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CHAPTER ONE

Sampling “the New” in
New Literacies

C OLIN L ANKSHEAR AND M ICHELE K NOBEL

Sampling
This book “samples” work in the broad area of new literacies research on two levels.
First, it samples some typical examples of new literacies. These are video gaming, fan fiction writing, weblogging, using websites to participate in affinity practices, and social practices involving mobile computing. The question of what it is
about these practices that makes us think of them as “new” and as “literacies” will
occupy much of this introductory chapter.
Second, it samples from among the wide range of approaches potentially available for researching and studying new literacies. The studies assembled in this collection are all examples of what is referred to as research undertaken from a
sociocultural perspective on literacy. New literacies can be studied from a range of
research and theoretical orientations (cf. Leu et al. forthcoming). For reasons that
will become apparent from our account of “new literacies,” however, a sociocultural perspective is especially appropriate and valuable for researching new literacies.

A Sociocultural Approach to Literacies
Understanding literacies from a sociocultural perspective means that reading and
writing can only be understood in the contexts of social, cultural, political, economic,
historical practices to which they are integral, of which they are a part. This view
lies at the heart of what Gee (1996) calls the “new” literacy studies, or socioliteracy
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studies (see also Hull and Schultz 2001, Knobel 1999, Lankshear 1997, Street
1984, 1995). The relationship between human practice and the production, distribution, exchange, refinement, negotiation and contestation of meanings is a key idea
here. Human practices are meaningful ways of doing things or getting things done
(Scribner and Cole 1981; also Franklin 1990, Hull and Schultz 2001). There is no
practice without meaning, just as there is no meaning outside of practice. Within
contexts of human practice, language (words, literacy, texts) gives meaning to contexts and, dialectically, contexts give meaning to language. Hence, there is no reading or writing in any meaningful sense of each term outside social practices.
If we see literacy as “simply reading and writing”—whether in the sense of
encoding and decoding print, as a tool, a set of skills, or a technology, or as some
kind of psychological process—we cannot make sense of our literacy experience.
Reading (or writing) is always reading something in particular with understanding.
Different kinds of text require “somewhat different backgrounds and somewhat different skills” if they are to be read (i.e., read meaningfully). Moreover, particular texts
can be read in different ways, contingent upon different people’s experiences of practices in which these texts occur. A Christian Fundamentalist, for example, will read
texts from the Bible in radically different ways from, say, a liberation theology priest.
They will make different meanings from specific texts, interact with these texts
differently, put them to different “uses” (e.g., to justify or affirm different courses of
action to be taken in the world), and so on.
Learning to read and write particular kinds of texts in particular ways presupposes immersion in social practices where participants “not only read texts of this type
in this way but also talk about such texts in certain ways, hold certain attitudes and
values about them, and socially interact over them in certain ways” (Gee, Hull and
Lankshear 1996, 3). Different histories of “literate immersion” yield different forms
of reading and writing as practice. The texts we read and write—any and all texts we
read and write; even the most arid (and otherwise meaningless) drill and skill, remedial session “readings”—are integral elements of “lived, talked, enacted, value-andbelief-laden practices” engaged in under specific conditions, at specific times and in
specific places (ibid.). Consequently, it is impossible to abstract or decontextualize
“literacy bits” from their larger embedded practices and for them still to mean what
they do in fact mean experientially. Furthermore, and obviously, there is no one singular phenomenon that is literacy. Rather, there are as many literacies as there are
“social practices and conceptions of reading and writing” (Street 1984, 1).

Sociocultural Definitions of “Literacies”
Sociocultural definitions of literacy, then, have to make sense of reading, writing and
meaning-making as integral elements of social practices. One such definition is
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provided by Gee (1996), who defines literacy in relation to Discourses. Discourses are
socially recognized ways of using language (reading, writing, speaking, listening),
gestures and other semiotics (images, sounds, graphics, signs, codes), as well as ways
of thinking, believing, feeling, valuing, acting/doing and interacting in relation to people and things, such that we can be identified and recognized as being a member of
a socially meaningful group, or as playing a socially meaningful role (cf., Gee 1991,
1996, 1998). To be in, or part of, a Discourse means that others can recognise us as
being a “this” or a “that” (a pupil, mother, priest, footballer, mechanic), or a particular
“version” of a this or a that (a reluctant pupil, a doting mother, a radical priest, an
untrained but expert mechanic) by virtue of how we are using language, believing, feeling, acting, dressing, doing, and so on. Language is a dimension of Discourse, but only
one dimension, and Gee uses discourse (with a small “d”) to mark this relationship.
As historical “productions,” Discourses change over time, but at any given point are
sufficiently “defined” for us to tell when people are in them.
Gee distinguishes our primary Discourse from our various secondary
Discourses. Our primary Discourse is how we learn to do and be (including speaking
and expressing) within our family (or face to face intimate) group during our early
life. It (we each have only one primary Discourse, although there are many different
primary Discourses) comprises our first notions of who “people like us” are, and what
“people like us” do, think, value, and so on. Our secondary Discourses (and we each
have many of these, although they differ from person to person) are those we are
recruited to through participation in outside groups and institutions, such as schools,
clubs, workplaces, churches, political organizations, and so on. These all draw upon
and extend our resources from our primary Discourse, and may be “nearer to” or “further away from” our primary Discourse. The further away a secondary Discourse is
from our primary Discourse and our other secondary Discourses—as in the case of
children from marginal social groups who struggle to get a handle on the culture
of school classrooms—the more we have to “stretch” our discursive resources to “perform” within that Discourse. Often in such cases we simply are unable to operate
the Discourse at the level of fluent performance.
Gee holds that any socially useful definition of literacy must build on the
notion of Discourse and the distinction between primary and secondary Discourses.
In part this is because the context of all language use is some specific social practice or other, which is always part of some Discourse or other. Gee defines literacy
“as mastery (or, fluent performance) of a secondary Discourse” (Gee 1996). Hence,
to be literate means being able to handle all aspects of competent performance of
the Discourse, including the literacy bits: that is, to be able to handle the various
human and non-human elements of “coordinations” (Gee 1997, Latour 1987,
Knorr Cetina 1992) effected by Discourses. To play a role, be a particular identity,
etc., is a matter of both “getting coordinated” as an element in a Discourse, and of
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coordinating other elements. Language/literacy is a crucial element of discursive
“coordinating,” but it is only one aspect, and the other elements need to be “in sync”
for fluent performance—literacy—to be realised.
In similar vein we have recently defined literacies as “socially recognized ways
of generating, communicating and negotiating meaningful content through the
medium of encoded texts within contexts of participation in Discourses (or, as
members of Discourses)” (Lankshear and Knobel 2006, 64). Identifying literacies as
social practices is necessarily to see them as involving socially recognized ways of doing
things. Scribner and Cole (1981, 236) claim that “social practice” always refers “to
socially developed and patterned ways of using technology and knowledge to accomplish tasks.” They describe literacy in terms of “socially organized practices [that]
make use of a symbol system and a technology for producing and disseminating it”
(1981, 236). Literacy, then, is not a matter of knowing how to read and write a particular kind of script. Rather, it is a matter of “applying this knowledge for specific
purposes in specific contexts of use” (ibid.). This means that literacy is really like a
family of practices—literacies—that includes such “socially evolved and patterned
activities” as letter writing, keeping records and inventories, keeping a diary, writing
memos, posting announcements, and so on (ibid.). More recently Brian Street
(2001, 11) has defined literacy practices as “particular ways of thinking about and
doing reading and writing in cultural contexts.”
Literacies call us to generate and communicate meanings and to invite others
to make meaning from our texts in turn. This, however, can only be done by having
something to make meaning from—namely, a kind of content that is carried as
“potential” by the text and that is actualized through interaction with the text by its
recipients. If there is no text there is no literacy, and every text, by definition, bears
content. Gunther Kress (2003, 37–38) makes this point in relation to alphabetic
writing. He talks of readers doing “semiotic work” when they read a written text.
This is “the work of filling the elements of writing with content” (ibid.); that is, the
work of making meaning from the writing in the text. Kress argues that meaning
involves two kinds of work. One is articulation, which is performed in the production
of “the outwardly made sign” (e.g., writing). The other is interpretation, which
involves producing “the inwardly made sign” in reading (see also Gee 2004, Ch. 6).
Our idea of “meaningful content” that is generated and negotiated within literacy practices is, however, wider and looser than many literacy scholars might
accept. We think Gee’s (1997) Discourse approach to literacies draws attention to
the complexity and richness of the relationship between literacies and “ways of being
together in the world” (Gee 1997, xv). So, for example, when we look at somebody’s
weblog we might well find that much of the meaning to be made from the content
has to do with who we think the blog writer is: what they are like, how they want
to think of themselves, and how they want us to think of them. Likewise, a particular
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text that someone produces might well be best understood as an expression of
wanting to feel “connected” or “related” right now. The meaning carried by the content might be much more relational than literal. It might be more about expressing
solidarity or affinity with particular people. Our idea of “meaningful content” is
intended to be sufficiently elastic to accommodate these possibilities.
This is an important point when it comes to understanding the internet, online
practices and online “content.” Almost anything available online becomes a resource
for diverse kinds of meaning making. In many cases the meanings that are made will
not be intelligible to people at large or, in some cases, to many people at all. Some
might be shared only by “insiders” of quite small interest groups or cliques. Consider,
for example, the way that eBay has been used to spoof a range of social conventions
and to generate diverse kinds of quirky and “nutty” activity. A man auctioned his
soul in 2006 and received a cash payment that came with the condition that he
would spend 50 hours in church. In another case an individual auctioned a ten-yearold toasted cheese sandwich the owner said had an imprint of the Virgin Mary on
it, and that had not gone mouldy or disintegrated since it was made in 1994.
Moreover, she said it had brought her luck at a casino. An internet casino purchased
the sandwich for $28,000 and planned to take it on tour to raise money for charity. Other sellers responded with Virgin Mary toasted sandwich makers, T-shirts, etc.
(see: news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4034787.stm). On 5 May 2006, Yahoo! sports
pages reported a Kansas City Royals baseball fan of 25 years finally giving up on
the club and auctioning his loyalty. The meaning of such actions have little to do
with established practices of auctioning, and the interpretation of texts describing
the items have little or nothing to do with the literal words per se. People may be
prepared to spend money just to be in solidarity with the spoof: to say “I get it,” and
thereby signal their insiderness with the practice, express solidarity with the seller,
or, even, to try and save a soul.
By defining literacies in relation to “encoded texts” we mean texts that have been
rendered in a form that allows them to be retrieved, worked with, and made available
independently of the physical presence of another person. “Encoded texts” are texts
that have been “frozen” or “captured” in ways that free them from their immediate context of production so that they are “transportable.” Encoded texts give (semi) permanence, transcendence, and transportability to language that is not available in the
immediacy of speech, hand signs, and the like.They can “travel” without requiring particular people to transport them. They can be replicated independently of needing
other human beings to host the replication. The particular kinds of codes employed
in literacy practices are varied and contingent. Literacies can involve any kind of codification system that “captures” language in the sense we have described. Literacy
includes “letteracy” (i.e., within the English language, recognition and manipulation
of alphabetic symbols), but in our view goes far beyond this. Someone who “freezes”
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language as a digitally encoded passage of speech and uploads it to the internet as a
podcast is engaging in literacy.
Finally, the point that we always engage in literacy practices as members of some
Discourse or other takes us back to Gee’s account of literacies outlined above.
Humans “do life” as individuals and as members of social and cultural groups—
always as what Gee calls “situated selves”—in and through Discourses. A person rushing an email message to head office as she hands her boarding pass to the airline
attendant at the entrance to the aircraft boarding ramp is recognizable (to others
and herself ) as a particular kind of person. In this moment she is part of a coordination that includes as its elements such things as the person herself, some way of
thinking and feeling (maximizing time to get more done), rules (the phone must
be switched off after leaving the gate), institutions (airports and air travel, the
company she works for), tools (a phone, a network), accessories (a briefcase and compact travel bag), clothes (a suit, perhaps), language (facility with emailing concisely
and accurately), and so on. These various elements all get and are got “in sync” (Gee
1997). The various elements simultaneously coordinate the others and are coordinated by them (institutional requirements and timetables prompt the particular use
of the phone during the last seconds before boarding; the email message makes a
demand back on someone in the company; the meeting ahead has influenced
choice of clothes—smart but comfortable; etc.). This “in sync-ness” tells us who and
what that person is (like, a business executive in the middle of a three-city day). As
Gee puts it: “Within such coordinations we humans become recognizable to ourselves
and to others and recognize ourselves, other people, and things as meaningful in distinctive ways” (1997, xiv).
As constitutive elements of participation in or membership of a Discourse,
literacies always involve much more than simply producing and negotiating texts
per se. They are contexts and pretexts for enacting and refining memberships of
Discourses that include such dimensions as feeding back, providing support, sharing
knowledge and expertise, explaining rules, sharing jokes, commiserating, doing
one’s job, expressing opinions, showing solidarity, enacting an affinity (Gee 2004)
and so on. Hence, our claim that literacies are “socially recognized ways of generating, communicating and negotiating meaningful content through the medium of
encoded texts within contexts of participating in Discourses (or, as members of
Discourses)” (Lankshear and Knobel 2006, 64). As such, blogging, fanfic writing,
manga producing, meme-ing, photoshopping, anime music video (AMV) practices,
podcasting, vodcasting, and gaming are literacies, along with letter writing, keeping
a diary, maintaining records, running a paper-based zine, reading literary novels and
wordless picture books, reading graphic novels and comics, note-making during conference presentations or lectures, and reading bus timetables.
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When Are Literacies “New”?
The question of what constitutes “new” literacies is interesting, and different views
exist. Our view (see Lankshear and Knobel 2006) is that new literacies have what
we call new “technical stuff ” and new “ethos stuff.” We distinguish two categories
of “new” literacies, which we refer to as paradigm cases of new literacies and
peripheral cases of new literacies, respectively. The new literacies sampled in this
book are all examples of what we regard as paradigm cases.
Paradigm cases of new literacies have both new “technical stuff ” (digitality) and
new “ethos stuff.” Peripheral cases of new literacies have new “ethos stuff ” but not
new “technical stuff.” In other words, if a literacy does not have what we call new
ethos stuff we do not regard it as a new literacy, even if it has new technical stuff.
Once again, not everyone is going to agree with this view. We adopt it because it
is possible to use new technologies (digital electronic technologies) to simply replicate longstanding literacy practices—as we see ad infinitum in contemporary classrooms as well as in many workplaces. We think that what is central to new literacies
is not the fact that we can now “look up information online” or write essays using
a word processor rather than a pen or typewriter, or even that we can mix music with
sophisticated software that works on run-of-the-mill computers but, rather, that they
mobilize very different kinds of values and priorities and sensibilities than the literacies we are familiar with. The significance of the new technical stuff has mainly
to do with how it enables people to build and participate in literacy practices that
involve different kinds of values, sensibilities, norms and procedures and so on from
those that characterize conventional literacies.

New “Technical Stuff”
For present purposes, most of what is important “new technical stuff ” is summarized
in Mary Kalantzis’ idea that “You click for ‘A’ and you click for ‘red’ ” (Cope et al. 2005,
200). Basically, programmers write source code that is stored as binary code (combinations of 0s and 1s) which drives different kinds of applications (for text, sound,
image, animation, communications functions, etc.) on digital-electronic apparatuses
(computers, games hardware, CD and mp3 players, etc.). Someone with access to a
fairly standard computer and internet connection, and who has fairly elementary
knowledge of standard software applications can create a diverse range of meaningful artifacts using a strictly finite set of physical operations or techniques (keying, clicking, cropping, dragging), in a tiny space, with just one or two (albeit complex) “tools.”
They can, for example, create a multimodal text and send it to a person, a group, or
an entire internet community in next to no time and at next to no cost. The text could
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be a photoshopped image posted to Flickr.com. It could be an animated Valentine’s
Day card sent to an intimate friend. It could be a short animated film sequence using
toys and objects found at home, complete with an original music soundtrack, attached
to a blog post. It could be a slide presentation of images of some event with narrated commentary, or remixed clips from a video game that spoof some aspect of popular culture or that retell some obscure literary work in cartoon animations.
Relatively unsophisticated desktop publishing software can generate text and
image effects that the best printers often could not manage under typographic conditions, and “publishing” now is no longer limited to print or images on paper, but
can include additional media such as voice recordings, music files, 2D and 3D animation, video, paintshopped images, scanned images of paper-based artworks, etc.
Even the concept of “text” as understood in conventional print terms becomes a hazy
concept when considering the enormous array of expressive media now available to
everyday folk. Diverse practices of “remixing”—where a range of original materials are copied, cut, spliced, edited, reworked, and mixed into a new creation—have
become highly popular in part because of the quality of product it is possible for
“ordinary people” to achieve.
Machinima animations are a good example of what we mean here. “Machinima”
refers to the process by which fans use video game animation “engines” (the code that
“drives” or generates all the images in a given video game) and computer-generated
imagery (CGI) to render new animated texts on their desktop computers. Until
recently such productions required expensive, high-end 3D graphics and animation
engines that were usually the preserve of professional animators. Creating machinima
involves using tools found within the game engine, like camera angle options, script
editors, level editors, and the like, along with resources, such as backgrounds, themes,
characters, settings etc. available in the game (see: en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machinima).
Similarly, music can be sampled and remixed using desktop computers and
audio editing software. The term “remix” grew out of the DJ sampling, scratching
and mixing scene that began in the late 1970s and early 1980s (although music
remixing itself has a long history as a practice; cf., blues music, ska music from
Jamaica). Music remixing no longer requires extensive and eclectic vinyl record collections, multiple turntables and bulky and expensive mixing and amplification
equipment as it did in the 1970s. Software that comes bundled with most computers
allows users to convert music files from a CD into an editable format (e.g., *.wav),
edit and splice sections of different songs together and to convert the final music
files back into a highly portable format (e.g., *.mp3) and upload them to the internet
for others to access or, alternatively, use them as background soundtracks in larger
do-it-yourself multimedia projects.
These are some typical examples of the kinds of technological trends and
developments we think of as comprising new technical stuff. They represent a
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quantum shift beyond typographic means of text production as well as beyond analogue forms of sound and image production. They can be employed to do in new
ways “the same kinds of things we have previously known.” Equally, however, they
can be integrated into literacy practices (and other kinds of social practices) that in
some significant sense represent new phenomena. The extent to which they are integrated into literacy practices that can be seen as being “new” in a significant sense
will reflect the extent to which these literacy practices involve different kinds of values, emphases, priorities, perspectives, orientations and sensibilities from those
that typify conventional literacy practices that became established during the era of
print and analogue forms of representation and, in some cases, even earlier.

New “Ethos Stuff”
When we say that new literacies involve different “ethos stuff ” from that which is typically associated with conventional literacies we mean that new literacies are more
“participatory,” “collaborative,” and “distributed” in nature than conventional literacies.
That is, they are less “published,” “individuated,” and “author-centric” than conventional literacies. They are also less “expert-dominated” than conventional literacies.
The rules and norms that govern them are more fluid and less abiding than those
we typically associate with established literacies. We understand this difference in
“ethos” between conventional and new literacies in terms of a much larger historical
and social phenomenon that involves a “fracturing of space” accompanied by the
emergence of a new kind of mindset (Lankshear and Bigum 1999, 457).

Contemporary Fracturing of Space
The idea of space having been fractured refers to the emergence of cyberspace as a
distinctively new space that co-exists with physical space (Lankshear and Bigum
1999). Cyberspace has not displaced physical space, of course, and will not displace
it. Neither, however, can physical space “dismiss” cyberspace. For the majority of
young people in so-called developed countries who are now adolescents, cyberspace
has been integral to their experience of “spatiality” since their early years. In these
same countries an entire generation has grown up in a world saturated by digital
electronic technologies, many of which are linked via cyberspace to form an enormous network. Co-existence is the destiny of physical space and cyberspace. Neither
is about to go away.
The idea that this fracturing of space has been accompanied by the emergence
and evolution of a new mindset is evident in the difference between people who
approach the contemporary world through two different lenses. The first is what
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we call a “physical-industrial” mindset. The second is what we call a “cyberspatialpostindustrial” mindset. The “ethos stuff ” of new literacies reflects the second
mindset. As we will see, much of this ethos is encapsulated in talk which has
emerged recently around the concept of Web 2.0.

Mindsets
The first mindset assumes that the contemporary world is essentially the way it has
been throughout the modern-industrial period, only now it has been technologized
in a new and very sophisticated way. To all intents and purposes, however, the world
on which these new technologies are brought to bear is more or less the same economic, cultural, social world that has evolved throughout the modern era, where things
got done by means of routines that were predicated on longstanding assumptions about
bodies, materials, property and forms of ownership, industrial techniques and principles, physical texts, face to face dealings (and physical proxies for them), and so on.
The second mindset assumes that the contemporary world is different in
important ways from how it was even 30 years ago, and that this difference is
growing. Much of this change is related to the development of new internetworked
technologies and new ways of doing things and new ways of being that are enabled
by these technologies. More and more the world is being changed as a result of people exploring hunches and “visions” of what might be possible given the potential
of digital technologies and electronic networks. The world is being changed in some
quite fundamental ways as a result of people imagining and exploring new ways of
doing things and new ways of being that are made possible by new tools and techniques, rather than using new technologies to do familiar things in more “technologized” ways (first mindset).
Some important differences between the mindsets can be dimensionalized
along lines presented in Table 1.1 on p. 11. This is a heuristic device that somewhat
polarizes the mindsets. Things are obviously more complex than a simple table can
capture. And other people are likely to emphasize alternative dimensions of difference than the ones highlighted here. Nonetheless, the dimensions addressed here
will be sufficient to convey our view of the new “ethos stuff ” we believe characterizes
new literacies.
At an early point in the development of the internet as a mass phenomenon
John Perry Barlow (in interview with Tunbridge 1995) distinguished between what
he saw as the different paradigms of value operating in physical space and cyberspace respectively. In physical space, says Barlow, controlled economics increases
value by regulating scarcity. To take the case of diamonds, the value of diamonds is
not a function of their degree of rarity or actual scarceness but, rather, of the fact
that a single corporation owns most of them and, hence, can regulate or control their
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TABLE 1.1. Some dimensions of variation between the mindsets
Mindset 1
The world basically operates on physical/
material and industrial principles and logics.
The world is “centered” and hierarchical.
●
●

●

●

●
●

Value is a function of scarcity
Production is based on an “industrial”
model
●
Products are material artifacts and
commodities
●
Production is based on infrastructure
and production units and centers (e.g.,
a firm or company)
● Tools are mainly production tools
The individual person is the unit of
production, competence, intelligence
Expertise and authority are “located” in
individuals and institutions
Space is enclosed and purpose specific
Social relations of “bookspace” prevail; a
stable “textual order”

Mindset 2
The world increasingly operates on nonmaterial (e.g., cyberspatial) and postindustrial principles and logics.
The world is “decentered” and “flat.”
●
●

●

●

●
●

Value is a function of dispersion
A “post-industrial” view of production
●
Products as enabling services
●
A focus on leverage and non-finite
participation
● Tools are increasingly tools of mediation and relationship technologies
The focus is increasingly on “collectives”
as the unit of production, competence,
intelligence
Expertise and authority are distributed and
collective; hybrid experts
Space is open, continuous and fluid
Social relations of emerging “digital media
space” are increasingly visible; texts in
change

scarcity. Within this paradigm, scarcity has value. Schools, for example, have traditionally operated to regulate scarcity of credentialed achievement, including allocations of literacy “success.” This has maintained scarce “supply” and, to that extent,
high value for those achievements that are suitably credentialed. In the economy of
cyberspace, however, the opposite holds. Barlow argues that with information it is
familiarity, not scarcity that has value. With information, however,
it’s dispersion that has the value, and [information’s] not a commodity, it’s a relationship
and as in any relationship, the more that’s going back and forth the higher the value of
the relationship (in Tunbridge 1995, 5).

The implication here is that people who bring a scarcity model of value with them
to cyberspace will act in ways that diminish rather than expand its potential. For
example, applying certain kinds of copyright and permissions restrictions to the use
of information may constrain the dispersal of that information in ways that undermine its capacity to provide a basis for relationship. This will, in turn, undermine the
potential of that information to work as a catalyst for generating creative and productive conversations, the development of fruitful ideas, the emergence of effective
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networks, and so on (cf., Lessig 2004). The kind of value Barlow sees as appropriate
to cyberspace has to do with maximizing relationships, conversations, networks and
dispersal. Hence, to bring a model of value that “belongs” to a different kind of space
is inappropriate and creates an impediment to actualizing the new space.
The emphasis on relationship and its connection to information—indeed, the significance of information in terms of relationship—is further developed by Michael
Schrage’s (2001) argument that it makes more sense in the current conjuncture to talk
of a relationship revolution than an information revolution. Schrage argues that viewing the computing and communications technologies of the internet through an information lens is “dangerously myopic.” The value of the internet and the web is not to
be found in “bits and bytes and bandwidth.” In a celebrated comment, Schrage claims
that to say the internet “is about ‘information’ is a bit like saying that ‘cooking’ is about
oven temperatures, it’s technically accurate but fundamentally untrue” (Schrage 2001,
no page). The internet and other digital technologies have certainly “transformed the
world of information into readily manipulable bits and bytes” (ibid.). At the same time,
“the genuine significance of these technologies isn’t rooted in the information they
process and store.” Rather, the greatest impact they have had and will continue to have,
“is on relationships between people and between organizations.” Schrage argues,
The so-called “information revolution” itself is actually, and more accurately, a “relationship
revolution.” Anyone trying to get a handle on the dazzling technologies of today and
the impact they’ll have tomorrow, would be well advised to re-orient their worldview
around relationships (2001, no page; original emphasis).

The points made by Barlow and Schrage translate into elements of an ethos associated with the second mindset and that can be seen “writ large” in diverse emerging
online literacies. Two stand out in particular. One might be described as the “will”
of information to be “free,” in the sense of “free” elucidated by Lawrence Lessig (2004)
in his book, Free Culture. This is the idea that cultural creation requires the freedom
and capacity of ordinary people to draw on elements of prior cultural production to
use as raw materials for further creative work. This does not mean pirating, and it
does not mean copying without citation. What it does mean, however, is that people
should be free to take (with appropriate recognition) “bits” of cultural production that
are in circulation and use them to create new ideas, concepts, artifacts and statements,
without having to seek permission to re-use, or to be hit with a writ for using particular animation or music sequences as components in “remixes” (Lankshear and Knobel
2006, Ch. 4) that make something significantly new out of the remixed components.
The contemporary explosion of remix practices in fan fiction, Anime-MusicVideo production, music, cosplay, photoshopping images and the like, bespeaks
mass popular participation in expressing this will of information to be free. Lessig
(2005) is correct when he states that at a general level all of culture is remix, and all
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of culture is fundamentally dependent on information being free in the relevant sense.
At the same time, he is also correct in identifying the special and new way in which
young people particularly are exercising in very conscious ways the will to freedom
on the part of cultural information. Contemporary practices of remix vary in significant ways from, say, academic scholarly models of remix where, in addition to
putting cultural components together in a new mix the scholar was expected to tweak
theory, critique the original components, and so on. This relates to a second point.
This second point is the way in which information is mobilized for, or made
into the medium of, relatedness through participation in online affinity spaces (Gee
2004, Black 2005a, Davies 2006, Stone Ch. 3, this volume). Much of the point
behind remix practices, for example, is to be and feel connected to other people and
to celebrate a fandom: to participate in an affinity, to make shared meanings, to
brighten the day, share a laugh, share one’s passion for a product or a character, and
so on. Conventional practices analogous to cultural remix, such as academic research
and scholarship, include such values and orientations at their best, but typically
embrace “higher callings” like pursuit of truth, advancement of knowledge, contribution to modernist progress, and furthering the field.
In such ways we can begin to relate the “newness” of new literacies to a distinctive kind of “ethos stuff ” that is reaching a scale hitherto unprecedented, and
turning the consumption of popular culture into active production: the production
of consumption (cf., Squire forthcoming, Steinkuehler forthcoming). Beyond this,
of course, we can recognise diverse “new” literacies built around mobilizing information creation and exchange for relatedness purposes: chat, IM, multiplayer online
gaming of all kinds from role playing to first person shooter, blogging, photo sharing, among many others.
Before turning to those aspects of ethos associated with the second mindset that
are encapsulated by talk of Web 2.0, and that in our view constitute “new” in a significant sense, we will briefly address those dimensions of Table 1.1 pertaining to
different dimensions of space: as in “bookspace” and “workspace.”
The dominance of the book as the text paradigm, social relations of control
associated with “bookspace,” and a discernible textual “order” are integral to the first
mindset. During the age of print the book comprised the text paradigm. It shaped conceptions of layout, it was the pinnacle of textual authority, and it played a central role
in organizing practices and routines in major social institutions. The book mediated
social relations of control and power, as between author and readers, authorial voice
as the voice of expert and authority, teacher/expert and student/learner, priest/minister and congregation, and so on. Textual forms and formats were relatively stable and
were “policed” to ensure conformity. Certain genres of texts were privileged over
others and seen as appropriate within particular (institutional) settings—e.g., school
classrooms—whereas others were regarded as more marginal and not appropriate.
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Books exerted great influence on institutional space, architecture and furniture, as well
as on norms for conduct within particular spaces.
The book in no way comprises the text paradigm in the emerging digital
media space. Indeed, there is no text paradigm. Text types are subject to wholesale
experimentation, hybridization, and rule breaking. Conventional social relations
associated with roles of author/authority and expert have broken down radically
under the move from “publishing” to participation, from centralized authority to
mass collaboration, and so on. The organization of space, architecture and furniture,
and control of movement associated with bookspace has become a curious aberration under the sign of new media. While people who grew up under the hegemony
of the book and a stable “generic order” may ponder whether it is “proper” to write
this kind of way in a blog, or to focus on this kind of theme, digital insiders seem
much less preoccupied by such concerns. This is not to say there are no norms in
the new space, for there are. They are, however, less fixed, more fluid, and less
policed, controlled and defined by “centralized” authorities and experts. The sheer
proliferation of textual types and spaces means there is always somewhere to “go”
where one’s “ways” will be acceptable, where there will be freedom to engage them,
and where traditional emphases on “credibility” are utterly subordinated to the
pursuit of relationships and the celebration of sociality.
Similarly, the new ethos stuff associated with the second mindset seriously disrupts authorial social relations. This can be illustrated nicely by game “modding,”
which involves the use of a video game’s image and strategy engines to create fandriven “modifications” to or extensions of the game itself. These modifications
remain “true” to the game’s “universe” (i.e., how characters can move, act, solve
problems and what kinds of challenges are put in place, etc. within the world of the
game), but add, say, a new mini-adventure or quest for characters to complete. Such
additions may expand a level by adding new skills or qualities to the game, or create an entirely new level for players to complete that adds a layer of difficulty or complexity to the game (cf., Squire forthcoming, Steinkuehler forthcoming).
A quite different ethos is equally evident within the second mindset in relation
to conceiving, negotiating, and enacting workspace. From the standpoint of the first
mindset, space is typically thought of as enclosed, as having borders. In the educational context, learning space is bordered by the classroom walls, lesson space by the
hour or 40-minute time signal, and curriculum and timetable space by the grid of
subjects to be covered and the time and physical space allocations assigned to
them. Tasks tend to be singular and defined or assessed at a given point in time, and
learners are expected to be on task, which often means all students on the same task
at the same time. Being not on that task is seen as being disengaged from learning.
Learners who have grown up on the inside of a cyberspatial mindset often see
things very differently and approach them very differently. The presumption that
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one will be working on one task at a time or in one “place” at a time when engaged
in learning (or, for that matter, in entertainment or recreation) is foreign to many
who approach and respond to their world from the second mindset. Multitasking
has become ubiquitous among digital youth. Moreover, the multitasking mode is
not seen simply some casual kind of modus operandi confined to interactions with
one’s closest friends—as when chatting, roleplaying, updating a weblog, IM-ing, etc.
simultaneously (Thomas forthcoming; Lankshear and Knobel 2006, Ch. 2). Rather,
it is widely seen as a way of operating that applies generally in everyday life at home,
at school and at play.
Kevin Leander and colleagues (Leander and Frank 2006; Leander and Lovvorn
2006; Ch. 2 this volume) observed students who were in wireless classrooms spending considerable time engaged simultaneously in multiple “self-selected purposes”
during lessons. These included gaming, shopping, and downloading music, as well
as more to be expected activities like emailing, chatting, instant messaging, and
browsing and updating weblogs. They did this while staying in touch with what was
going on in class. Some of the students who engaged most in pursuing self-selected
purposes during class time did not believe they were learning less than they otherwise would as a result of this. Even when they were “drifting” on their screens they
demonstrably participated as much if not more in class discussions than their “on
task” peers. Two of the students observed by Leander and colleagues claimed that
being able to go to other places during time in class when they already knew about
the matters under discussion alleviated boredom. Their capacity for multitasking
seemingly allowed them to maintain one eye on the class task while going about
other business.
This is not to imply that people operating from the second mindset cannot and
do not compartmentalize time and space and/or dedicate long stretches of time within a particular space to a single task or purpose—for clearly they do. It is, however,
to say that a lot of contemporary literacy activity is conceived and undertaken “on the
fly” and simultaneously with other practices. New literacies spaces are often fluid, continuous and open. Online and offline lives and “literacyscapes” (Leander 2003)
merge and augment, and researchers are constantly seeking new methods and means
for “traveling” with these traveling literacies (Leander forthcoming).

Web 2.0
As we have noted, however, much of what we regard as the new kind of “ethos stuff ”
that characterizes “new” literacies is crystallized in current talk of “Web 1.0” and
“Web 2.0” as different sets of design patterns and business models in software development, and in concrete examples of how the distinction plays out in real life cases
and practices.
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Tim O’Reilly (2005) traces the origins of the distinction between Web 1.0 and
Web 2.0 to discussions at a conference following the 2001 dot.com crash. It was
observed that major companies to survive the crash shared features in common.
Discussants assigned examples of internet applications and approaches to Web 1.0
or Web 2.0 respectively and explained their allocations (see Figure 1.1). Some
examples likely to be familiar to readers were assigned as follows.
O’Reilly observes that examples in the Web 1.0 column comprise products, artifacts or commodities produced from a source and made available to internet users.
Britannica Online is an internet product subscribers can access for a fee. Ofoto began
as a front for Kodak to sell digital photo processing online to users who could post
digital photos on the Ofoto server to share with friends. Ofoto’s gallery space was
an enticement to buy a product rendered by a supplier. O’Reilly notes that even the
free web browser offered by Netscape was an artifact—a “piece” of software in the
form of a desktop application—released from time to time as updated versions to
be downloaded and installed on one’s computer. It was the centerpiece of Netscape’s
strategy to create a “webtop” that would “push” information from various providers
at consumers, and, in doing so, to “use their dominance in the browser market to
establish a market [among information providers] for high-priced server products” (O’Reilly 2005, no page).
The point here is not about commercial product delivery so much as the fact that
what users receive are readymade artifacts or commodities. O’Reilly speaks here of
“packaged software.” In Web 1.0 the “webtop” as a platform or user interface still
largely emulates the desktop, with producers and consumers engaged in creating and
consuming applications and informational artifacts. Users are not positioned as controllers of their own data. What one “gets” on a website is what web publishers put
there. The logic is of use rather than participation; of reception and/or consumption
Web 1.0
Ofoto

Web 2.0
Flickr

Britannica Online

Wikipedia

Personal websites

Blogging

Publishing
Content management systems
Directories (taxonomy)
Netscape

Participation
Wikis
Tagging (“folksonomy”)
Google

Figure 1.1. Examples of Web 1.0 or Web 2.0 internet applications and approaches
(adapted from O’Reilly 2005, no page)
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rather than interactivity and agency. Directories and the taxonomies they are based
upon or “enact” are developed at a “center” and are made available for users in the
form that their creators have designed. They get used because they are presumed to
be “authoritative” and to reflect “expertise” and “experience” and “wisdom” possessed
by their designers.
While this oversimplifies things somewhat, there is enough here that is familiar
to readers for making a link to the first mindset. The first generation of the Web
has much in common with an “industrial” approach to material productive activity.
Companies and developers worked to produce artifacts for consumption. There was
a strong divide between producer and consumer. Products were developed by finite
experts whose reputed credibility and expertise underpinned take up of their products. Britannica Online stacked up the same authority and expertise—individuals
reputed to be experts on their topic and recruited by the company on that basis—
as the paper version of yore. Netscape browser development proceeded along similar lines to those of Microsoft, even though the browser constituted free software.
Production drew on company infrastructure and labor, albeit highly dispersed
rather than bound to a single physical site.
The picture is very different with Web 2.0. Part of the difference concerns the
kind of products characteristic of Web 2.0. Unlike the “industrial” artifactual nature
of Web 1.0 products, Web 2.0 is defined by a “post-industrial” worldview focused
much more on “services” and “enabling” than on production and sale of material artifacts for private consumption. Production is based on “leverage,” “collective participation,” “collaboration” and distributed expertise and intelligence, much more than
on manufacture of finished commodities by designated individuals and workteams
operating in official production zones and/or drawing on concentrated expertise and
intelligence within a shared physical setting.
The free, collaboratively produced online encyclopedia, Wikipedia.org, provides
a good example of collaborative writing that leverages collective intelligence for
knowledge production in the public domain. Whereas an “official” encyclopedia is
produced on the principle of recognized experts being contracted to write entries
on designated topics, and the collected entries being formally published by a company, Wikipedia entries are written by anyone who wants to contribute their knowledge and understanding and are edited by anyone else who thinks they can improve
on what is already there. Wikipedia provides a short policy statement and a minimal
set of guidelines to guide participants in their writing and editing. It is, then, an
encyclopedia created by participation rather than via publishing. It “embraces the
power of the web to harness collective intelligence” (O’Reilly 2005, no page).
Various commentators associate Wikipedia with the open source software adage
coined by Eric Raymond that “with enough eyeballs all bugs [or glitches] are shallow”
(ibid.). In the context of software code this means the more that people with some
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knowledge of programming—they needn’t be experts and most of them aren’t—apply
that knowledge in the act of peering at code, the more likely and easy it is that “bugs”
in programs will be identified and fixed. It is also more likely that many small contributions will be made (not simply bug elimination) that positively enhance the elegance and functionality of the program. In the context of Wikipedia we can see these
two sides to harnessing collective intelligence. One side enhances the quality of what
is already there by adding cumulative positive improvements (i.e., 40 million edits were
clocked by the site early in 2006). The other side maintains quality by removing valuesubtracting material, whether malicious or simply low quality fare (i.e., “noise”). We
might say that Wikipedia employs an “open source epistemology.” It encourages free
and open participation and trusts to the enterprise as a whole functioning as a selfcorrecting system. While identifiable people are responsible for beginning and
overseeing the initiative, the content is generated by anyone willing to contribute. The
idea is that as more and more users read and edit entries online, the more the content
will improve. At the same time, ideally, the content will reflect multiple perspectives,
excesses and blindspots will be edited out, and by countless incremental steps the
resource will become increasingly user friendly, useful, reliable, accountable and refined.
Trust is a key operating principle. The ethos is to reach out to all of the Web
for input, through limitless participation, rather than the more traditional belief that
expertise is limited and scarce, and that the right to speak truths is conferred on the
“properly credentialed.” The idea is not that anyone’s opinion is as good as anybody
else’s but, rather, that anyone’s opinion may stand until it is overwritten by someone who believes they have a better line, and that the right to exercise this belief is
not constrained. This, then, is collaborative writing supported by the “technical
stuff ” of a “wiki” platform or some other kind of collaborative writing software like
Writely.com (or similar). It builds on distributed expertise and decenters authorship.
In terms of ethos it celebrates inclusion (everyone in), mass participation, distributed expertise, valid and rewardable roles for all who pitch in. It reaches out to all
the web, regardless of distinction.
Other literacy practices—like fan fiction, fan manga and anime, and online gaming—reflect Wikipedia’s commitment to inclusion, collaboration, and participation,
while going somewhat further in explicating what counts as successful performance and providing guidelines for participants. Gee (2004) and others (e.g., Black
2005a, 2005b, Ch. 6 in this volume, Lankshear and Knobel 2006, Ch. 3) describe
how participants in various online affinity spaces share their expertise, make as
explicit as possible the norms and criteria for success in the enterprise, and actively
provide online real time support for novices and, indeed, participants at all levels of
proficiency. These range from statements about how to develop plausible characters
and plots in fan fiction, to elaborate walkthroughs for games produced for the
sheer love of the practice and shared with all online. The practice is marked by
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generosity and a sense that the more who participate the richer the experience. In
terms of “ethos,” the ontology of literacies like blogging, writing fan fiction and
collaborating in Wikipedia celebrate free support and advice, building the practice,
collective benefit, cooperation before competition, everyone a winner rather than
a zero-sum game, and transparent rules and procedures.
The final aspect to be considered here of the new kind of ethos we associate with
the second mindset, and that we believe defines the heart of new literacies, is the
practice of user annotations to help categorize and manage information within a field
of endeavour. We will focus here on the recent mass uptake of “tagging” to generate
what are called “folksonomies,” using the highly popular photograph sharing service Flickr.com as an illustrative example.
Tagging has generated a “bottom up” approach to providing metadata for classifying online content to enable searching, popularly known as “folksonomy.” The
principle involved is simple. Flickr is a service that allows people to post photographs
to the web after they have signed up for an account. For each photograph or set of
photographs account holders upload to their site they can add a number of “tags.”
These are words they think describe their photo—such as, “Mexico,” “hamburger,”
or “spooky”—and that would lead other people who key the word(s) into the Flickr
search engine to their photos (and there are a range of options that determine who
a person permits to view their photos). Account holders can also invite or accept
other people to be on their list of contacts. Contacts can then add tags to the photos
posted by those people who have accepted them as contacts. The account holder,
however, has the right to edit tags—their own and/or those added by contacts—as
they wish. The millions of photos publicly available on Flickr become a searchable
database of photos. Tags provide a basis for patterns of user interests to emerge in
ways that enable communities of interest to build and for relationships to develop
among members who share common interests, tastes, etc. They have enabled different interest groups to coalesce around shared image projects (e.g., the Tell a Story
in Five Frames group, the Secret Life of Toys group).
The concept of “folksonomy” was developed in juxtaposition to “taxonomy.”
Taxonomies are centralized, official, expert-based or top-down classification management systems.The operating principle of taxonomies is that people who presume—
or are presumed—to understand a domain of phenomena determine how the
individual components of that domain shall be organized in order to make a shared
sense or meaning of the domain.The Dewey library classification system is a taxonomy
of types of texts, according to which a given book is assigned a number on the basis
of the kind of book it is deemed to be and where it fits into the system. By contrast,
a folksonomy is a “popular,” non-expert, bottom-up classification management system, developed on the basis of how “authors” (e.g., of photos) decide they want their
works to be described or “catalogued.” Interestingly, O’Reilly (2005, no page) notes
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how Amazon.com’s use of user annotations and other user inputs has led to it becoming the pre-eminent source of bibliographic data, outstripping (even) Bowker’s Books
in Print—previously the pre-eminent source and, indeed, the source for Amazon’s
original database (cf., Lankshear and Knobel 2006, Ch. 2). O’Reilly says that Amazon
relentlessly enhanced the data, adding publisher-supplied data such as cover images,
table of contents, index, and sample material. Even more importantly, they harnessed
their users to annotate the data, such that after ten years, Amazon, not Bowker, is the
primary source for bibliographic data on books, a reference source for scholars and librarians as well as consumers . . . Amazon “embraced and extended” their data suppliers
(O’Reilly 2005, no page).

One interesting consequence of folksonomic organization is that the tags people
choose say something about them as well as about the tagged object. When a user finds
a photo they would not have expected to fall under a particular tag they might think
the tagger’s approach to classification is sufficiently interesting to delve further into
it; for example, as a pursuit of “the idiosyncratic,” or the “quirky,” or “of someone who
might think a bit like me.” The scope for participants to speak their own meanings,
find collaborators who share these meanings, and build relationships based on shared
perspectives opens up possibilities that are foreclosed by centralized and authoritative
regimes that circumscribe norms of correctness, legitimacy or propriety.

The “New” as Historical
What we call “new ethos stuff,” then, comprises the spirit of Web 2.0 values and priorities like inclusion—reaching out to the long tail of the Web (Shirky 2003)—active
collaboration and participation, leveraging collective intelligence via practices like
eliciting user annotations, distributing and wilfully sharing expertise, decentering
authorship, mobilizing information for relatedness, hybridization, and the like.
This is profoundly different “stuff ”—a different essence—from that which constitutes the paradigm literacies of bookspace. We see this as an historical trend. It may
even be an “epochal” trend in Freire’s sense of the word (1972), if we think of postmodernity as marking an epochal shift from modernity, and if we see the second
mindset as an aspect of the postmodern spirit.
This has some noteworthy corollaries, of which we will mention just two here.
First, it means that what is “new” is not fleeting. The epochal themes (Freire 1972),
if such they are, of the second mindset will take some time to work themselves out;
to be fulfilled and, in turn, to be transcended. Hence, if we link the concept of “new”
literacies to this new ethos stuff—as we are suggesting we should—then it follows
that “new literacies” should not be seen in terms of fleeting instances, such that email
is already an “old” new literacy. Rather, new literacies are as “long” as the “moment”
of their juxtaposition with “conventional” literacies may last. This could be some
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time. The significance of the concept of new literacies is that it invites us to take a
long term view, and to develop a sociological imagination (Mills 1959) with respect
to literacy, education, identity, and our contemporary location within a much longer
history that stretches into the future as well as grows out of the past. To do this well
would constitute a valuable contribution to humanizing our collective condition.
A second corollary is that this view of the new ethos stuff of new literacies, as
historical rather than fleeting and at the whim of each new technological innovation,
assigns the “technical stuff ” to its proper place: as more of a “contingent enabler”
than a “prime mover” or a “heart of the matter.” And if we err on the side of giving
the technical stuff too little credit, we think it is better to err this way than to gravitate toward technological determinism. New literacies like fan fiction, manga-anime
fan practices, scenario planning, popular music remixing and zine publishing,
among others, pre-date their digital electronic internetworked forms—sometimes
by decades and, in the case of fan practices, arguably for centuries. The ethos was
there—embryonic, perhaps; “waiting” for an enabling technology, undoubtedly.
The spread and realization of the new ethos stuff becomes possible with the new
technologies, but the ethos stuff itself does not depend upon them. Conversely, new
technologies can be taken up without and, indeed, in opposition to the new ethos
stuff, as the Web 1.0-Web 2.0 distinction, among other things, reminds us.

New Literacies
Briefly, then, we would argue that the more a literacy practice can be seen to reflect
the characteristics of the insider mindset and, in particular, those qualities addressed
here currently being associated with the concept of Web 2.0, the more it is entitled
to be regarded as a new literacy. That is to say, the more a literacy practice 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, and so on, the more we should regard it as a “new” literacy. New technologies enable and enhance these practices, often in ways that are
stunning in their sophistication and breathtaking in their scale. Paradigm cases of
new literacies are constituted by “new technical stuff ” as well as “new ethos stuff.”
The literacies addressed in the following chapters are new in the sense of comprising new ethos stuff, and they are paradigmatically new in respect of their technical stuff. In the chapters that follow, Kevin Leander discusses school and new
technology use with respect to space-time tensions and competing discourses.
Jennifer Stone explores a range of websites integral to a range of cultural affinity
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spaces popular with adolescents and analyzes the complexity of these texts; in so
doing, she challenges deficit claims regarding young people’s reading practices.
Jessica Hammer addresses the issue of agency and authority for secondary authors
in role playing games and offers significant insights into an important set of complex narrative practices. James Paul Gee examines video game playing and learning
to develop a concept of “projective stance,” whereby the world is seen as something
both imposed upon us and as something onto which we can project our own goals,
desires and values. Rebecca Black and Angela Thomas respectively address online
fan fiction; Rebecca focuses on the fan fiction writing of an English as a Second
Language learner and the role of reader reviews in the development of this young
woman’s online writing. Angela discusses the complex textual worlds and identities
of two adolescent authors as they collaboratively produce a range of texts together.
Julia Davies and Guy Merchant investigate academic blogging and tackle head-on
some of the vexing methodological issues that online research raises for researchers.
Michele Knobel and Colin Lankshear discuss a pool of high profile online memes
and some of the implications meme-ing practices may have for education. Cynthia
Lewis concludes by discussing new literacies as new practices emerging in a context
of new technologies, forms of communication, and economic flows. Focusing on the
dimensions of agency, performativity, and circulation she presents a reflective synthesis of how the book as a whole addresses what writers of new literacies do when
they write, and highlights the significance of this for education.
As a final note, some of the terms used in this book may be unfamiliar to some
readers. In lieu of an unwieldy and quickly out-dated glossary at the end of this collection, the following online services are useful for finding further information
about a particular term or topic:
●
●
●

http://www.google.com
http://www.wikipedia.org
http://www.howstuffworks.org
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