Q8: How did your experience with NaNoWriMo compare to your experiences o f  other 
voluntary writing activities, such as conferences or workshops that you have attended? 
A8:1 haven't been to any conferences or workshops, but I do participate in online writing 
challenges. It was like them, but much more intensive. A challenge usually gives you 
three months to write 20,000 words. You can rush it in the last month, but with 
NaNoWriMo, you really have to manage your time to get enough writing done.

Q9: What did you gain from your experience with NaNoWriMo in 2012?
225
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A9: This time I learned once again that a great idea does not a great novel make, and that 
it's much easier to hit your word count if you just write what you're passionate about at 
the moment.

The following transcript includes the questions I asked M iranda in the follow-up 
interview, along with her responses:

Researcher: When asked why you decided to participate in NaNoWriMo, you said, "I 
wanted to see i f  I  could do it." Can you tell me more about this? What was the appeal for  
you?

Miranda: Like a lot of other people, I've been writing bits and pieces since I was little. I 
remember being very proud of a story about a fox that I wrote back when I was so new to 
writing that the words tended to run together, so I stuck full stops in between any two 
words that got too close, because I didn't quite understand how full stops work yet. Not 
much later, I remember starting a novel based on a dream I had, which ended up being 
five pages, two of which were drawings.

Before NaNoWriMo, I had never written anything even approaching novel-length. I had a 
novel that I'd worked on in my teens which was abandoned after a few short chapters, 
with three times as much material devoted to its world-building. I knew I was a giver-up 
when it comes to long fiction, because I tend to lose faith in my own fiction over time. 
With NaNoWriMo, as an extreme challenge, I thought I'd have the best possible shot to 
break through whatever mental block I had holding me back. And that was true.

With my first go at NaNo, I made it to 45,000 words. Second NaNo I won, though the 
story stopped just before the resolution because I'd hit my word count and at that point I 
was rather appalled at the flaws in my own writing. And so on - - 1 still haven't finished a 
novel I was happy with, but meanwhile have managed to co-author a 42,000 word fanfic, 
written noticeably more 10K+ fiction and one 30K original fiction novella that I actually 
think is worth something. That's great improvement, and I'm really happy! I used to be 
proud if I got to 5,000 words. There's nothing wrong with short fiction, but I don't want to 
be stuck with it.

Researcher: In your description o f  college writing, you said you were never encouraged 
to write the kind o f  fiction you actually wanted to write. What kind o f  fiction did you want 
to write? Why do you think it was not encouraged?

Miranda: I went to film school. My studies focused on editing, but there were plenty of 
opportunities for writing screenplays -  which I didn't take. I do have a preference for 
prose over screenplay, but that wasn't the problem. While my teachers never told us what 
to write, we were definitely steered towards drama over "genre" fiction. Simple,
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unadorned... unimaginative. I wanted to write fantasy, adventure, horror, slipstream, 
magical reality; stories involving liminal spaces and mythology. If I was to write drama 
or literary fiction, then I'd want to write something that challenges cliche, gender roles, or 
standard narratives of worth, good and evil, reality and imagination. None of this was 
encouraged. Well, the liminal, yes -- but nothing that challenges standard narratives or 
has anything to do with fantasy.

I do see where they come from with the idea that we should learn the bare bones of 
human interaction and storytelling first. Wanting to write fantasy is seen as kind of an 
immature approach to fiction, one that isn't looking deep enough to what really makes a 
story strong. I'm afraid my attraction to fiction is the flesh; the bones are necessary, but 
the flesh is the interesting part, the myosins contracting the muscle cells and the gases 
and proteins and cytoplasm, the blood and the hormones and the synopses. We've heard 
the story about the couple who need to work together to support each other after the loss 
of their child. It's a huge story. It would be better with dragons. We need symbols to be 
woken up, to see a story as fresh, as opposed to rote repetition. (The story with the tiger, 
every time.) For me, it just isn't fun otherwise.

I wrote a brief screenplay as part of the entrance examination, but after that deliberately 
chose not to write any more, because I knew that trying to please the professor would end 
up producing flat, dishonest work, and I wasn't specializing in writing so I didn't see the 
point o f fighting over a screenplay. I saw that happen with the other creators if they 
wanted to try a genre film. No-one tried, but I knew from classes that there'd be a similar 
fight if someone offered a screenplay challenging, say, gender roles. I didn't want to 
expose my fragile ego to that, and wrote my fictions just for myself and my friends 
instead.

I'm actually more bitter about the loss o f opportunities to write creatively and freely 
during comprehensive and upper secondary school. In film school, I had interesting 
essays to write and a lot of films to work on, which I loved. As a little kid, I did mostly 
get boring "what I did over my summer holidays" -type assignments, but there was some 
chance to write fiction, too. Especially in the gymnasium (which corresponds to 
American senior high school) the focus was on non-fiction. It was important stuff to 
learn, because we were preparing for college papers and job applications, but I missed 
fiction, so every new non-fiction assignment was a disappointment. If we did get a fiction 
assignment, the subjects would be constrained. No fairytales; no joy.

Researcher: Was your goal for NaNoWriMo to write a "usable" novel? How would you 
define "usable"?

M iranda: Ultimately, I’d love to write an original novel (not fanfiction) that is finished, 
that I'm relatively happy with, and that I can show people. Having written a real, honest- 
to-goodness finished novel, rather than one in perpetual editing stage, would be one life-

227



228

goal completed. If I had a novel finished, I'd try to find a publisher, or failing that, self- 
publish. I suppose that's what I'd think of as "using" it.

Researcher: One o f the survey participants mentioned a desire to see NaNoWriMo 
offered as a college course or too see academic credit offeredfor NaNoWriMo 
participation. Do you have any thoughts on NaNoWriMo as part o f  a college curriculum?

Miranda: The idea has certain challenges. I wouldn't want to see students in a situation 
where they have to balance all other courses and probably part-time work as well against 
what is, after all, a thoroughly exhausting writing assignment. I worry that people might 
sign up without understanding the magnitude of what they're taking on and get a failing 
grade just because they're not superhuman. The idea of getting academic credit for 
NaNoWriMo for people who are going to do the challenge anyway — that is appealing.

NaNoWriMo is obviously possible while holding down a job, since I've done it, but 
writing 1667 words of meaningful fiction is not a simple thing. It can take hours, and then 
you have to do it all over again the next day, and the next, and the next. NaNoWriMo 
would be great as a course but it would have to be acknowledged to be an enormous 
project and afforded time accordingly.
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Tift College of Education

INFORMED CONSENT FOR WEB SURVEY

Title o f  Project: A New Kind of Writing Group: Describing, Situating and Theorizing 
National Novel W riting Month

Investigator Name: Kelly Jones 
E-Mail: jones_kl@ m ercer.edu 
Phone:478-301-2175

R esearch  A dv iso r: Dr. Kelly Reffitt 
Email: reffitt_ke@ m ercer.edu 
Phone: 478-301-5389

You are invited to participate in an online survey for a research project conducted through M ercer 
University. M ercer U niversity’s IRB requires investigators to provide inform ed consent to the 
research participants.

The purpose o f  this online research study is to exam ine National Novel Writing Month. Your 
participation in the study will contribute to a better understanding o f  adults’ perceptions of and 
experiences in National Novel Writing Month. Y ou m ust be at least 18 years old to participate.

If you agree to participate
The survey will take less than one hour o f  your time. You will be asked to  answ er 20 questions about 
yourself and your experiences w ith N ational Novel W riting M onth. N o com pensation is offered for 
your participation.

Risks/Benefits/Confidentiality of Data
There are no known risks or discomfort which could cause you to feel uncomfortable, 
distressed, sad, or tired,. There will be no costs for participating. A lthough your participation in 
this research may not benefit you personally, it will help us understand There are n o t expected 
risks or discomforts from participating in this study. While you may not receive any 
p erso n a l benefit, I hope that the information provided will make y o u  more informed 
about college graduates’ experiences as National Novel W riting M onth participants. 
Y our name and em ail address will be kept during the data collection phase for tracking 
purposes, and to contact you if you are willing to participate in an optional follow-up 
interview. Only the prim ary researcher, Kelly Jones, w ill have access to  your personal 
information. A ll o f  your responses will rem ain confidential.

Participation or Withdrawal
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Y our decision to participate or decline participation in this study is voluntary. You may decline to 
answ er any question and you have the right to w ithdraw from participation at any time. W ithdrawal 
will not affect your relationship w ith M ercer University in anyway. I f  you do not w ant to  participate, 
click on the “stop survey” arrow or close the brow ser window. I f  you do not want to receive any m ore 
rem inders, you may email me at jo n es_ k l@ m ercer.ed u .

C o n tac ts
I f  you have any questions about the study contact the investigator K elly Jo n es at 478-301-2175 
or send an em ail to jo n es_k l@ m ercer.edu . You m ay  also co n tac t th e  re sea rch  ad v iso r, D r. 
K elly R e ffitt a t  (478) 301-5389 o r  re ffitt_ k e@ m ercer.ed u . M ercer U niversity’s Institutional 
Review B oard (IRB) reviewed study # H 1 3 0 4 1 2 1  and approved it on April 10, 2013.

Q u estions a b o u t y o u r  rig h ts  as a  re sea rch  p a r tic ip a n t
I f  you have questions about your rights o r are dissatisfied at any tim e w ith any part o f  this study, you 
can contact, anonym ously if  you wish, the Institutional Review  Board by phone at (478) 301-4101 or 
em ail at ORC Research @ M ercer.edu.

I f  you agree to participate in the research study, click on the following link 
[h ttps://w w w .surveym onkey .eom /s/H G T P 8Y T ].

Thank you in advance for your tim e and participation!

Please do not forw ard this e-mail to others.
P lease p r in t a copy o f  th is  d o cu m en t fo r y o u r records.
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