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ABSTRACT
This experience report documents the impetus for, process, and
result of a coalition of technical and professional communication (TPC) scholars who crafted an anti-racist scholarly reviewing
heuristic for editors, reviewers, and authors. In Summer 2020, a
coalition of scholars met to respond to calls from Women of Color
leaders in the field of TPC for anti-racist action. The coalition engaged in an extended Futures Workshop, a participatory design
activity that guided imaginative brainstorming and problem solving
which culminated in the development of the heuristic. The heuristic was reviewed by many scholars and iteratively revised before
being shared publicly in Spring 2021 on social media platforms, via
national listservs, and by professional organizations. This report recounts the specific participatory design practices and activities the
coalition employed to create a living and open document that can
guide a variety of actors to examine their own practices, with the
ultimate goals of intervening in and interrupting bias in reviewing
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practices. This report demonstrates how enacting participatory values and working in broad coalitions can further anti-racist efforts
and generate more inclusive practices and norms for the field of
TPC.
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1

INTRODUCTION

Recent anti-Black and anti-Asian American and Pacific Islander
violence (both physical and epistemic) has drawn attention to the
long-standing need for strategies to redress inequities and build
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anti-racist commitments into our practices as teachers, scholars,
activists, and practitioners. Within the field of technical and professional communication (TPC), calls to action from Williams and
Jones [1] and Haas [2] urged a move toward “just imagination” and
a critical, active support of anti-racism. This experience report answers that call by documenting the impetus for, process, and result
of a coalition of TPC scholars who crafted a heuristic for editors,
reviewers, and authors to support anti-racist scholarly reviewing
practices [3].
Our experience report documents the participatory process we
engaged in in an effort to recognize, reveal, reject and replace [2]
racist philosophies and practices in scholarly publishing. Our process began in the summer of 2020. After a core workgroup of technical and professional communication (TPC) scholars completed a
draft of the document in late 2020, the draft was circulated for feedback among leading experts in the field. After revisions, the heuristic was shared publicly in Spring 2021 on social media platforms;
via national listservs; and by professional organizations, including
the Association for Rhetoric of Science, Technology, and Medicine;
the Rhetoric Society of America; Rhetoric Society Quarterly, and the
WAC Clearinghouse. Our requests for feedback, endorsement, and
adoption were met with early and ongoing enthusiasm.
In this report, we recount the specific participatory design practices we employed to create a living and open document that can
guide a variety of actors to examine their own practices, with the
ultimate goals of intervening in and interrupting racism and other
biases. First, we detail the catalysts that brought our group together
and how we decided to focus our intervention on racist reviewing
practices. Second, we discuss a variety of design activities that the
group used to focus its efforts, including future workshopping [4, 5],
to identify existing problems in academic reviewing and generate
imaginative alternatives. Third, we discuss the decision to create a
heuristic and the opportunities and challenges of the genre. Fourth,
we share the design decisions that helped foster and invite open and
critical feedback on early iterations of the heuristic. We conclude
by discussing how enacting participatory values and working in
broad coalitions can further anti-racist efforts and generate more
inclusive practices and norms for the field of TPC. This experience
report provides an understanding of 1) how design work can be
undertaken as a form of coalition-building and 2) how process and
iteration can be deployed strategically to invite collaboration in
multi-authored documents.

2

CATALYST/IMPETUS

In June 2020, as the news of George Floyd’s murder gained international prominence, the authors of this experience report channeled
our energy into identifying ways our own field contributes to and
remains complicit in systems of oppression and, more specifically,
anti-Black violence. ATTW President Angela Haas [2] explicitly
called on “non-Black membership to mobilize our (proximity to)
white privilege and use our rhetoric and technical communication
skills to redress anti-Blackness in our spheres of influence.” A core
group of white women gathered to respond to this call, as well as
another call from TPC scholars Jones and Williams [1] to engage
in a just use of imagination.
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This gathering began with ad hoc calls, text messages, and emails
between two and three scholars at a time who already knew and
trusted each other. Merging several of these ad hoc groups and
formalizing our efforts into a coalition, in mid-June 2020 Kristen
Moore sent an email inviting several scholars to meet and take up
action in response to Haas’s and Jones and Williams’s calls.
Taking a coalitional approach to anti-racist work (and other
forms of activism) is a key strategy for centering marginalized perspectives. Karma Chavez advocates for coalitions as an alternative
to what she calls “normative/inclusionary and utopian politics” [6].
Utopian politics threaten to gloss over or conceal differences in an
effort to achieve a single, unified, and static version of an improved
future, often by suppressing the most marginalized or multiply
marginalized perspectives. In contrast, coalitions allow for shifts
and differences within the pursuit of a shared goal. A coalition is
“the ‘horizon’ that can reorganize our possibilities and the conditions of them. . . [it] is a liminal space, necessarily precarious, and
located within the intermeshed interstices of people’s lives and
politics” [6]. In addition to setting the expectation that coalitional
work will shift over time as we initiated a vision for anti-racist action, this framing of coalitions as located within the “intermeshed
interstices” of lived experience and power directed our thinking
toward what Walton, Moore, and Jones [7] call margins of maneuverability. In other words, given the positionality, privilege, and
power of our coalition members, what possibilities might we use
to intercede for justice? Attuned to our margin of maneuverability,
we brainstormed how we could make meaningful change against
racism, especially anti-Black racism, in our scholarly field at the
national level.
One of the earliest challenges was balancing openness and imagination with a targeted focus on anti-racism. We created a shared
Google Doc with the following questions to help us pursue this
balance:
• Guiding Question 1: How can/should we respond (in action or otherwise) to the calls from Drs. Haas, Jones, and
Williams? What are we already doing? What else is needed?
Should we be organizing others who might not know how
to respond?
• Guiding Question 2: What problems are we facing in the
field and otherwise in developing action items or achieving
goals we or our BIPOC colleagues have set for us? And can
this group help support us?
To help us focus on anti-racism specifically (and not just generically good practice), we drew upon Ibram X. Kendi’s definition
of anti-racism: “Racism is a powerful collection of racist policies
that lead to racial inequity and are substantiated by racist ideas.
Antiracism is a powerful collection of antiracist policies that lead
to racial equity and are substantiated by antiracist ideas” [8]. Kendi
also reminds us that “there is no such thing as a nonracist or raceneutral policy. Every policy in every institution in every community
in every nation is producing or sustaining either racial inequity
or equity between racial groups” [8]. This claim aligns with fieldspecific assertions in our own scholarship: e.g., “We could not be
neutral even if we wanted to be; there is no neutral” [9].
Prompted by the specific directives in Haas’s call to “PLAN
and DO at least three tangible things this summer that directly
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redress anti-Blackness in your spheres of micro, meso, and macro
level influence. . .[and] to REPORT out those tangible anti-racist
actions,” we asked ourselves which policies were both within our
spheres of influence and have a particularly large negative impact
on Black scholars and other marginalized and underrepresented
scholars. Meeting weekly, the coalition developed a focus on scholarly reviewing because of its material impact: i.e., for most faculty
members, publishing scholarship is a requirement for not only advancing their career (e.g., promotion to full professor) but even for
remaining in the academy (i.e., achieving tenure or having one’s
contract renewed). In addition to the material impact, another reason we homed in on scholarly reviewing is because our coalition
was particularly well suited to addressing it due to the positionality, privilege, and power of our members. For example, our initial
coalition included two journal editors (Lane and Walton), as well
as members of journal editorial boards, conference program chairs,
and frequent reviewers of scholarship, as well as contending with
scholarly reviews ourselves as authors. As our own positionality
demonstrated, in academic review processes, people play multiple
roles and can even occupy more than one role simultaneously:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Editor
Manuscript reviewer
Author
Co-author
Graduate mentor
Tenure and promotion reviewers
Readers
Students
Emerging scholars

Each role offers insights, knowledge, and/or power to contribute
to the process of recognizing, revealing, rejecting, and replacing
(known as the 4Rs process) [2] racist philosophies and practices.

3

A PARTICIPATORY DESIGN APPROACH

Participatory design offered us a method and methodology—a set
of social practices that could actively engage our coalition in collaborative knowledge-making/building around a shared exigency.
As an inherently political approach, participatory design supported
our intentionality of inviting stakeholders as collaborators over
time, of attending to material and institutional forces, of inclusive,
collaborative problem solving, of collectively listening and framing issues of concern for deliberation and just action. Many of us
already brought a participatory approach to our work as technical
communicators [6, 7, 9–11] and as such were comfortable with
the liminal process of multiple collaborators weaving in and out
of meetings, stories, documents, and texts across time—of seeking
feedback and building questions with collaborators and considering the impact and purpose of the work. An important part of this
approach included listening to stories. When storytelling is part of
the communicative culture, it is inseparable from the knowledgemaking process, and it remains a constant and iterating thread
throughout our work. The stories shared, gathered, and assembled
over time shaped our directions, our understanding of bias and
racism in reviewing practices, and our emphasis on how the heuristic might address those practices–prompting revisions, expansions,
and critique. One particularly instructive participatory approach
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for helping us channel the stories into the reviewing practices we
wanted to see was the future workshop.

3.1

Ideation/Brainstorming: A Future
Workshop

In this section, we recount the early stages of the project where we
considered how to respond to Haas and Jones & Williams’s calls
and how we came to develop an anti-racist reviewing heuristic. To
identify how to scope and define the problem of bias and racism in
reviewing practices, Emma J. Rose facilitated a Future Workshop, a
participatory design activity [4] that emphasizes “critique, learning,
teamwork, democracy, and empowerment” [5]. Like participatory
design, the roots of the future workshop method are inherently and
explicitly political. The method was designed to “support the political struggles of community groups” and “support group creativity
and to create group synergy for individuals that are in the same
oppressed situation” [5]. A future workshop consists of five distinct
phases: preparation, critique, fantasy, implementation, and follow
up. Below, we provide details of each phase.
3.1.1 Preparation phase. In this phase, the workshop is organized
to determine who will participate, what tools and materials are
needed, and how the theme or problem will be presented to participants. Due to both the COVID-19 pandemic and also our disparate
geography, we first convened a group of 10 scholars online. The
question and framing of the workshop were developed collaboratively as a group and included discussing ways we could intervene
in anti-Black racism in our spheres of influence. We had started
with a list that included items such as: focusing on efforts within
our local departments, starting an anti-racist pedagogy group, creating an infographic or visualization of anti-racist practices that
could be easily circulated, amplifying our BIPOC colleagues and
their work, and so on. However, after discussion and telling stories,
ultimately the group was clearly energized by one topic, which was
the ways that academic reviewing is exclusionary and opaque and
the specific ways it harms BIPOC authors. A note from our early
meeting notes, includes this phrase: “Let’s reorient what it means
to do a review—a feminist, anti-racist review approach.” Given this
focus, we planned to conduct a Future Workshop, which was conducted over the course of two meetings, two weeks apart, that were
approximately 90 minutes each. We used the software tool Miro,
an online collaborative whiteboard, and met over Zoom.
3.1.2 Critique phase. During the critique phase, the goal is to develop an understanding of the theme and focus for critique. The
group took up the following guiding question: What are the specific
barriers, critiques, and problems related to white supremacy, racism,
and anti-blackness in reviewing and publishing? In the critique phase
there is a divergent and convergent step. For the divergent step,
each participant typically generates and writes down as many issues
as they can to answer the question that reflects on the status quo
and the current situation. Vidal characterizes this idea generation
as one where “criticism is ruled out, free-wheeling is welcomed,
quantity is desired, and combination and improvement is sought”
[4]. During an in person Future Workshop this work is done independently so each person has the opportunity to think and write
using their own words. This activity was still independently done
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Figure 1: Screenshot of the Miro board after the Critique (blue stickies) and Fantasy phase (yellow stickies) of the workshop
with each participant generating their own ideas on digital sticky
notes. However, because it was a shared collaborative tool, idea
generation was both independent but it was possible to see what
others were writing.
After idea generation, we shifted to the convergent step, where
the individual ideas are clustered into themes similar to an affinity
diagramming exercise. The participants are first invited to read
through all the ideas and cluster according to commonality between
ideas. Sticky notes are moved and reorganized to put similar ideas
together. The critique phase generated 45 individual stickies which
were then grouped into 7 broader themes. Each theme was given a
unique title or label to describe that category (Figure 1).
We synthesized these themes into the following problems and
practices, which became the anchor for our future work.

• Review processes are embedded within larger organizations
and communities, some of which have yet to commit to
anti-racist practices as part of their missions.

• Reviewing can gatekeep, reinforce the status quo, and reproduce existing white, dominant, and patriarchal norms.
• Anonymity can shield bad behavior, including racism at the
micro and macro levels and the use of punitive and violent
language.
• The reviewing process is opaque and contains hidden tacit
practices that can exclude new scholars, especially those
who are already marginalized.
• The labor of anti-racist reviewing and critical citational practices disproportionately falls on Black, Indigenous, and other
scholars and reviewers of color.
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3.1.3 Fantasy phase. After the critique phase, a fantasy phase invites participants to “try to create a utopia, to draw an exaggerated
picture of future possibilities” [4]. This phase encourages participants to put aside existing knowledge of constraints or barriers,
and think about unconventional or ideal solutions to the problems.
At this moment, the facilitator prompted the participants to think
of an ideal world where the problems do not exist and to describe
what this world would look like with the following question: “Imagine an unconstrained and ideal version of the future. What is a
solution or positive version of each critique?” Each problem that
was identified in the critique phase was then overlaid with the
opposite ideal outcome. For example, in the critique phase, one
sticky note reading “rigor is defined by (usually unnamed) white
heteropatriarchy.” In the fantasy phase, this transformation of the
sticky note read “justice replaces ‘rigorous’ as the expectation.” In
the fantasy phase, the goal is to encourage creativity and imagine
broad opportunities without being stifled by existing constraints.
3.1.4 Implementation phase. Within the implementation phase of
a Futures Workshop, the group turns to assessing and prioritizing
ideal solutions and assessing which ones could be a possibility.
During this discussion, the group decided to focus on creating
guidelines for anti-racist reviewing. While it was not exactly clear
how or where these guidelines could be implemented across the
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field, the group decided that writing down ideas on how to review
in a more just and equitable way could be a starting point for
intervening in the problem. The implementation phase is described
in more detail below in the drafting and prototyping section.
3.1.5 Follow-up phase. The conclusion of a Future Workshop usually ends with an assessment of the workshop and its outcomes
with the group that participated. The group discussed and provided
feedback on the workshop and felt it was generative to help the
group both focus on a problem and create an action plan for implementing a design that could intervene in the problem. Another
point of assessment was that participants in the group appreciated
the activity and requested details on the method and have since
used the Future Workshop in other projects. Because the development of the resulting design is still relatively new, we have not
completed a formal assessment of its impact. The goal of writing
this Experience Report is a step in the assessment of the workshop
and the resulting work.

4

DRAFTING AND PROTOTYPING

After the future workshop, the team started to draft and prototype
a document. This process remained interactive and coalitional, as
the authors worked over many months to establish a draft, identify the genre, and develop an approach that effectively and fully
reflected the anti-racist work we hoped to accomplish. The drafting process is rarely linear and this one was more iterative than
most. Below, rather than step through the months- long process of
discussions, drafting, and meetings, we report back microstories,
or brief accounts of personal experiences [1], that reveal the kinds
of design choices, participatory decision-making that characterized
our experiences as individuals and/or a coalition.

4.1

Microstory 1: What is this genre? What
should it be? What could it be?

At the outset of the work of building an anti-racist reviewing process, we had many discussions of what exactly was it that we were
creating. What is the genre of this particular document and how
would it be used? We considered calling it a manifesto, a public declaration of values that could potentially inspire and enact change.
But that felt more political than pragmatic, and we wanted the
document to be both. We considered the genre of a scholarly article,
but that did not seem to be the right fit especially given how long
the publication process can take. We intentionally wanted to work
outside the bounds of traditional academic publishing and not just
speak in/to one journal in one field. Working outside the bounds
of existing institutional structures is itself an act of anti-racism.
Further, a scholarly review process might relegate the document
to the same treatment we were trying to intervene to prevent and
since most journals are behind a paywall, a journal article may not
be accessible to all. We wanted to make a resource that was free and
open to all. We considered referring to it as a white paper, which
would advocate for a specific solution to a problem, but we rejected
this framing as problematic both because it felt too corporate and
the irony of referring to a white paper in the midst of working
against anti-Blackness. It didn’t feel right. For weeks on end, we
referred to what we were creating as “the thing,” which left the
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question of genre open as we worked to try and capture the content
we wanted to share rather than focus on genre conventions.
Finally, we settled on calling the document a heuristic and developing it as such for several reasons. First, a heuristic is a genre
familiar to many in TPC and UX, and a tool used for decisionmaking and design [12].
Examples of heuristics include Selber and Johnson-Eilola thinking through topics in TPC [13], web design and usability [14], iterative design [11, 19] and designing ethical approaches for public
and community engagement [9, 15–18]. We imagined our target
audience would understand the purpose of a heuristic and its use.
Second, framing the document as a heuristic allowed us to articulate the desired result and list specific actions that individuals in a
variety of roles (author, reviewer, editors) could take to intervene in
the status quo. Third, a heuristic is action oriented: it acts as both
a way to critique and also as a way to model best practices. It is
both aspirational and also outlines the individuals’ actions needed
to get to the desired state. Coalescing around the term “heuristic”
helped us make individual design decisions about the document,
its content, and its use.
Finally, naming and sharing the document as a heuristic allowed
for the group to create a tool that could be distributed quickly, but
also does not preclude it from updates, refinements, and additions.
The genre of a heuristic is flexible and open and able to be revised,
which was a goal for this living document. Ultimately, we crafted
this document to be an open-access and Creative Commons licensed
entity to embody the aims we describe above.

4.2

Microstory 2: How many columns does this
@#$%$ table need?

As we started the process of crafting the document on anti-racist
reviewing, we built a table to map particular practices to individual
roles: authors and co-authors, manuscript reviewers, editors, graduate mentors, tenure and promotion external reviewers, students,
readers, emerging scholars, and so on. We did this to surface how
these different roles are impacted by racism and other forms of oppression in different ways and how certain roles have more power
of various types that can be wielded to support or oppress.
Although the table offered a helpful way to organize myriad
roles and practices in the reviewing process, the table soon became
unwieldy. As we generated new ideas, the table grew and grew in
its complexity, as suggested by the following comment marked by
a coalition member during a revision session: “How many columns
does this @#$%$ table need?” Although this comment is half-joking,
it reflects real frustrations with the complexities of representing
both the oppressions threaded through academic publishing, as
well the specific practices in which scholars can engage to disrupt
or eradicate those oppressions.
Initially, the table columns were distinguished by role (e.g., editor,
reviewer), but we chose to collapse the roles into a single column
because antiracist reviewing practices are everyone’s responsibility.
Our discussion of how to restructure the table spanned several
meetings in an effort to ensure the decision-making process was
coalitional and that the heuristic structure made sense for each
type of user. Because we understand the heuristic to be a living
document that will continue to change over time based on user
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feedback, we kept a copy of the previous version with multiple
columns for future reference.
What the big, complex, multi-columned table did well was to
help us recognize how intertwined instantiations of racism are
with academic practice and how many people are both subject to
and complicit in upholding the status quo. It also offered a ready
format for coalition members to add examples and build upon each
other’s work, even asynchronously, which supported brainstorming and intra-coalitional learning. But as a format for presenting
information, the table fell short in a couple of important ways: first,
it isolated scholarly roles, which could make it confusing to use for
scholars who occupy multiple represented roles, and second, tables
can be difficult to read, making them inaccessible for certain user
groups. Its value was in the process, not in the product.

4.3

Microstory 3: What is the role of stories?

Throughout the process of developing the heuristic, we debated
whether to include stories in the form of scenarios. Scenarios and
personas, after all, are well known tools for facilitating work in
UX and other design fields [8, 19, 20]. We often shared stories during our meetings, and many of those stories made visible racist
reviewing practices. As we note in the heuristic itself, “because we
recognize that experiences of oppression vary based on positionality, privilege, and power, we have provided illustrative scenarios
or stories that demonstrate the need for action from each of the
positions of power and privilege in the reviewing process. These
stories are anonymized personal narratives that describe the exigence for this heuristic and provide examples of situations in which
editors, authors, reviewers, instructors, or tenure & promotion committee members might use it within specific positions, programs,
or places.” Stories are not just empirical; they are also rhetorical.
By leaning into the participatory knowledge work of anonymized
stories, we were able to privilege the experiential knowledge of our
contributors and authors while reducing the likelihood of harm or
risk.

5

GATHERING FEEDBACK, ITERATING,
CIRCULATING

At the outset of this project, the initial coalition of scholars sought
to respond to calls from Women of Color leaders in the field of
TPC, and the earliest of drafting and planning occurred within a
coalition of white women scholars who shared an ethical imperative:
to take up the work of anti-racism within TPC. Yet to be effective,
ethical, inclusive, and just, that initial group knew more voices,
perspectives, and input were necessary: however well-meaning,
a group of white women is ill-positioned to fully understand the
need for and implications of an anti-racist heuristic. Therefore, the
initial group expanded the coalition by reaching out to additional
scholars from different identities and positionalities.
Inviting feedback, critique, and suggestions, this process extended the participatory design. To enact an inclusive approach,
this participatory process involved several intentional choices:
• The draft was purposefully still messy, indicating that feedback was being welcomed early enough in the process to
substantially affect the design of the heuristic
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• A wide range of scholars across adjacent fields were invited
to contribute
• Options for participation included a) providing informal feedback in an email, b) providing marginal comments and making changes directly to the document, c) meeting one-on-one
with another member of the coalition, and/or d) attending
a meeting with several coalitional authors to discuss the
document together;
• To honor the work of all coalition members, everyone who
shaped the document was invited to be named as an author.
The feedback substantially improved the document, informing
several weeks of iterative revision before the coalition deemed the
document ready to share publicly, though not complete (it is a living
document, after all). At that point, we shared the link to the AntiRacist Heuristic via social media and reached out to professional
organizations directly to share it with them in hopes of supporting
organizational anti-racist efforts.

6

IMPACT, REFLECTIONS, AND LIMITATIONS

This experience report provides insight into the process of building
a coalition and collaboratively writing and designing a heuristic for
anti-racist reviewing. The document remains an unfinished, living
document, but the contributors have begun circulating the heuristic
and inviting feedback. Since the document has been circulated, a
number of people have signed on; you can too by completing the
Google Form at the bottom of the heuristic [3].
Moving forward with a living document, we discuss our current
reflections at this moment, identify current limitations, and share
what we hope will be the impact of this work as it continues to
grow and evolve:

6.1

Reflections

Up to this point, this is the largest collaborative and iterative project
in which many of us took part. For each of us at various points,
it was a continual learning process as we wrestled with how to
articulate our experiences, desires for change, and actions to take
toward committing to anti-racist practices in our field. Given the
number of people involved, the iterative, participatory process, and
feedback loops, the project took almost a full year.

6.2

Limitations

Our work began in summer 2020 over numerous Zoom calls, with
our group distributed across the country and working through a
combination of synchronous and asynchronous sessions. We wondered at many points what an in-person workshop session might
have yielded. What ideas might have flowed from instantaneous
sharing? Likewise, we were always aware of our positionality and
privileges, asking: What would have the Future Workshop and process looked like if we would have involved BIPOC scholars from the
beginning? If we were to start this project over again, how would
we build a coalition differently?

6.3

Impact

At the time of this writing, the Anti-Racist Review Heuristic has
circulated within many networks within technical communication,
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Figure 2: Screenshots of the heuristic being circulated on Twitter

editors’ groups, and professional organizations, to name a few (Figure 2). At the time of writing, 84 scholars and two journals and
professional organizations have publicly signed on, committing to
the heuristic’s purpose, and we hope more individuals and organizations do the same in order to change their processes and practices
related to scholarly reviewing. We also know that many journal
editors and editorial review boards are also adopting the heuristic
for their review practices.
Many statements on antiracism and calls for action have been
composed and circulated in the wake of (continued) violences
against targeted communities. A heuristic or framework can provide
guidance to reform certain practices, such as scholarly reviewing
and editing in the case of this experience report. However, the roots
of racially and ethnically charged violence need to be attended to
with radical change and innovation. This heuristic calls attention
to the tip of a whole iceberg that has caused many problems to
multiple communities. However, shaving ice off the tip would not
resolve discriminatory and criminal acts against people. As a field
that is committed to social justice, we have to shake up disciplinary
and scholarly practices—-defy conventional habits, suspend judgements, bring in new leadership, and invent antiracist and inclusive
mechanisms from the ground up. Building a coalition to advocate
for this kind of radical reform needs to be a continued effort with
the intentions of centering marginalized and victimized people,
while amplifying (passing the mic to) silenced groups and materializing (giving financial, material, and talent resources to) the
mission of an antiracist reformation. This heuristic is a start to that
interminable process.
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