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Abstract  

The purpose of this paper is to explore the implications of technological speed on literacy in the 

twenty-first century. Whereas notions of speed within literacy studies have historically focused 

on theoretical models of the reading process (e.g., fluency), I resituate the concept of speed in 

relation to literacy by discussing how technological acceleration exerts a considerable influence 

on contemporary literacy practices. To do this, I draw on the writings of Paul Virilio, a French 

cultural critic whose work interrogated the intersection of speed and technology and therefore 

provides a useful set of concepts for thinking about the intersection of speed, technology, and 

literacy. After offering an account of such Virilian concepts as dromology, dromocratic society, 

and accidentology, I introduce the notion of dromocratic literacy and deploy it to examine two 

speed-based reading intervention technologies: Accelerated Reader and Blinkist. I end the paper 

by discussing implications for inquiry and practice related to dromocratic literacy. 
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Fluency, processing, decoding—the element of speed is inextricably bound to 

contemporary conceptions of literacy and literacy practices. So is slowness. Marveling at the 

mind’s capacity to rapidly render the written word, Wolf (2018) noted that “only such speeds can 

enable us to allocate attention to the higher-level deep-reading processes, which in turn 

constantly feed their conclusions back and forth with the lower-level processes, thus better 

preparing them for the next words they encounter” (p. 37). In other words, it is the speed of 

literacy in process that provides the cognitive superstructure where the slower, more reflective 

aspects of literacy can occur. Speed and slowness are therefore mutually constitutive aspects of 

literacy.  

Speed, however, is not an unequivocal good, which is as true for reading and writing as it 

is for driving and cooking. In response to the now ubiquitous presence of light-speed 

technologies around the globe, scholars and thinkers across disciplines worry about the degree to 

which the forms and conventions of people’s daily digital literacy practices (e.g., social media) 

may privilege pace at the expense of more deliberative, reflective practices of deep reading (e.g., 

novel reading). Carr (2010) described much of what constitutes digital reading practices as the 

“speedy, superficial skimming of information” (p. 156), arguing that such reading practices 

“discourage any deep, prolonged engagement with a single argument, idea, and narrative” (p. 

156).  Concerns about the effects of digital technologies on literacy find support in empirical 

research, as demonstrated in a metanalysis conducted by Delgado, Vargas, Ackerman, and 

Salmerón’s (2018), who emphasized how reading comprehension benefits from paper-based 

reading over screen-based, digital reading.  

In this paper, I focus on the mechanism of speed; however, rather than rely on a strictly 

cognitive understanding of speed in relation to literacy (e.g., fluency), I offer a philosophical 
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reframing of speed via the work of French philosopher Paul Virilio in an effort to begin 

theorizing how speed, technology, and literacy interact with one another. Drawing on Virilio’s 

work, I resituate the concept of speed with respect to literacy by discussing how technological 

acceleration creates a particular set of conditions that bear upon literacy practices to create what I 

call dromocratic literacy. To develop this line of thinking, I examine two speed-oriented reading 

intervention technologies: Accelerated Reader and Blinkist. Because Paul Virilio has not 

received the same level scholarly attention as other French philosophers (e.g., Foucault and 

Deleuze+Guattari), however, I begin with a brief account of Virilio’s life and work before 

deploying several Virilian concepts in the context of literacy and technology.  

Paul Virilio 

In his 1995 novella Slowness, Milan Kundera eloquently described the consequences of 

the modern speed machine:  

Speed is a form of ecstasy the technical revolution has bestowed on man. As opposed to a 

motorcyclist, the runner is always present in his body, forever required to think about his 

blisters, his exhaustion; when he runs he feels his weight, his age, more conscious than 

ever of himself and of his time of life. This all changes when man delegates the faculty of 

speed to a machine: from then on, his own body is outside the process, and he gives over 

to a speed that is noncorporeal, nonmaterial, pure speed, speed itself, ecstasy speed. (p. 2) 

For Kundera, this “noncorporeal, nonmaterial, pure speed” is a vehicular manifestation of the 

machinic, a disembodied expression of that which is most essential to the bicycle, the car, the 

train, or the airplane—that is, speed. Into the third decade of the twenty-first century, the 

acceleration of society continues, the power of vehicular speed machines now complemented by 
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the power of digital speed machines capable of moving information around the world at the 

speed of light.  

For French cultural critic Paul Virilio, such digital light speed is, like the bicycle, the car, 

the train, or the airplane, disembodied; and it effectively erases physical space, allowing people 

to travel at light speed without ever actually moving, a state of affairs Virilio termed the 

“dromosphere” (2012, p. 16). In a passage somewhat akin to Kundera’s, Virilio (2000) offered a 

sense of the dromospheric:  

As a racing driver must first master acceleration, keep his car straight and pay no heed to 

the details of the surrounding space, so too will it doubtless be for every human activity, 

both at and away from home. We will no longer admire the landscape but only watch our 

screens and monitor our interactive trajectory—that is, a “journey” with no distance, a 

“travelling time” with no actual passing of time. (p. 76)  

Growing up in Nantes during the German Blitzkrieg, Virilio experienced firsthand the violent 

potential of technological speed, an experience which left an indelible mark on his later work. 

Despite famously observing that “war was my university” (2008, p. 38), Virilio studied 

architecture at Paris’ L’Ecole des Metiers d’Art before working with Henri Matisse as a stained-

glass artisan for French churches.  

A self-described “anarcho-Christian” (Armitage, 2001, p. 30), as a young man Virilio 

was radically committed to a brotherhood of laboring priests who rejected the trappings of 

formalized religion and worked alongside blue collar workers. He was later drafted into France’s 

war against Algerian independence, after which he went on to study phenomenology with 

Merleau-Ponty at the Sorbonne. He was close friends with Deleuze and Guattari, who borrowed 
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and elaborated on such Virilian concepts as “deterritorialization,” “nomadism,” and the “suicidal 

state,” which Virilio (1976) introduced in his book, L'Insécurité du territoire (Der Derian, 2000).  

Despite his personal and sometimes philosophical connections with Deleuze and 

Guattari—and Derrida and Foucault, as well—Virilio’s work does not fit neatly under the label 

of postructuralism, particularly given poststructuralism’s anti-humanist strain, that is, its 

tendency to decenter the human subject (Armitage, 2000). A practicing anarcho-Christian, 

Virilio must be considered a humanist, but perhaps not in the simple sense of holding humanity 

as supreme at the expense of non-human material, but rather as a “material humanist” (Kellner, 

1999, p. 110), one who is profoundly suspicious of the speed and degree to which technologies 

have come to occupy—and I use that word intentionally—the human body, a process Virilio 

described as technological “endo-colonization” (Virilio & Lotringer, 2008).  

At the same time, and this despite having studied with Merleau-Ponty, Virilio cannot be 

located decisively under phenomenology either. Of course, some of his concepts (e.g., the 

logistics of perception) have obvious phenomenological implications; however, Virilio argued 

that phenomenology was ill-equipped to grapple with speed. “Phenomenology, he wrote, “has 

been unable to explain that speed is not a phenomenon but the relationship between phenomena” 

(2012, p. 6). In other words, if phenomenology is concerned with how phenomena come to be 

experienced, it cannot at the same time examine the relation between the phenomena, and that 

relation is one of speed. Much of Virilio’s work, then, attempted to offer conceptual technologies 

for dealing with this problem of speed. 

Some scholars (e.g., Kellner, 1999; James, 2007) suggest Virilio’s work aligns fairly well 

with that of Walter Benjamin and Marshall McLuhan. James (2007), for example, argued that 

Virilio’s work might be seen as an extension of Benjamin’s thinking about machines, particularly 
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the perspective he offered in “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” 

(1936/2008). For Benjamin, the machines which reproduce art are always-already entangled with 

viewers’ perceptions and understanding of that art, a claim which anticipates McLuhan’s famous 

observation that “the medium is the message” (1967/2006). Although Virilio’s work may serve 

as a useful complement to Benjamin and McLuhan—and Postman (1987/2006), too—Virilio was 

mostly interested in the logistical functions of technology and speed, less so in media content per 

se.  

Virilio, who died in September of 2018, was a prolific writer, and his rhetorical style 

often reflected his obsession with speed and movement. Sentences move quickly, subjects 

change mid-paragraph. His work is not, as St. Pierre (2000) might say, “clear,” but in the best 

possible way: that is, it is resistant to the “American discourse of antiintellectualism that, on 

some level, assumes that the ordinary person cannot understand complexity” (p. 478). Indeed, 

Virilio himself confessed, “I don't believe in explanations. I believe in suggestion, in the obvious 

quality of the implicit” (Virilio & Lotringer, 1983/2008, p. 52). Virilio’s hyper-literate, highly 

suggestive writing is as seductive as it is at times vexing, yet his thinking nevertheless offers a 

rich, if idiosyncratic, conceptual technology for challenging how one thinks about speed and 

digital technologies. 

Virilio’s Conceptual Technologies 

Like Deleuze and Guattari, Virilio was a producer of concepts and he thought of himself 

as a “conceptual activist.” “To be a conceptual activist,” he claimed, “means to produce 

concepts. This is true political activism” (Armitage, 2001, p. 96). For Virilio, then, concepts are 

active—they can do things—and over the course of his life Virilio unleashed onto the world a 

veritable barrage of activist concepts: dromology (1977/2006), the logistics of perception 
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(1989a), the vision machine (1988/1994), the information bomb (1998/2005), and accidentology 

(2005/2007), just to name a few. What these concepts seem to hold in common is a uniquely 

critical view of technology, and here I mean “critical” in the sense of a literary critic or an art 

critic. “Just look at what an art critic is to traditional art,” Virilio once remarked, “and then 

substitute technology for traditional art, and you have my position. It's that simple” (Virilio & 

Lotringer, 1997, p. 192). As Kellner (1999) has argued, however, to spend much time with 

Virilio’s work is to become a bit skeptical of his stated disposition towards technology. In other 

words, despite Virilio’s insistence that he is “not against new technologies…only against 

promoting them” (2012, p. 39), his work is nevertheless deeply and consistently suspicious of 

technology, especially when it comes to the increasing speed and ubiquity of digital information 

technologies. In the sections that follow, I introduce several Virilian concepts—dromology, 

dromocratic society, and accidentology—which together demonstrate Virilio’s unique take on 

speed and technology and provide context for my discussion of dromocratic literacy. 

Dromology  

Central to Virilio’s conceptual universe is the concept of dromology (from the Greek 

word dromos, or race), which he described as “the science of the ride, the journey, the drive, the 

way” (Armitage, 2000, p. 35). To understand history and the modern world, according to Virilio, 

one must grapple with the history of acceleration. In Speed and Politics (1977/2006), probably 

his most famous work, Virilio claimed that “in fact, there was no ‘industrial revolution,’ but only 

a dromocratic revolution’; there is no democracy, only dromocracy; there is not strategy, only 

dromology” (p. 69). That is, for Virilio, the least common denominator of history is the logistics 

of speed and technology, which in the 19th and 20th centuries involved the development of 

machines for war and capital accumulation. Such machines, in Virilio’s view, were successful to 
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the extent that they were fast, an argument no doubt related to his firsthand experience of the 

German blitzkrieg—or lightning war, speed war.  

As James (2007) noted, however, the subject of Virilio’s dromology shifted as 

technology evolved. Virilio’s later work around dromology primarily interrogated what James 

described as the “globally extended informational and metropolitical complex sustained by the 

high speeds of transport and electromagnetic data transmission” (p. 99). Crucially, then, 

dromology links economics, politics, and logistics (i.e., warfare) under the rubric of 

technological speed. Given that the word speed itself derives from the Old English word spœ́d, 

meaning wealth or abundance—hence the valediction Godspeed, or God’s wealth—it is worth 

maintaining the connections among technological speed, capital, and warfare, perhaps even as 

they relate to literacy. Importantly, dromology has no specific methodological implications, but 

rather it encourages one to raise critical questions about the influence of technological speed on 

society.  

Dromocratic Society 

Given its emphasis on speed and mobility, dromology attends to how access to speed 

provides access to wealth and power, producing those classes of the speed-rich and the speed-

poor that constitute the dromocratic society. As Virilio (1977/2006) described,  

With the realization of dromocratic type progress, humanity will stop being diverse. It 

will tend to divide only into hopeful populations (who are allowed the hope that they will 

reach, in the future, someday, the speed that they are accumulating, which will give them 

access to the possible—that is, to the project, the decision, the infinite: speed is the hope 

of the West) and despairing populations, blocked by the inferiority of their technological 

vehicles, living and subsisting in a finite world. (p. 70) 
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Virilio’s prediction rings true even now, a time when 4 billion billon people are without internet 

access while those with internet access, roughly 3.7 billion people, each day conduct over 4 

billion Google searches (Kim, 2016). Among those 3.7 billion people with internet access, just 

1.1 billion have access to high-speed internet, and as the World Bank (2016) has reported, the 

inequities in both basic internet access and broadband reinforce global wealth inequalities, 

establishing the precisely the sort of classes of speed-rich and speed-poor Virilio anticipated.  

Worth pointing out, too, is that it is within this globalized network of digital speed 

machines that automated digital trading platforms have come to dominate Wall Street. In The 

Great Accelerator (2012), Virilio juxtaposed the breakdown of CERN’s Great Collider, a 

particle accelerator operating at near light speed, and the 2008 stock market crash, an event 

Virilio attributed in part to the inability of human traders to keep pace with the hyper-fast 

movement of global capital within digital information networks. Virilio’s juxtaposition between 

CERN and Wall Street was an attempt to underscore humanity’s hubristic obsession with speed, 

or “the cult of the speed of light,” as he put it (p. 28), which is central to the dromocratic society. 

For Virilio, it is the corporation, the military, and the state who control access to digital 

speed and leverage it in the interests of their own power and wealth in the dromocratic society, 

and he argued this state of affairs is inherently undemocratic. “We no longer have time for 

reflection,” Virilio claimed. “The power of speed is that. Dromocracy is that. Dromocracy is no 

longer in the hands of men, it’s in the hands of computerized instruments” (Virilio & Lotringer, 

1983/2008, p. 71.). In addition to the 2008 stock market crash, recent history is replete with 

evidence for Virilio’s claim, including the proliferation of social media chatbots during the 2016 

and 2020 U.S. presidential elections.  
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The general point, however, is this: the speed at which digital technologies work 

undermines the very notion of deliberative democracy, establishing what Virilio called “the 

dictatorship of speed” (1995, para. 3). Deliberation, which derives from the Latin libra for 

balance, is central to democratic processes and participation because it allows time to think and 

reflect, time to engage with nuance and complexity, time to arrive at a balanced perspective. For 

Virilio, technological speed is inimical to reflection; it can only “usher a deep crisis which will 

affect society and hence, democracy” (p. 1995, para. 6). What results is the Virilian accident.  

Accidentology  

Robert K. Merton, a renowned American sociologist, is credited with operationalizing the 

idea of unintended consequences, or as the title of his paper has it, “The Unanticipated 

Consequences of Purposive Social Action” (1936). In the paper, Merton sought to develop a 

rigorous methodology for studying the unintended consequences of active interventions into 

complex social systems. A classic example is the so-called “Streisand Effect,” which refers to the 

unintended consequences of Barbara Streisand’s efforts in 2003 to censor an online image of her 

oceanside mansion by suing the California Coastal Records Project, a digital archive of 

California’s coastline (T.C., 2013). Streisand’s lawsuit, which made national headlines, had the 

unintended consequence of far more people viewing her home than had she done nothing at all. 

Today, people often speak of the unintended consequences of digital technologies, observing, for 

example, the unanticipated social outcomes of smartphones on family dinners, or of the 

introduction of the “news feed” to Facebook in 2006, an event often linked to the viral spread of 

misinformation in global politics (see Alcott & Gentzkow, 2018).  

I mention Merton’s notion of unintended consequences because I want to contrast it with 

Virilio’s notion of the accident, which I suggest offers a uniquely compelling view of the relation 
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between technologies and their negative externalities. In The Original Accident (2007), Virilio 

wrote,  

According to Aristotle, “the accident reveals the substance.” If so, then invention of the 

“substance” is equally invention of the “accident.” The shipwreck is consequently the 

“futurist” invention of the ship, and the air crash the invention of the supersonic airliner, 

just as the Chernobyl meltdowns is the invention of the nuclear power station. (p. 5) 

For Virilio, then, the creation of a new kind of technology is the creation of a new kind of 

accident, and vice-versa. This is an important point, I think, because it complicates the claim that 

technologies are tools which can be wielded positively, negatively, or neutrally. From a Virilian 

perspective, the spread of misinformation via the technological invention of the Facebook news 

feed is not simply the result of bad actors exploiting a neutral system, but rather an expression of 

something inherent to the technology itself. Just as planes that fly can, do, and will crash, a social 

media platform that algorithmically feeds news can, does, and will starve for truth.  

Virilio insisted that contemporary society must grapple with the relations between 

technology, speed, and accidents, going so far as to call for a “museum of accidents” (1989b), a 

place where society could confront the issue directly. In a society where everything hits at once 

due to the speed and ubiquity of digital information technologies, to live the digital life is to live 

the accidents inherent to it, and for Virilio the museum of accidents might help its visitors better 

understand this philosophical insight. Such a museum, Virilio suggested, might also be 

instructive for the social sciences:   

At the end of the nineteenth century, museums exhibited machines; at the end of the 

twentieth century, I think we must grant the formative dimension of the accident its 

rightful place in a new museum. They ought to exhibit—I don't know how yet—train 
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derailments, pollution, collapsing buildings, etc. I believe that the accident is to the social 

sciences what sin is to human nature. It's a certain relation to death, that is, the revelation 

of the identity of the object. (Virilio & Lotringer, 1983/2008, p. 47) 

Virilio’s allusion to social sciences here is provocative, as it implies some relation between the 

social sciences, technological speed, and accidents. Formulated as a question, one might ask, 

how have the social sciences—including educational research, perhaps—embraced accelerating 

technologies, and what particular accidents reveal the substance of such technology-driven social 

science? 

In 2012, a group of social scientists and Facebook-employed data scientists published in 

the journal Nature a letter entitled, “A 61-million-person experiment in social influence and 

political mobilization” (Bond et al.). For the experiment, the researchers manipulated what users 

saw in their news feeds, which in this case included information about voter registration and 

local polling places. The researchers compared the engagement (e.g., clicks) of 6.3 million users 

living in places where voting records are public. The core finding of this massive experiment was 

that social media messaging via the news feed can influence people’s offline actions, which 

might—again, this was in 2012—have important social implications. The researchers concluded 

their letter with the following observation:  

Experiments are expensive and have limited external validity, but the growing 

availability of cheap and large-scale online social network data means that these 

experiments can be easily conducted in the field. If we want to truly understand—and 

improve—our society, wellbeing and the world around us, it will be important to use 

these methods to identify which real world behaviours are amenable to online 

interventions. (p. 298) 
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Reading the above passage, it is difficult not to think of the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, not 

to mention the more recent spread of misinformation related to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

especially the role viral misinformation has played across multiple social media platforms.  

Clearly someone was paying attention to Bond et alia’s findings, and the social scientific 

technology they employed was deployed by others in the spread of false news, which I think 

most would agree did not improve society or support “wellbeing and the world around us.” Quite 

the opposite, in fact. To the extent that the election of Donald Trump was influenced by the 

technological accident of viral misinformation traveling at the speed of light across millions of 

Facebook news feeds, it is not an anomaly. It is not an unintended consequence, at least from a 

Virilian perspective. President Trump qua technological accident betrayed something of the 

substance of social media technologies as well as that of the social scientific interventions that 

demonstrated the substantial power of those technologies to guide human behavior.  

Virilio, Technology, and the Future 

In summary, Paul Virilio’s dromological diagnosis is that pervasively accelerating digital 

speed machines have created a speed milieu, an atmosphere of speed—the dromosphere. For 

Virilio, speed suffuses essentially all aspects of contemporary social life, leading to a modern 

imperative of speed that produces the dromocratic society, one in which, as he put it, “the 

dictatorship of speed at the limit will increasingly clash with representative democracy” (Virilio, 

1995, para. 7). Further, Virilio insisted that technologies always-already contain their own 

accidents, and he once spoke of the “big accident” to come (Wilson, 1994, para. 7). (Perhaps the 

Anthropocene is the dromocratic epoch, the period of the big accident.) For Virilio, those who 

live in the dromocratic society are dromocratic citizens whose subjection to the digital speed 
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imperative is fundamentally at odds with democratic processes of representation and 

accountability.  

As I mentioned earlier—and as am sure readers will have noted—Virilio’s view of 

technology and speed is stridently critical. If one were to accede to his identification as a 

technology critic à la art critic, then he is an art critic who is deeply suspicious of art and thinks 

art might very well spell doom for humanity. In 1999, James Der Derian (2000) sat down with 

Virilio for an interview and asked Virilio to account for his full-throated pessimism toward 

technology. According to Der Derian, Virilio quickly exclaimed, “I love technology!” Der 

Derian then added,  

Since I knew from the difficulty in arranging the interview that this was a man without 

email, fax or even an answering machine, I asked him to explain the apparent 

contradiction. It's just that he wasn't about to make it easy for the intellectual love of his 

life. Another aphorism followed: like Jacob, he wrestled with the angel of technology not 

to prove his disbelief, but to prove his freedom to believe. Sound cosmological advice, I 

believe, for all in search of a livable relationship with the new techno-deities. (p. 225) 

Ultimately, Virilio had nothing positive to say about digital technologies—except that he loved 

them. Given the fact that digital technologies are going nowhere and are only likely to grow 

faster and even more ubiquitous, scholars must, like Virilio, continue wrestling with them 

relentlessly. Perhaps it is through such critique that scholars can explore how to leverage digital 

technologies in the support of democratic processes. Indeed, to the extent that Virilio’s 

conceptual technologies themselves contain their own accident, perhaps it is the temptation to 

dismiss his ideas and/or technology tout court.  
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Dromocratic Literacy 

For a field very much interested in speed (e.g., fluency) and technology (e.g., digital 

literacies), literacy researchers have not often engaged directly with the influence of speed and 

technology on literacy and literacy practices, the implications of that influence on education and 

life in a democratic society, or, I would add, the work of Paul Virilio. One exception is Cynthia 

Selfe (Handa & Selfe, 1992; Selfe, 1999), who has expressed appreciation for Virilio’s critical 

engagement with digital technologies, science, and innovation. Another exception is Lewis’ 

(2013) discussion of how the value of speed has influenced writing practices, an argument Lewis 

develops by looking at time-based writing assessments like those on the College Board’s 

Advanced Placement examinations. I want to take such thinking a step further by exploring how 

Pual Virilio’s broader corpus offers a rich conceptual technology for exploring how 

contemporary literacy and literacy practices are embedded in and conditioned by the 

dromospheric dynamics of speed and technology. I begin by examining Accelerated Reader 

(AR), a popular reading intervention technology used in schools throughout the U.S., one which 

has operated at the intersection of speed, literacy, and technology for over two decades. I will 

then juxtapose Accelerated Reader with the app, Blinkist, a newer, different sort of reading 

intervention technology, but one which I suggest exists alongside AR within the same milieu of 

dromocratic literacy. 

Accelerated Reader as Dromocratic Literacy 

From a dromological perspective, I confess that Accelerated Reader could be seen as 

low-hanging fruit, so I want to avoid basing my entire analysis on the program’s title alone. 

Instead, I want to consider how the general cultural construct of reading reinforced by 

Accelerated Reader may contribute to conditioning what I am calling dromocratic literacy. AR is 
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one of literacy education’s longest-running, most widespread reading-intervention technologies, 

and a great deal has been written about it. Throughout the 1990’s and 2000’s, in particular, 

Accelerated Reader featured prominently in debates around standardization, and the program’s 

efficacy was contested within and between literacy journals, including The Reading Teacher and 

the Journal of Reading (Vitello, 2014).  

Today, Accelerated Reader is owned, marketed, and distributed by Renaissance Learning, 

an education technology company whose mission is “to accelerate learning for all children and 

adults of all ability levels and ethnic and social backgrounds worldwide” (About Us, 2019). 

According to Renaissance Learning, Accelerated Reader is “one of the most heavily researched 

programs in the world,” and when it is “implemented with best practice, specifically around 

personalized goal setting, student achievement and performance increase more than those who 

don’t use Accelerated Reader” (Renaissance, 2019, p. 2). Although a full assessment of those 

claims is beyond the scope of this paper, it is certainly true that many researchers have taken an 

interest in Accelerated Reader, and it also true that quantitative studies offer modest empirical 

support for the program’s effectiveness. In general, however, as indicated by the U.S. 

Department of Education’s “What Works Clearinghouse” report on Accelerated Reader (2016), 

the program’s effect is either mixed, small, or inconsistent across different domains of reading. 

Here I am going to sidestep the empirical question of whether or not Accelerated Reader 

does what it purports to do and explore instead how it might contribute to an atmosphere of 

dromocratic literacy. Remember that, for Virilio, dromology engages with (a) how the 

intersection of speed and technology is inextricably entangled with corporate, state, and military 

power, (b) how access to speed produces classes of speed-rich and speed-poor, (c) how 

technologies are always-already constituted by the accidents associated with them, and (d) how 
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technological speed poses a threat to democratic processes. In the context of Accelerated Reader, 

then, the following questions arise: (a) How is AR related to corporate, state, and military 

power? (b) How does AR contribute to the production of a class of speed-rich and speed-poor? 

(c) How is AR constituted by its own accidents? And (d) how does AR interface with democratic 

processes? I will engage briefly with each of these questions in the subsequent sections. Before 

doing so, however, I want to stipulate that I am not attempting to establish any sort of specific, 

empirical criteria for dromocratic literacy, but rather to ask dromological questions that may 

offer insight into the nature of literacy within the dromocratic society. 

Accelerated Reader and corporate, state, and military power. Judith Paul, a stay-at-

home wife with a degree in elementary education, developed what would one day become 

Accelerated Reader (AR) from her Wisconsin home in 1984 (Stoflet, 2019). Paul’s program was 

a response to the concern that her children’s teachers were not providing them opportunities to 

read the classics she had loved so dearly as a child. Paul developed a list of her favorite books 

and assigned each book a number of points based on its length and complexity. She then curated 

a list of multiple-choice questions to accompany each book and awarded her children points 

based on the number of questions they answered correctly. Intrigued by the program Paul had 

developed, her husband, Terry, a proto-ed-tech entrepreneur, helped facilitate the development of 

a computerized version. By 1986, the Pauls had established their own ed-tech company, 

Advantage Learning Systems, which they sold in 2011 for 455 million U.S. dollars (Vitello, 

2014). Although early versions of the platform were confined to a local computer, by the early 

2000’s the program began incorporating web-based components. Today, Accelerated Reader 360 

exists within Renaissance Learning’s robust cloud-based ecology of digital learning platforms.  
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Given it is owned by Renaissance Learning, Accelerated Reader’s relation to corporate 

power is clear enough, but how is it related to military and state power? For Virilio, all web-

based education technologies are inextricably entangled with military and state power as a matter 

of historical record. It was, after all, in the early 90’s that Tim Berners-Lee’s invention of HTML 

led to the World Wide Web, which led to the commercialization of what we now call the Internet 

(Singer & Brooking, 2018). The World Wide Web itself evolved out of ARPANET (e.g., 

university), MILNET (e.g., military), and NSFNET (e.g., state). It is also true that Accelerated 

Reader’s progression towards becoming a web-based service aligns fairly well with the 

emergence of the Internet as we know it today. It is, however, unclear whether and how the 

Internet’s military origins bear upon particular aspects of educational technologies like 

Accelerated Reader, and I confess to some skepticism on this particular point. The dromological 

insight that all internet technologies, including educational technologies, are to some degree 

imbricated with corporate, state, and military power is both provocative and compelling, yet to 

make such a claim would warrant more attention than I can offer here.  

Accelerated Reader, the speed-rich, and the speed-poor. In practice, Accelerated 

Reader still consists of the basic components Paul designed in 1984, which have been adapted to 

computers, supplemented with sophisticated processing algorithms, and integrated into reading-

focused token economies. Such token economies allow students to exchange AR points for 

material rewards (e.g., candy) or privileges (e.g., extra recess). In a critical review of research 

into Accelerated Reader, Krashen (2003) found that of the four most common AR practices—

access to books, time to read, points-based testing, and rewards—only access to books and time 

to read them consistently contributed to reading improvement. Nevertheless, schools throughout 

the U.S. continue assessing AR success, and therefore reading success, through the numbers of 
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points students accumulate and exchange for rewards. Indeed, it is not uncommon to find 

students’ AR points posted on the walls of classrooms and hallways, even announced over 

school intercoms or at school gatherings.  

The culture of reading that emerges from Accelerated Reader emphasizes efficiency 

(read: speed), which is why it relies on multiple-choice style assessments that convert the reading 

process into numerical data teachers can use to monitor students’ reading ability as it is defined 

by the program. The construct of reading they are monitoring, however, may be the problem, at 

least from a Virilian perspective. As Virilio (1977/2006) himself observed, “Reading implies 

time for reflection, a slowing down that destroys the mass's dynamic efficiency” (p. 31). 

Accelerated Reader is not designed to slow readers down. It is not designed to create time for 

reflection, time to explore the nuance and complexity inherent to written language. Quite the 

opposite: essentially everything about the program encourages students to speed up, to 

accelerate, to read more books more quickly in an effort to accumulate more points and more 

rewards. After all, who wants to be a slow reader, one with fewer points, fewer rewards? When 

schools adopt Accelerated Reader and its associated practices, they contribute to the creation of 

classes of speed-read-rich and speed-read-poor—classes of students who accumulate AR points, 

are celebrated and rewarded for doing so, and classes of students who accumulate fewer, or no, 

AR points, and are thus marginalized.  

Accelerated Reader and accidents. Although Accelerated Reader reward systems are 

common, Renaissance Learning, the publisher, does not recommend them as a best practice. 

Indeed, the company appears to be quite sensitive to the effect of points-based systems and 

actively discourages them (Renaissance Learning, 2014):  



Journal of Literacy and Technology  
Volume 21, Number 4: Fall / Winter 2020 
ISSN: 1535-0975 

22 

Potential problems with points. In sports and other competitions, a player wins by 

earning more points than anybody else. Sometimes schools approach AR in the same way 

and recognize students who earn the most points. We discourage this practice. When 

schools focus primarily on points, students tend to choose inappropriate books and less 

skilled readers are handicapped. To try to earn more points, some students take quizzes 

without reading books, and they share answers. All students lose sight of the primary 

goal, which is to read interesting books at the level of difficulty that is right for each of 

them as individuals. (p. 12) 

And also:  

Don’t emphasize points over comprehension. Students tend to think of points in 

concrete terms. In their minds, it’s like money or candy—the more you have, the better. 

In Accelerated Reader, however, this idea has proven to be too simplistic. Our research 

shows that when students’ averages drop below 60 percent, their reading growth, as 

measured on standardized tests, actually slows down. This is true no matter how much 

time they spend reading, or how many points they earn. (p. 39) 

As the above excerpts suggest, Renaissance Learning is aware of what can happen when AR’s 

point-system is, at least from the company’s perspective, poorly implemented: competition, 

cheating, poor book selections, et cetera.  

Given that Renaissance Learning attends to the point problematic in their supporting 

documentation, how should one think about the reality that such point-systems are common in 

AR schools? Are they an unintended consequence or a Virilian accident? As unintended 

consequence, the AR token economy represents a poor implementation of a beneficial 

technology. If such poor implementation leads to competition and cheating, such externalities are 
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the responsibility of misguided educators, not the technology itself. Just as bad actors hijacked 

Facebook’s news feed during the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, bad educators are hijacking 

AR’s point system, corrupting the AR system, and potentially harming young readers. From a 

Virilian perspective, on the other hand, such token-economies—as well as the competition and 

cheating associated with them—are the accidents inherent to Accelerated Reader as a reading 

intervention technology. Given that Accelerated Reader is part of a global education technology 

corporation, one whose economic value is pegged to its competitive performance in the market 

where market capital and share price function as their own sort of AR points, perhaps it should 

be no surprise that such values may be encoded in the products the company develops and 

deploys.  

Accelerated Reader and democracy. As I explained earlier, Virilio believed that 

technological speed is to some extent fundamentally at odds with democratic processes. If 

reflection and deliberation are necessary conditions for a healthy democracy, and if technologies 

tend to inhibit reflection and deliberation, then one should take Virilio’s concern seriously. With 

that in mind, how might Accelerated Reader, particularly the literacy and literacy practices it 

conditions, support or undermine democratic processes? One possible scenario is that 

Accelerated Reader helps produce better, more enthusiastic readers and such readers are likely to 

become engaged, enthusiastic, informed democratic agents who actively leverage their literacy 

skills in a democratic society. Another possible scenario is that Accelerated Reader and its 

constitutive accidents condition dromocratic literacy, one that is anti-democratically entangled 

with speed, capital, and technology. As an instantiation of dromocratic literacy, Accelerated 

Reader may subvert the democratic values of reflection and deliberation through its emphasis on 

speed and accumulation. As an empirical matter, it is likely impossible to establish any 
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legitimate causal relation between Accelerated Reader and the changing nature of global 

democracy. Indeed, I do not suggest there is one, nor do I suggest that Accelerated Reader is a 

cause of dromocratic literacy. Rather, I am suggesting that a society driven by technological 

speed will condition, and in turn be conditioned by, a form of literacy driven by technological 

speed. If that were the case, then perhaps one should be able to point to other, more 

contemporary examples of dromocratic literacy, which is what I will attempt to do now.  

Blinkist as Dromocratic Literacy  

Established in 2012, Blinkist is a Berlin-based digital subscription service that provides 

simple, fifteen-minute summaries of nonfiction books across a variety of disciplines (e.g., 

economics, productivity, politics, etc.) (About Blinkist, 2019). The Blinkist team includes 

“expert readers,” who carefully and thoroughly read selected books, identify the books’ most 

important insights, and explain those insights in quick summaries, or “blinks,” which subscribers 

can either read or listen to at their convenience. I mentioned earlier that I did not want to base my 

entire analysis of Accelerated Reader on its name alone, and the same is true for Blinkist. That 

said, when titles like Accelerated Reader and Blinkist—and Twitch and Twitter and Snapchat and 

Instagram and TikTok—are set alongside one another, it is difficult to ignore the degree to which 

such branding appears to associate a wide range of literacy technologies with speed. In any case, 

having already discussed Accelerated Reader, in this section I want to juxtapose it with Blinkist, 

which is, like AR, at its core a reading intervention technology. In other words, similar to AR, 

Blinkist intervenes in the reading process in order to accelerate the speed at which people are 

able to consume books. By situating Blinkist within a Virilian framework, I hope to further 

develop the broader dromospheric dynamics conditioning contemporary dromocratic literacy. 
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Blinkist and corporate, state, and military power. Because Blinkist is a relatively 

young tech start-up, it is worth taking a moment to describe its emergence within the global 

technology industry. Since January of 2018, Blinkist has accrued over 27-million dollars in 

venture funding (Crunchbase), with Insight Venture Partners, a global venture capital firm, as its 

main backer (Lunden, 2018). There are also rumors circulating which suggest that Amazon and 

other companies may be considering acquisition (Lunden, 2018). Interestingly, despite being 

founded and based in Berlin, Blinkist’s primary target market is the U.S., which is due to the fact 

that, according to Holger Seim, Blinkist’s co-founder and CEO, the “U.S. is obsessed with self-

help and self-improvement” (Guttman, 2015, para. 17). Seim also noted, “We are creating a 

market that didn’t exist and expanding one that did” (para. 4). 

The market Blinkist is expanding, in Seim’s view, is the general book publishing market, 

which Blinkist believes they are strengthening by elevating books’ visibility through the app. But 

what precisely is the market Blinkist aims to create? Based on his comment about the U.S., 

Blinkist wants to establish a market at the intersection of self-improvement and literacy, a market 

comprised of busy people with little time to read. For Blinkist, the lives of these people are filled 

with short gaps amenable to a speed-focused reading intervention technology. It is worth 

emphasizing Seim’s language, too: Blinkist is “creating a market that didn’t exist” (emphasis 

added). In other words, the deployment of Blinkist as a reading intervention technology produces 

the need it purports to meet—it effectively brings into being its target population, who instead of 

doing other things with their short intervals of time, will read or listen to “blinks.” The important 

point here is that Blinkist leverages corporate power and digital technology to produce a need 

related to speed, literacy, and technology which can in turn produce a market by which to profit. 
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Blinkist, the speed-rich, and the speed-poor. In the case of Accelerated Reader, speed-

based classes are produced in two related ways: children read books faster than others, which 

allows them to accumulate more points, which they can then exchange for goods or privileges. 

Read-speed classes becomes AR-capital classes. Blinkist, on the other hand, is itself more of an 

instantiation of the speed-rich class. Consider, for example, the current pricing scheme: $19.99 

month-to-month, $39.99 quarterly, and $119.99 annually (Go Premium…, 2019). To put that in 

context, a month-to-month subscription of $19.99 is roughly equal to one-fifth the average 

monthly electric bill in the U.S. of $117.00. It is over twice the price of the cheapest current 

Netflix subscription of $8.99 per month. In other words, Blinkist is not an inexpensive service; 

indeed, given its rather basic service, I venture to say a Blinkist subscription would represent a 

fairly luxurious indulgence for most Americans. For the market it has created, however—that is, 

on-the-go professionals who want to not-read books and are willing to pay for the privilege—the 

appeal of Blinkist is clear enough: it can help you “excel in your career” and “discover life-

changing ideas” (Fit Reading into Your Life, 2019).  

Blinkist and accidents. Just as the particular affordances of Accelerated Reader’s 

technological approach to reading intervention affects what reading is and means in classrooms 

and schools, so too do the affordances of Blinkist affect what reading is and means within the 

dromocratic society. However, whereas the accidents of Accelerated Reader arise both from the 

culture of reading it reinforces and the token-economies to which it gives rise, the accidents of 

Blinkist are perhaps more latent, more abstract. The following excerpt from Blinkist’s “About 

Blinkist” page is useful here:  

Almost none of us have the time to read everything we’d like to read. Yet we lose 

countless hours to activities that bring us little joy such as commuting, chores and staring 
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at our phones. What if we could turn these little blocks of unallocated time into precious 

and rewarding moments for learning and reflection? 

From a discursive perspective, Blinkist positions itself as a solution to a set of problems. First, 

because people are too busy to read everything they would like to read, they can use Blinkist to 

“read” more. Second, people’s lives are busy with joyless activities, and Blinkist is not such an 

activity. It is rather an app that can bring one joy. Setting aside the obvious irony that Blinkist is 

itself a mobile app, the idea that time is “lost” when commuting and doing chores is telling in its 

implications. Blinkist aims to profit on the cultural capital of reading as a fulfilling activity, one 

that smart, successful, and productive people do, while at the same time intervening in their 

ability to do it. One could, after all, literally read a book while commuting, or one could even 

listen to an audiobook version. And, of course, one could easily listen to an audiobook while 

doing chores, a market niche already filled by Audible, yet another subscription-based reading 

intervention technology.  

Just as Accelerated Reader acknowledges the dangers of AR-point reward systems—

actively discourages them, even—Blinkist is similarly sensitive to the critique that people who 

subscribe to Blinkist will read fewer books. As Holger Seim put it, “I don’t believe you can 

convert long form into short form. Less than 10% of our users say they read fewer books, but 

more than 40% say they read more! We don’t want to replace books.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

Seim’s data is not publicly available, and there appear to be no published empirical studies 

examining whether and how Blinkist affects the number of books its users read. In any case, 

Seim’s claim that one cannot “convert long form into short form” is at best undermined, at worst 

belied, by almost everything on Blinkist’s website. As suggested by the passage I discussed in 

the previous paragraph, it is clear that Blinkist markets itself as a substitution for reading, even if 
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its CEO resists explicitly acknowledging that is the case. Seim’s resistance is likely related to 

another potential accident: reduced books sales and subsequent industry blowback. Although 

Blinkist’s core services do not break copyright laws, the company can only include original book 

covers and extended quotations with publisher permissions, which they acquire in exchange for a 

ten-percent royalty (Guttman, 2018). Perhaps one should not be too surprised that Amazon may 

be considering acquisition.  

The last accident I want to address relates to the differences inherent to “blinking” versus 

reading a book. Interestingly, Blinkist purposefully excludes fiction from its service, evidently 

believing that fictional stories are not amenable to the Blinkist treatment. Although there is no 

official word on why nonfiction can be “blinked” and fiction cannot, my sense is that Blinkist 

likely assumes nonfiction serves practical, not aesthetic, purposes for reading. This is, of course, 

untrue. Some works of nonfiction simply must be read to be read—to blink them is to miss them. 

Can a book like Foucault’s Discipline and Punish be blinked? For Blinkist, yes, it can, and so 

can Madness and Civilization, and “blinks” of both books are available through the service. For 

me, however, to “blink” such a book is to miss it, a Virilian accident inherent to the affordances 

of the technology itself. Blinkist users are not simply mis-using a “neutral” technology meant to 

inspire interest in books in exchange for $19.99 per month so that they then can go and spend 

more money to read the actual books. 

Blinkist and democracy. Returning to the passage I discussed in the previous section, it 

is clear that, for Blinkist, time spent commuting, doing chores, or staring at one’s phone is lost 

time, time better spent enjoying “precious and rewarding moments for learning and reflection.” 

Although there are any number of reasons why staring at one’s phone could inhibit learning and 

reflection, the idea that time spent commuting and doing chores is somehow similar is less clear. 
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The belief that any time not spent consuming content of some sort is time wasted, and that if one 

is going to consume content, why not consume educational content through Blinkist, is 

characteristic to the dromocratic society. “Democracy is about solidarity, not solitary 

experience,” Virilio observed, “and humans need to reflect before acting” (Virilio, 1999, p. 87). 

Blinkist attempts to capitalize on the value of reflection by suggesting that consuming its 

content, rather than, say, commuting or doing chores in silence, is a reflective practice. That 

Blinkist has persuaded over seven million people to subscribe to its service underscores the 

appeal of the dromocratic literacy they offer. From a Virilian perspective, the essential point here 

is that a society subject to such dromocratic dynamics will be likewise subject to the accelerating 

disappearance of the public sphere, which is replaced by anti-democratic influences via the 

corporation and the state, even as they appropriate the language of learning and reflection. 

Full Speed Ahead 

My purpose in this paper has been to begin theorizing the relation between technological 

speed and literacy by drawing on the conceptual technologies of Paul Virilio. In particular, I 

have attempted to use Virilio’s concepts of dromology, dromocratic society, and accidentology 

to articulate what I have termed dromocratic literacy. The concept of dromocratic literacy is not 

meant to refer to a specific set of skills or dispositions needed to navigate the dromocratic 

society—as necessary as they may be—but rather as a conceptual technology for understanding 

how literacy interfaces with speed and technology. From a Virilian perspective, the accident 

inherent to dromocratic literacy as a conceptual technology itself is that it suggests the 

intersection of literacy, speed, and technology is (a) always problematically entangled with 

corporate, state, and military power; (b) sustaining the status of the speed-rich and speed-poor; 

(c) inventing new accidents; and (d) undermining democratic processes. To accept such a 
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diagnosis as comprehensive, I claim, is not to wrestle with the angel of technology, but rather to 

be defeated by it.  

A crucial question facing contemporary digital society, then—one which should be of 

particular and urgent interest to literacy educators and researchers—is how to find, develop, and 

nurture those literacy practices that bend towards democracy and away from dromocracy. 

Resistance to dromocratic forces, Virilio explained, would “mean first and foremost to 

decelerate, to defuse the race toward the end” (1977/2006, p. 153). For literacy educators and 

researchers, perhaps the aim should be to decelerate literacy without rejecting technology 

altogether. What would it mean to be a decelerated reader, a slow reader, in a digital media 

ecology that moves at light speed? What are the slow literacy practices within the context of 

digital literacies? These are difficult questions, but if it is true that digital speed technologies 

pose a threat to democracy, then there is a pressing need for decelerated digital literacies for a 

digital democracy.  

Looking to the future, it seems likely that machine driven communication tools (i.e., 

MADCOMS, or chatbots) will exert an increasingly powerful influence on cultural and political 

discourses throughout the world. In their book Like War, Singer and Brooking (2018) quoted 

Matthew Chessen, a technology advisor at the U.S. State Department, who predicted that 

MADCOMS will come to “determine the fate of the internet, our society, and our democracy” 

(p. 328). To which Singer and Brooking added, “No longer will humans be reliably in charge of 

the machines. Instead, as machines steer our ideas and culture in an automated, evolutionary 

process that we no longer understand, they will ‘start programming us’” (p. 328). The extent to 

which MADCOMS are able to “program us” is, in my view, a function of literacy practices, 

speed, and digital technologies, whereby literacy practices include both the creation and 
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deployment of bots as well as the human users who read and share content produced by bots. In 

this way, chatbots are dromocratic literacy par excellence. 

Given Twitter chatbots’ disproportionate role in spreading misinformation during the 

2016 U.S. Presidential Election (Shao et al., 2017), it is easy to see the threat they might pose to 

democratic processes. In a study of how misinformation spreads on Twitter, Vosoughi, Roy, and 

Aral (2018) found that while chatbots spread true and false news at similar rates, false news 

ultimately “spreads farther, faster, deeper, and more broadly than the truth because humans, not 

robots, are more likely to spread it” (p. 5). The researchers speculated that humans are more 

likely to spread false news than true news because false news is generally more novel and 

provocative, a phenomenon some social scientists have termed “emotional contagion” (Coviello 

et al., 2014). Virilio (1998/2005) described a similar phenomenon:  

We today face the threat, no longer simply of a democracy of opinion which would 

replace the representative democracy of political parties, but the excess of a veritable 

DEMOCRACY OF EMOTION; of a collective emotion, simultaneously synchronised and 

globalised, whose model could well be that of a post-political televangelism. (pp. 102-

103) 

As a manifestation of dromocratic literacy, the proliferation of chatbots and false news exploits 

users’ affective engagement with digital technologies, creating “dromomaniacs” (Virilio, 

1977/2006, p. 48) who interface with artificial intelligences designed to manipulate them; who 

compulsively scroll, click, share; whose literacy practices have been enrolled in support of the 

dromocracy, the rule of the quickest, even when the quickest might be the bots.  

Conclusion 
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In December of 2018, the New York Public Library organized an evening of conversation 

between Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zižek, and Philippe Petite, a French tightrope walker 

famous for performing a high-wire act between the World Trade Center towers in 1974 (The 

New York Public Library). During their conversation, Zižek provocatively suggested that 

Petite’s high-wire act was more subversive than the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, 

claiming acts like Petite’s are “how you overcome technology. You go to the end. You, as it 

were, destroy it from within.” But, of course, Petite did not destroy the towers; he used them to 

perform what appeared to be an act of magic, an act laden with the substance of the accident. 

After all, will he or won’t he fall? Indeed, the event of Petite’s high-wire act was an assemblage 

of technology-become-spectacle in large part due to the accidents that constitute it. What was 

missing from the high-wire act? Speed. Petite’s art was an aesthetic of technology, accident, and 

slowness, and it froze one of the fastest moving cities in the world, or at least a block or two of it. 

Perhaps literacy educators and researchers might learn something from Petite’s performance: that 

is, to reckon with speed, technology, and accidents through the sublimity of slowness. 
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Abstract 
 

Due to the vast amount of technology resources accessible to the public today, depictions of 

people, places, and events which were once held as true are no longer being accepted as reality. 

History is being reinterpreted. While youth often resort to social media for knowledge, 

sensationalized news and images can promote negative stereotypes. As media writers are 

criticized and accused of offering fake news and historical inaccuracies, the public, particularly 

youth, have come to distrust the media. Educators can help students distinguish between fact and 

fiction by infusing historical literacy – the ability to examine a historical event through social, 

political, and cultural factors, with media literacy – the ability to analyze and evaluate media 

communication. 

 Keywords: fake news, history, historical literacy, media, media literacy 
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Although historical events do not change, our perspectives of history can. Historical 

depictions of people, places, and events which were once held as true are no longer being 

accepted as reality due to the vast amount of technological resources accessible to the public 

today which bring to light contrary information. Therefore, history is being reinterpreted. For 

example, the public has uncovered that several highly esteemed United States universities have 

disgraceful pasts and connections to slavery. Statues of figures such as Confederate Silent Sam at 

the University of North Carolina have been tumbled down. While opponents of dismantling 

statues believe this action will not cleanse the memory of slavery, supporters of the removal of 

statues believe the monuments should not serve as a reminder either. Street names that once 

honored confederate generals and Ku Klux Klan members have been altered and controversy 

arises over what names and figures should replace the ones removed. Textbooks and state 

education standards have been tweaked to reflect political correctness and cultural sensitivity, 

and books such as the classic To Kill a Mockingbird are being taken off library shelves due to 

their offensive content. Although there are those who justify old history, content accepted as fact, 

as having been correctly represented, others insist that new history, content having been 

challenged, should focus on the truth.  

But what is truth? Despite technology offering access to archives and new sources of 

information that could bring understanding of past issues and events, we base our historical truth 

on the information delivered to us by the media (textbooks, news broadcasts, social media, and 

advertisements), often without investigating whether it is true. As history is a human perspective 

linked to the mindset of people during a certain time period, history is “subject to repetition, 

transformation and reactivation” (Costache, 2013, p. 387). Therefore, what is true today may not 
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be true tomorrow, for history is never closed. Our goal then is to find the real facts, or to be “as 

sure as we can of them” (Arragon, 1964, p. 233).  

Media and Youth 

In contemporary society, however, students generally resort to popular culture and the 

media for knowledge, yet often receive sensationalized news and images that promote negative 

stereotypes (Greenfield, 2014). The term fake news, which arose among contemporary politics 

and news broadcasts, has become a term that symbolizes an attack on democracy, society, 

education, and scholarly research (Tandoc, Lim, & Ling, 2018). As newspapers and journalists 

have been criticized and accused of offering inaccurate information, the public, most notably the 

youth, have come to distrust the media (Dermody, Hanmer-Lloyd & Scullion, 2010).  

Adolescents are easy targets for groups who know youth can be readily manipulated 

since their cognitive level is not fully developed (Gasser, Cortesi, Malik, & Lee, 2012). Falsified 

information is created by individuals whose goal is to sway public opinion with propaganda, 

injure or elevate an individual’s image, attain monetary advantage, or simply for the fun of 

hurting the naïve and susceptible (Momigliano & Yu, 2016). Harmful images and ideas that 

spread like viruses online can be contagious. Conspiracy theories pertaining to government plots, 

apocalyptic hoaxes about the end of the world, the Illuminati and an anti-Christ take-over of the 

world, and the 666 scheme and technology’s control of the world, are all orchestrated by globally 

connected individuals and groups who use prophecies and scare tactics to warn people, 

particularly youth, of the changes that will come (although none have come true) (Patterson, 

1988). Bogle (2017) found that publicity has the power to shape public opinion through an 

advertising strategy known as “crowd psychology” (p. 63). When information is presented 

through emotional appeals and/or images of bravery and passed on to people who display 
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excitement by what is heard, it is possible for the media to manipulate those who share the same 

feelings (Bogle, 2017). 

Readers and listeners often duplicate attitudes and beliefs and allow others’ perspectives 

to become their perspectives (O’Reilly et al, 2018). One’s initial interest to a story may be due to 

how popular a story is, how bored one is, the way a story is advertised, and whether one had an 

unintended experience with it (Gierzynski & Eddy, 2013). While there may be some truth 

embedded in the stories, it can be distorted in different ways and for different purposes 

(Martinson, 2009). The media’s added “aesthetic effect” (Katz, 1944, p. 371) often causes people 

to become drawn to stories and emotionally attached; when words are aimed to instigate 

emotions from the reader, voices become real (Barclay, 2018). As theorists Loftus and Pickrell 

(1995) assert, false “information can alter a person’s recollection in powerful ways, even leading 

to the creation of false memories . . . that never in fact existed” (p. 720). With the increase of 

digital hoaxes and technology’s ability to alter images, “anybody intending to deceive people and 

affect their opinion by circulating such material would have a good chance of being successful” 

(Sacchi, Agnoli, & Loftus, 2007, p. 1020). Although media literacy advocates have been looking 

for ways to cease media deceptions such as omitting racist and sexist stereotypes (Kellner, 2002), 

it is difficult to battle false information when freedom of speech is a central American liberty. 

Historical Literacy 

Although technology has the potential to hinder the information scene, it can assist in 

uncovering authentic material. Educators can help students acquire authentic knowledge by 

teaching historical literacy, the ability to examine a historical event through social, political, and 

cultural lenses (Wineburg & Reisman, 2015). By infusing a digital-based plan that could instill 

the analyzing and evaluating of media communication, students no longer must abide by authors’ 
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and journalists’ perspectives of history, but instead can engage in hands-on learning, and most 

importantly, critical thinking (Plencner, 2014). John Dewey (1923), who sought to engage 

students in a “practical” education which could help shape children and youth into becoming 

well-informed democratic citizens (p. 301), believed that the transmission of knowledge occurs 

“by means of communication of habits of doing, thinking, and feeling” (p. 3). Although he 

stressed that this communiqué could best occur between adults to children, he also noted that 

“communication is like art . . . any social arrangement that remains vitally social, or . . . shared, 

is educative to those who participate in it. Only when it becomes cast in a mold . . . a routine way 

does it lose its educative power” (Dewey, 1923, p. 7). With digital tools at hand, students have 

the potential to establish historical literacy, a skill which not only includes the ability to read and 

write history, but to also reinterpret the effigy of history. Through the discovery of evidence for 

claims, students can deliberate perspectives and conclude with individual interpretations (Keirn 

& Luhr, 2012). Rather than take information which they are given, students will understand that 

there is never a single reason that caused an event or issue. By bearing in mind societal 

influences, students should consider the analogy of what man did, what man was like during a 

certain time period, and what happened to man along the way (Arragon, 1964).  For this reason, 

students must learn to interpret media differently. With technology at their disposal, youth can 

question and investigate new elements embedded in information and understand how issues and 

events are often shaped by misrepresented views.  

Media Literacy 

 The concept of media literacy has expanded as individuals read and write using the 

technological tools available with the Internet. Media literacy, also referred to as information 

literacy, applies to having the ability to interpret text and content, detect ideologies, and 
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understand how information is produced, dispersed, and consumed (Potter, 2011). As students 

analyze media communication, it is important they question what they “see, read and hear” 

(Thoman & Jolls, 2004, p. 24). Government and educational organizations have made an 

abundance of primary sources (e.g., documents, oral histories, biographies, diary entries, etc.) 

available to educators and students to confirm or dispute information. Technology has enabled 

libraries to offer the public access to banned, forgotten, or once hidden books pertaining to, for 

example, African American history, multiculturalism, and women’s history (Goedeken, 2018). 

With digital sources such as open access journals, apps, and E-books, students can efficiently 

locate and access materials online spanning across all genres and topics. The collection of online 

recordings and films can offer students representations of individuals who experienced historical 

oppression, and then help them explore how forms of prejudice are linked to contemporary 

issues (Heppeler & Manderino, 2018). Technology may have brought about the risks of 

anonymity and twisting text out of context, but media has allowed people to communicate their 

stories of lived experience (Sheftel & Zembrzycki, 2017). As technology can go beyond the 

textbook to teach about issues and events from different angles through its ability to store and 

archive resources, teachers and students are no longer restricted to static, collective, or tainted 

histories (Ocasio, Mauskapf, & Steele, 2016).   

Historical and Contemporary Reasoning  

As the mutual goals of media literacy and historical literacy strive for students to become 

well-informed citizens, both media and historical literacy can be combined to meet this goal and 

balance the curriculum (Mason, Krutka, & Stoddard, 2018). While these skills are vital for 21st 

century learners, teachers might find it difficult to teach historical and media literacy skills since 

they lack the knowledge, have not had training, or are restricted from going beyond the 
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curriculum and textbook (Carlsson, 2019). Though classroom discussions that center on current 

events are essential to learning history, teachers are often uncomfortable discussing topics often 

deemed as controversial in fear of offending students or experiencing repercussions from parents 

and/or administrators – and therefore avoid tackling the contentious issues altogether (Oulton, 

Day, Dillon, & Grace, 2004).  However, it will be difficult to prepare students for a democratic 

life if they rely solely on the media and fail to understand how history relates to the present – and 

to their own lives, if they are not afforded the ability or opportunity to go below the surface of 

content and question misinformation. Altering traditional modes of teaching and becoming 

familiar with digital tools will help close the teacher-student digital divide. However, it is 

important that technology be used to enhance learning about human history rather than for the 

sheer enjoyment of using digital tools. Through a research-based method, students can compare 

primary documents, question sources, and take note of not only what information exists, but also, 

what may be missing. As Momigliano and Yu (2016) stressed, “there can be no history where 

there are no documents . . . more documents make for better history . . . [and] sparse documents 

mean worse history” (p. 41). 

Since media literacy is a crucial skill in today’s world, the Association of College and 

Research Libraries (ACRL) (2015) created a Framework for Information Literacy that includes 

strategies for conducting historical research. The framework consists of visual media literacy, the 

“show me” concept where pictures can be read and meaning can be communicated (Callow, 

2008, p. 616), and digital media literacy, the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and create 

digital media. These expanding categories of literacies come together under the concept of 

Digital Citizenship. The International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) (2019) 

includes education standards such as Digital Citizen, which focus on the responsibilities of living 



Journal of Literacy and Technology  
Volume 21, Number 4: Fall / Winter 2020 
ISSN: 1535-0975 

46 

in a safe and ethical digital world, and Knowledge Constructor, where students analyze digital 

resources to help them construct knowledge. While the ISTE (2019) standards create 

expectations for K-12 students, the ACRL (2015) framework creates a path for college students 

to navigate the complex world of media. As print media begins to die out, the ability to 

comprehend online information becomes more important. Students who lack digital literacy 

skills may soon find themselves at just as much of a disadvantage as those who cannot read or 

write (Lynch, 2017). 

Unpacking Media Sources 

 In the late 1990’s, the Internet made it possible for students and teachers to instantly 

access millions of information resources. Today, this information connectivity has become 

ubiquitous. Apps such as the Google Assistant have made it possible to verbally pose a question 

to a smartphone and get an instant answer in either audio or text format. However, with this 

increased access to information comes the challenge of discerning which information is 

worthwhile. Maloy, Verock-O'Loughlin, Edwards, and Woolf (2016) identified four types of 

information problems that students may encounter when trying to sort through information 

resources they find online: misinformation, or false, out of date, and/or incomplete information; 

malinformation, such as explicit, damaging, or extremist material; messed-up information, when 

material is disorganized, excessive, or lacking context; and mostly messed-up information, or 

trivial, mundane, and irrelevant to the question at hand.  While a survey of Advanced Placement 

and National Writing Project teachers conducted by Purcell et al (2012) found that 94% of the 

teachers reported their students were very likely to use Google or other search engines in a 

research assignment, when it came to expressing students’ ability to assess the quality and 

accuracy of information they found online, only 3% of teachers rated their students as being 
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excellent while 37% acknowledged students as fair and 24% revealed students as poor at 

deciphering credible information. Educators can help students overcome this challenge by 

teaching them how to spot information problems. Lessons could incorporate technology tools 

such as research-based films, videos, audio recordings, virtual field trips, podcasts, information 

graphics, oral histories, maps, and art images and other online primary sources. Teaching 

students how to systematically evaluate the trustworthiness of online misinformation through 

media and historical literacy methods equips students with the “mental tools” needed to detect 

and “separate the wheat from the chaff when reading” online text (Luckhardt, 2014, p. 193). 

Students should ask questions centered on the framework of authorship, trustworthiness, and 

evidence: 

• Authorship: Who produced the information, when was it written, and where was it sent 

(geographically)? What was the creator’s intention (e.g., political or social ideology)? 

What was the author’s attitude (e.g., pessimistic, demanding, or controlling)? Is there 

limited information in the author’s message?  

• Trustworthiness: Where was the information found (a trustworthy organization)? Is it 

published in another source? Were grammatical errors present? Were there 

discriminatory or stereotypical messages? Were methods of deception used to draw 

attention? 

• Evidence: Were there similar patterns of past and present themes? Does the information 

include a connection to historical knowledge? Were societal aspects expressed? Is there 

information to support the author’s claim? Were significant figures during certain time 

periods portrayed in a biased manner? How was the historical and present-day 

information presented: fictional or textbook-like?  
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Evaluating Web Sources 

Although amusing in nature, one popular method for evaluating information is the 

CRAAP test. According to the developer, “Sometimes a person needs an acronym that sticks . . . 

CRAAP is an acronym that most students don’t expect a librarian to be using, let alone using to 

lead a class” (Blakeslee, 2004, p. 6). Each of the letters in the CRAAP acronym stand for a 

different element of historical and contemporary information evaluation in a mnemonic form: 

• Currency (datedness of work) 

• Relevance (relatedness to topic under study) 

• Authority (author credentials or experience) 

• Accuracy (includes evidence) 

• Purpose (to inform, persuade, or entertain) 

Teachers can also download a CRAAP test worksheet to teach students how to apply each 

element to different information resources (see Appendix 1 for website links). Another strategy 

for evaluating Internet sources is RADAR, which stands for Relevance, Authority, Date, 

Appearance, and Reason for writing (see Appendix 1). As Mandalios (2013) points out, “while 

students may not always recall instantly each of the RADAR criteria, the term itself is 

memorable, as is its associated concept, that is, the need to be constantly alert to possible 

information dangers” (p. 477). 

Teaching with Web-Based Primary Sources 

Educators can help students reexamine history by analyzing digital newspapers. 

Chronicling America (see Appendix 1) by the Library of Congress allows users to search for 

news stories by state and publication date, zoom in and pan across the pages, or use highlighted 
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keywords to focus on relevant information. An example of a news story found on Chronicling 

America is shown in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. One search result from Chronicling America about women's rights. 

The story provides an opportunity for teachers to help students develop historical and media 

literacy skills as students are able to form their own understanding of how the women’s rights 

movement was portrayed in early 20th century news. 

Teachers can help students develop strong literacy skills by teaching them how to 

examine repositories of primary sources. Museums are digitizing their physical collections and 

have developed platforms that allow teachers to create their own collections of digital resources 

(Marty, 2011). The Smithsonian Learning Lab (see Appendix 1), an interactive platform for 

exploring authentic digital resources, allows users to browse the site’s collection of images, 

audio files, videos, and text materials. Teachers can access ready-made digital learning 

collections or select content aligned to standards to create their own grouping. The National 

Archives’ DocsTeach (see Appendix 1) provides access to digital primary resources that span the 

course of American History (e.g., letters, photographs, speeches, posters, maps and videos) and 

allows teachers to copy and modify activities. With the DocsTeach app, a free download via the 

App Store for iPad, students can enter a classroom code to access and complete assigned 

activities, inspect digitized primary sources, or select a learning activity arranged by a historical 
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era. 

Virtually Going Right to the Source 

 Virtual reality (VR), “a computer-based environment that can simulate places in the real 

or imagined worlds” (Freina & Ott, 2015, p. 133), enables students to virtually explore times and 

places that extend beyond the classroom. Google’s Street View (see Appendix 1), which uses 

features from both Google Earth and Maps, allows students to experience 360-degree views of 

historical global sites such as the Taj Mahal or Versailles.  

Augmented reality (AR) can be described as “a technology where virtual reality is 

combined with the real world” through superimposed computer-generated images (Mazlan et al., 

2017, p. 315). Incorporating AR tools into instruction can make the past visible or immerse 

students in geographically distant places or cultures. When fifth grade students from Virginia 

took part in a social studies unit called My Place in Time and Space and used the AR application 

CI-Spy, an app developed by educators and computer scientists strictly for the project, students 

were able to walk in the footsteps of their predecessors and see how the Separate but Equal 

doctrine and school segregation impacted their community (Johnson et al., 2017).   

 Not all teachers have a team of computer scientists to help them develop a personalized 

AR app, but some AR tours are ready-made for teachers to access. Google Expeditions (see 

Appendix 1) features topics that have been developed into AR lessons such as Native American 

Artifacts. The app allows teachers to guide students through various 360° site scenes and 3D 

objects/artifacts. Zoom In (see Appendix 1), another web-based platform that uses VR and AR to 

help students build literacy and historical thinking skills, features U.S. History units that focus on 

reading and writing. 

Examining Media from Multiple Angles 
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 Social media can give students greater exposure to history and current events, but as 

noted, this information can be false or biased. One resource that students could use to identify 

bias in news sources is Allsides (see Appendix 1), a site that offers articles categorized according 

to their political slant (from the left, right, or center in media bias). The site also presents a 

What’s the Bias of Your Favorite Media Outlet? which organizes news sources in a chart that 

depicts where each source falls on the media bias spectrum and allows students to evaluate their 

own media bias. In summary, these tools can help students understand historical and current 

events from multiple perspectives and go beyond the media’s interpretation. 

Conclusion 

 When truth becomes misleading, doubt becomes a constant, and the classroom fails to 

offer more than what the media presents, students may adhere to a so what? attitude about 

history, the media, citizenship, and democracy. Although technological resources accessible 

today have the potential to sway youth towards seeing truth in misinformation, these resources 

also have the power to uncover historical realities. Students can be taught how to sense and 

decipher misinformation through historical literacy, the ability to go beyond a collective 

narrative of history and investigate societal factors that influenced events, and with media 

literacy, the understanding of how and why information is produced, dispersed, and consumed 

(Potter, 2011). By shifting from traditional modes of instruction to teaching with digital tools that 

feature VR and AR platforms, apps, and online sites that house archived primary resources, 

students will have greater exposure to political, gender, racial, and cultural issues that have 

existed throughout all of history, as well as today. Technology offers students the means and 

support to question history and find answers. Students will not only engage as historians, but also 

as detectives who uncover the past and present evidence of inaccurate or misleading information. 
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While many argue that young students are not capable of challenging theories created by 

those with authority, or that today’s digital media is ruining society and many would rather 

return to a non-digital media age, there are many benefits to today’s technology. With a vast 

amount of resources offered on the Internet, students have a greater opportunity to think 

critically and develop the literacies they need to become well-informed citizens. As information 

connectivity has become omnipresent and technological skills crucial for 21st century learners, it 

is vital that students learn how to take into account multiple perspectives and systematically 

analyze and evaluate the media’s interpretation of historical and current issues and events. We 

may be wary of what history regards as progress with its record of numerous wars and 

genocides; yet in terms of technology, for better or worse, the future will be based on how the 

past is recorded (Mikoski, 2017). For this reason, children and youth today must learn to 

critically think about and interpret media differently for they will be the newsmakers and 

historians of the future.  

Appendix 1: Internet Resources 

Website Title                                Website Link 

CRAAP Test Worksheet https://www.csuchico.edu/lins/handouts/eval_websites.pdf 

RADAR http://libguides.lmu.edu/ld.php?content_id=16497232 

Chronicling America https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/ 

Smithsonian Learning 
Lab 

https://learninglab.si.edu/ 

DocsTeach https://www.docsteach.org/ 

Street View https://artsandculture.google.com/project/street-view 

Google Expeditions https://edu.google.com/products/vr-
ar/expeditions/?modal_active=none 

Zoom In http://zoomin.edc.org/ 
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Allsides https://www.allsides.com/unbiased-balanced-news 
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Abstract: 
 
This paper theorizes the use of play and gamified methods to foster metacognition, or strategies 

for learning and learning about learning, in online graduate instruction. In the process, it calls 

into question the determinism of “serious” games as being the only means of facilitating 

metacognition. Ultimately, by adopting metagame approaches—that is, approaches based on0 

goals and achievements that are external to the game and/or are developed by the players 

themselves—metacognition can and does occur because students participate in the development 

of the rewards. Moreover, any metagame feature ultimately becomes a commentary so that an 

approach based on metagaming offers its own in-built formative feedback. 
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Games, play, metagames, metacognition, online instruction 
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At Old Dominion University, all of the graduate level English courses have a 

synchronous distance component, one that is facilitated via a web-conferencing package, with a 

simultaneous webchat. Not only is the video recorded, the audio is transcribed. In teaching a 

graduate class for the first time, I realized immediately that despite all of the technology sharing 

media, particularly the digital and/or interactive media like games, that are the subject of many 

of these classes, was going to be problematic. The goal, then, becomes one of creating a (kind of) 

meta-game by turning the course into a (kind of) social media game through the adoption of 

gamefied methods, especially in the tasks.1 In the last case, regardless of the ostensible topic, the 

tasks focus on producing meta-cognition, or strategies for learning. This became even more 

important as I contemplated shifting a class to online only in the middle of a term and later 

creating a condensed Maymester class. The intent was to make productive use of what Hjorth 

(2011) cites as “the impact of advancements in the internet—from accessibility to sociability—is 

immeasurable in affecting not only how games are played and shared (e.g. in increasingly 

networked contexts such as MMOs) but also how notions of community, collaboration, identity 

and authorship are conceptualized and practised” (p. 48). Given that Hjorth cautions against the 

commodification of these processes, I was mindful of Raessens’ (2012) contention that there is 

actually a tendency toward rule-based play and little room for free play resulting from the 

ludification of social media.2 The distinction becomes important given Aarseth’s (2004) 

definition of a game as requiring rules, a gameworld and gameplay. Said another way, free play 

 
1In order to avoid confusion, “class” refers to the group of students and “course” refers to the offering. 
2Here it is important to define and to distinguish a few key terms. First, gamification ostensibly refers to the 
adaptation of methods and practices of games into other forms. However, it is often confused with what games 
scholars have termed “pointsification” because awarding points for something does not necessarily turn something 
into a game. Thus, the term ludification has been adopted by many game scholars because it reflects the grounding 
of the practice in an understanding of the constitutive parts of games and play, of ludus and paidia, as set out by 
theorists like Caillois (1961) and developed by future scholars such as Aarseth (2004) and others. 
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and playing with the game can both occur within the confines of a game, but the addition of too 

many rules, especially external ones, can stifle the creativity of free play. As the classes progress, 

cognitive and affective responses to play become noticeable even in the absence of games. In this 

way, my classes tend to  develop both versions in Jensen’s (2013) enumeration of “metagames.” 

In the first instance, there are user-defined goals and outcomes, which appear in students’ 

assignments and interactions and in their approaches to them. In the second case, there are aims 

and achievements that are external to the primary content. The latter appear most frequently in 

the elements and the parts of students’ responses and interactions. 

 With its assigned weekly response papers and activities, which I have based on the 

British panel show, Room 101, so-called “Battle Royale” games, and from hockey, class 

meetings also become a sort of weekly and ongoing metagame. Here, Rolf Nohr (2015) argues 

that the ultimate effect of metagaming activity is to provide a commentary about games and 

game elements; that is, a game about games. The commentary and the interactions are the parts 

that matter. The online classes take advantage of the ability to text chat, across multiple 

platforms and devices, and to include links, videos, and files in addition to comments in order to 

elevate the discussion, which is ostensibly always about the catalogue copy. Said another way, 

my method of designing a class involves but also resists the premise of Hacker’s (1998) defining 

study of metacognition—i.e., “knowledge of one’s own knowledge processes”—in games and in 

simulations (p. 3). Thus, metagaming becomes a means and method of developing 

metacognition. As each semester proceeds, the response papers, and also the sometimes 

spontaneous class discussion, reveal the playfulness that a class infuses into their work. Here, 

discussion is not always spontaneous because students actively seek moments when they can 

refer to each other’s work, especially by adding taglines, memes, or other references to a 
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comment. Posting links in the chat window becomes a competition, whether for memes and clips 

or for supplementary readings. The process provides commentaries, then, on games as well as on 

how games can teach strategies for learning, the very contingency of meta-cognition. As a 

metagame, in this case a game about learning itself, the classes also calls into question the 

prevailing scholarly position that pleasurable games must follow the popular forms of 

accumulation, competition, and/or conquest and that pleasurable games cannot be useful in 

learning situations (Klimmt, Hefner, & Vorderer, 2009; Vorderer, Hartmann, & Klimmt, 2003; 

Vorderer, Klimmt, & Ritterfeld, 2004). Despite his admission of having “met with mixed 

results” in trying to teach with so-called “serious games,” Hacker’s (2016) later work emphasizes 

this variety of “game,” which are designed precisely to be didactic and not at all enjoyable, let 

alone interesting (p. 29). The insistence on serious games is based on the presumption that these 

are the only means of producing metacognition (Mayer, 2016). However, as I show elsewhere 

(Ouellette 2019), games with in-built metagame attributes can and do produce metacognition, 

particularly by providing commentaries on games themselves. Thus, my paper examines and 

theorizes the development of metacognition in and through the use of gamified methods in the 

hybrid classroom.  

You can’t be serious: Games and Learning 

 The negotiation of the internal and the external goals provides the key intersection where 

game play fosters metacognition. Alas, the usual means of teaching a player about a game and its 

limits occurs through the invocation of some sort of novitiate.3 In this case, it is the idea of play 

that is born or “spawned,” rather than the player. As such, this actually affords an opportunity for 

 
3In fact, games scholars tend refer to a player’s insertion into a game as “spawning” and it frequently takes the form 
of some kind of birth or re-birth. Thus, as I argue elsewhere (Ouellette 2019), learning how to play and learning 
strategies for learning frequently appears as an in-built function of games. 
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metagame exploration. Importantly, Steven Conway (2010) introduces the term “ludicity” to 

enumerate “the degree to which digital games allow play, ‘play’ here being defined as the 

possibility to act and have an effect upon the gameworld” (p. 135). Indeed, the hybrid nature of 

the graduate classes I teach offer more than just the ability to explore (means of) play; that is, to 

determine the ludicity. Recognizing this possibility, Conway adds “hyper-ludicity,” or the means 

by which a game bestows additional powers on the players to his typology (p. 135).4 Moreover, 

each of the components that produced the metagaming effects stresses both the idea of ludus, or 

structural and community rules, and paidia, the more free flowing, or “sandbox” form of play 

(Caillois, 1961). Jennifer deWinter and Stephanie Vie (2015) explain that the while play, too, is 

determined by rules, “unlike games, the rules of play are impermanent, magically invoked within 

each play activity, only to dissipate at the end of play. Games, on the other hand, provide finite 

play. The rules are created and then recreated again and again each time that the magic circle is 

formed. It is within these game rules that the values of play are expressed. Games allow for 

disciplining; they allow for mastery; they allow for repetition. Games allow us to scale ourselves 

to the world” (p. 2). Both ludus and paidia appear in the metarules the classes develop, including 

but not limited to their civility and their frequent efforts (as the chat transcripts reveal) to insert 

references to things that have occurred in class—like one student’s very noisy rooster—into as 

many comments as possible. Since many of my courses involve play, textual play, and activism 

in pedagogy, the overall effect has been to create a metagame about metagames in and through 

the pedagogy. Thus, I situate the hybrid, synchronous online class within a framework of ludified 

 
4Starting with the idea of ludicity, Conway (2010) actually develops a three-fold typology of the ways ludicity does 
or does not occur in the course of playing a game. As indicated, moments of “hyper-ludicity” occur when the game 
gives the player special or additional powers, like the Pac-Man’s famous “power pellets.” In contrast, a game can 
impede the player, which Conway highlights as “contra-ludicity.” After all, Pac-Man had to run away from the 
ghosts. Finally, “hypo-ludicity” refers to the ways the game takes away agency altogether. 
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social media in order to show the ways in which students’ engagement in and through ludus and 

paidia facilitate a more inclusive, more open and more generous learning environment, one in 

which play elevates the level of engagement and participation while providing strategies for 

learning. In this last regard, metacognition offers another means beyond profiteering of 

capitalizing, as it were, on what Hjorth (2011) identifies as “the increasing role of the player in 

the production and reproduction of games” (p. 48). In this way, play is more than a matter of the 

mere determinism of pleasure as simply fun and fun as the sole reason for playing the game.  

 An insistence on games as pleasurable produces a particular circularity in Hacker’s 

position regarding metacognition in games which results in several other factors being 

overlooked (1998, 2016). Most important of these is what Michelle Ouellette and I (2015) call 

the “transludic space,” which exists between and among the players as they play the game. Put 

simply, the transludic is a liminal space, created by players’ socializations with each other and 

with the game. For example, players in a co-operative game must negotiate their individual styles 

and preferences in order to play, while also negotiating the game itself. Indeed, this is precisely 

the contingency of Deumert’s (2014) suggestion that social media might be the new “third 

space,” where the primary rule is to further the conversation. Developing the transludic offers 

means of accentuating the productive elements of the virtual space. Citing Goffman’s work on 

interactions, Turner, Wang, and Reinsch (2020) note that “communities develop normative 

guidelines some of which—including situational proprieties—become cultural expectations” 

(78). Where Goffman (1963) highlights the (sometimes physical) barrier between the so-called 

“front” and “back.” These still exist, with the formal, institutional structure an always already 

presence. Likewise, the “back” is always already available since students can send any variety of 

personal, direct messages to each other at any time. However, as Skerrett (2010) notes, a “third 
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space” occurs at the intersection of conversations and interactions between teachers and students. 

In her case, Skerrett finds such a space on a Facebook reading group. The key difference is that a 

classroom, like a game, does this in real time. Moreover, the ludicity, transludicity, and 

metagame features create a space for experimentation and rehearsal, one which contrasts sharply 

from the rules-based rigidity of serious games, which Hacker (2016) insists should proceed from 

an “emulation of the expert model” (p. 25). As I will argue, pleasure derives from the challenge 

of dealing with and manipulating the structures that constrain their access to games, and from 

introducing metarules depending on how they were introduced to the game, and with whom they 

play. Ultimately, then, the goal of the course and of the paper is to show the ways in which this 

kind of class can fulfill Aarseth’s (2004) assertion that the gameworld is its own reward.  

 The study of teaching with and through play and social media necessarily invokes and/or 

bridges several important debates in Game Studies. In their prescient text, Gaming Matters, 

Ruggill and McAllister (2011) argue that the overwhelming tendency when scholars consider 

games is to focus exclusively on “what games can be” or on “what games are” (p. 5). Little 

work, then, links the two perspectives and this has been the case for games, games in social 

media, and games in the classroom. For their part, Ruggill and McAllister (2013) later caution 

against using video games in the classroom because the medial function of the game itself takes 

over. As mentioned earlier, I have adapted existing game-based structures for my assignments 

and exercises, but the game is not the goal. Rather, the game is only there to produce a 

metagame.5 In this regard, then, it is well worth noting that Ketamo (2011) recognizes the 

 
5To be sure, I have adapted part of the premise of the BBC comedy panel show, Room 101, which takes its name 
from the eponymous room in Orwell’s 1984, from which noone ever returned. As on the show, participants must 
argue for the removal of a “canonical” item from the curriculum—forever. The challenge is that there other choices 
available. Students have to be prepared to argue for an item based on the problem it addresses, not whether they like 
it or whether it is supposed essential. “The Eliminator” takes its name from a “battle-royale” game within the Forza 
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potential for games involving social media to become sites of learning: “According to cognitive 

psychology of learning, our thinking is based on conceptual representations of our experiences 

and complex relations between these concepts and experiences” (p. 231). At the root of this 

process is user generated content and the sharing of that content. However, Ketamo is interested 

in developing design heuristics to allow Artificial Intelligence (AI) engines to “learn” how to 

produce machine versions of social interactions. The goal is not pedagogy for people, but rather 

computer cognition for commercial communication with consumers. The prospect of the 

exploitation of users and their content in and through games based on and in social media leads 

Hjorth to highlight “online games in which the maintenance of the social in a sense of 

community, along with the deployment of creative and affective labour, is integral to gameplay” 

(p. 48). Hjorth sees the exploitation of creative and affective labour as inherently exploitative 

because so far it has been found only in commercial online spaces. As such, she is also more 

interested in settling the network vs. community debate which has dominated the study of social 

media games. In other words, it replicates the dichotomy Ruggill and McAllister identify within 

Game Studies. They argue that the answer lies in recognizing the roots of gaming in social 

practice. Part of the challenge arises from the contradictory, hybrid nature of gaming itself, for 

games are as conventionalized as they are spontaneous, as ritualized as they are organic. 

 While the combination of written and verbal interactions make the class meetings a 

pleasurable game, the process also provides several important commentaries on games 

themselves, particularly how games teach learning strategies, or meta-cognition, for digital 

 
Horizon 4 world. Battle royale games feature lots of players trying to eliminate each other until one only is left. In 
the classroom version, students must “eliminate” one of their weekly readings, and for good reason. However, they 
then must also participate in “The Blender,” which derives from hockey coaches’ tendency to “get out the blender,” 
or mix up which players are playing together. Thus, the students must add a reading and explain their choices. 
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scenarios. Three related factors in the course’s design and the class interactions—ludicity, 

transludicity, and the contingent metagame aspects—facilitate and foster the metacognition 

processes. What becomes rather quickly apparent is that as Michelle Ouellette and I (2015) 

argue, “it is the ineluctable combination of rules, play and affirmation that makes possible the 

paradoxical relationship with unpleasant emotions upon which the success or failure of the game 

rests” (p. 260). In other words, the success of the game is not dependent on pleasure alone. 

Instead, we find that success depends on a game’s combination of Schiller’s (2006) enumeration 

of three drives—normative, sensual, and play—that produces the allure of games. In particular, 

“play that reconciles the incumbent and contingent regulation of sensation entailed by the other, 

competing drives” (p. 260). The key to the play drive, then, is that it provides an essential link 

for media based on the interplay of social interactions and rules. Further, Michelle Ouellette and 

I (2015) show that this occurs in and through a “transludic space,” one that encompasses “the 

otherwise interstitial place that exists between the player(s) and the game” (p. 264). This is 

significant for the current study because they develop the role of the transludic through a reading 

of having played Portal as a team. Portal is a famously non-competitive game that tests players’ 

skills at solving puzzles, and their ability to learn how to solve them, through dialogue, 

interaction, and cooperative rather than competitive play. Said another way, Portal is a social 

game built around metacognition. Moreover, Portal frequently breaks the so-called fourth wall, 

with the game’s AI playfully coaxing and cajoling the player with hints and comments that foster 

the thinking about learning. Writing separately, I highlight (Ouellette 2019) the importance of 

metagaming aspects like breaking the fourth wall in producing metacognition. Here, the shared, 

transludic space, exists in and through cooperation, compromise, and communal concerns. 

Similarly, Ketamo (2011) notes that “users can relatively quickly and easily teach  behavior  to  a 
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game character. Furthermore, it has been determined that the character’s behavior or competence 

is relatively similar to behavior in the real world” (p. 231). This becomes important because the 

transludic operations call into question the deterministic position that games must involve 

competition to be successful. In addition, the playfulness of the sharing undercuts the proposition 

that only serious games can teach. Moreover, while he is attempting to find a commercializable 

heuristic, Ketamo allows that human interactions develop faster than any current AI engine. 

 Starting with the virtual and the live chat, the responses, and the discussions, students are 

encouraged to experiment with the elements of games and play as they learn the elements. The 

iterative process through which the ludicity occurs also combines with the third element, 

“metagaming,” which Jensen (2013) argues is a “relatively unknown concept” in game studies 

(p. 72).  In her study of social media and games, Hjorth “highlights new forms of emergent 

affective, emotional, creative and social labour that are being deployed by users/players as they 

transgress conventional consumption and production divisions through their produser agency” 

(p. 48). It is worth noting that “produser” is Hjorth’s own neologism for the hybrid, simultaneous 

position of the producer-user. That said, Hjorth’s model of interaction, even with its concern for 

the user, as opposed to Ketamo’s focus on the developer, still results in a transactional model. 

Even though a grade is the ostensible end goal or win condition or achievement of a course, this 

is not the only, nor is it the most important goal of the individual class session. Ideally, the grade 

is a metagame achievement since it occurs outside and beyond the limits of play. Ultimately, 

participating in the play of the class requires the rehearsal, replication, and repetition of the 

conventionalized rules that developed through the users’ inputs and interactions. Said another 

way, the class developed its own normative drive, its own mode of affirmation, and created these 

through their play with each other but also with the rules themselves. In this last instance, it is 
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worth recalling that metagame features usually proceed from the initial premise that they involve 

rewards that are external to the game and that these can include or develop into player-defined 

goals and achievements. As mentioned earlier, Nohr (2015) concludes that any metagame is 

always already making comment on games because the development of metagame aspects 

reflects the degree of ludicity and the extent of the transludicity. Players can create new goals 

with and for each other when the game allows for it. Rather than a comment on the game not 

having enough goals, rewards, or achievement, the existence of metagame features highlights the 

freedom—that is, the agency—of the players within the game world. Within a classroom setting, 

play and playfulness should not be taken as the antithesis of seriousness. Rather, metagaming 

within a classroom setting suggests a comfort level and a safe space. In The Art of Failure (2013) 

Jesper Juul argues that the ability to create such a space for exploration is one of the most 

important aspects of games, “a safe space in which failure is okay, neither painful nor the least 

unpleasant” (p. 4). Ultimately, the class and their interactions provide multiple means for 

showing the ways games can and do teach without being serious and do so without being 

competitive, despite the insistence of scholars such as Vorderer, Hefner, and Klimmt (2009) and 

Oliver, et al (2016) that these are necessary for successful games that teach. In terms of the 

production of metacognition it is important to recall that Hacker (2016) notes in his attempt to 

reconcile the failure of serious games to produce satisfactory learning outcomes with a lament 

that he is not alone in finding that the “research on the educational value of edutainment is 

greatly lacking” (p. 20). This is another way of confirming Ruggill and McAllister’s enumeration 

of the dueling dualisms of Game Studies determinism. Thus, the question should not be whether 

games and play can be used in the service of learning. A better question is the extent of the meta-

cognition because it must be the essential part of any game with the ostensible aim of teaching. 
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At the very least, facilitating a kind of social media game has the in-built opportunity to provide 

Hacker’s (2016) baseline requirement for the instantiation of metacognition, namely “awareness 

of oneself as a learner” (p. 22). As a metagame that exists in and through transludic ludicity, as it 

were, each class also becomes a metagame (for and) about metacognition. 

Play along: Games for Metacognition 

 Developing the transludic space remains crucial, for it encompasses the space between 

the players and the game, as well as the space between the players and each other. Without 

naming it as such, Keogh (2014) recognizes the key function of the interstitial, both for design 

and the experience of it. As he puts it, designers “often forgo traditional [game] design’s striving 

for immersion. Rather, as they are most commonly played in brief moments of waiting, they ask 

the player to pay attention to two worlds at once ‘co-attentively’ as they incorporate videogame 

play into everyday life” (p. 12-13).  In this way, the space is one of collaboration, and of co-

operation as much as it is one of competition. While there is clearly a competition aspect here, 

the effect of that is mitigated by the outcome. Although mentioned earlier, it cannot be 

overstated that gamification is not the mere addition of points or rewards to a given scenario. If 

that were the case, then the proverbial “Grandma’s rule”—don’t spill your milk or eat your 

brocoli and then you can have some ice cream—of the education psychology course at most any 

faculty of education would have counted long ago. Thus, Nohr (2015) makes the important 

distinction that gamification must be conceptualized as a process in which subjects are playfully 

stimulated to self-conduct by means of marginal formal and narrative parameters” (p. 205). In 

other words the rationale and the outcome, while related, neither switch places, nor are 

determined by the media or by the act of mediation. Although the focus is on developing 

“business factors,” Paavilainen’s (2010) survey of social game heuristics very clearly states 
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“games require heuristics of their own. In addition to usability, video game heuristics address 

issues concerning playability. Playability is a rather vague term which, unlike usability, does not 

have a standardized definition. Several authors have offered definitions for playability but none 

of them could be considered as a de facto standard in the academia” (p. 56). For example, one of 

the key elements of competition that has myriad effects and outcomes is the speed with which 

students type their entries into the chat, the speed with which they enter search strings and return 

results—for example regarding clips, examples, articles, etc—and the speed with which they 

reply to questions, queries and, especially, banter. The cognitive and affective dimension 

frequently overwhelms, as it were, the play and the competition. This follows not only from the 

aspects of play but also from the premise by which McLuhan (1964) argues that the “medium is 

the message” (p. 23). Here, as McLuhan explains, the medium is any extension of the self—here, 

the Webex or Google hangout and everything they entail—while the message is the change of 

scale, pace, and pattern, usually of labour. In this way, then, the content of any medium is always 

(already) another medium. Rather than take a stance on whether technology would have positive 

or negative effects, McLuhan instead argues that the experiences and the roles of participants 

change with technology. Thus, he concludes that games, “as popular art forms offer to all an 

immediate means of participation in the full life of a society, such as no single role or job can 

offer” (p. 210). While the neo-liberal university is clearly the content, it is possible to resist it 

through other media, and through metacognition, particularly through increased and active 

participation.6 Moreover, these processes also comprise another form in and through the means 

 
6Here it is well worth mentioning that Turner, Wang, and Reinsch (2020) noted that when faced with the move to 
online instruction due to the Covid19 outbreak, some instructors instituted technical rules as a means of managing 
their “competitive presence,” or the ways in which they “vie for the attention of students” (pp. 90-91). Put simply, 
my own tendency would be to make play the rule and then to play with that rule. 
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of developing and/or deploying the extension, particularly as this applies to the metagaming 

aspects. As Jensen (2013) explains, “metagaming may be said to account for the development of 

explicit goals—and therefore of ludic games through the inscription of implicit or explicit socio-

cultural values” (p. 73). As enumerated earlier, metagames are understood to encompass two 

broadly defined forms. First, there are games with achievements and rewards that are external to 

the game itself. Being the leading scorer on your basketball team or on your World of Warcraft 

guild is an external achievement. In the case of the online, gamified structure of the class, 

external achievements and rewards take the form of students’ implicit and explicit benefits, both 

realized or not, or intended or not. Here without explicitly naming either metagaming or 

metacognition, Paavilainen (2010) enumerates the relationship as one based on “goals, uncertain 

outcome, intrinsic and extrinsic fantasies and cognitive curiosity” (p.57). Fantasies, especially 

extrinsic ones, exist outside the game by definition. At the same time, cognitive curiosity—that 

is, consciousness of inquiry—is the very contingency of metacognition. Moreover, extrinsic 

motivation remains a crucial determinant of student success (Guthrie and Davis, 2003; Lepper, 

Corpus & Iyengar, 2015; Schunk, 2012). That is to say, there may be—and indeed there are—

benefits of which the students are not immediately aware.  

 In this regard, then, it is particularly interesting to note that Cole (2010) refers to the 

“speed run” as a common form of the metagame. In this version of a metagame, the player 

attempts to go through a maze, boss level, course, etc as fast as possible. While the player seems 

to be playing against the game and against other player’s best times, the player’s main contest is 

with her/him/their self. In other words, the goal and the reward are self-actualizing, and self-

improving even if this is not the stated intent. This relates precisely to the second form of 

metagaming, in which the rewards and/or competition occur in and through user-defined rules 
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and guidelines. Thus, the rewards are always (already) user-defined. However, the distinction 

needs to be made that the rules manipulate the game as much as they manipulate play. This 

stands somewhat as resistance to or an inversion of the traditional paradigm, which places the 

player effectively at the mercy of the game. For this reason, Perron (2003) defines the game-

player as someone who actively plays with the rules and the game-world themselves (p. 232). 

That is, the rules and the rewards structure manipulate the player because all of the moves 

possible within the game are preceded and/or conditioned by the algorithm of the game. In the 

case of the social media game, there might not be an algorithm on the surface, yet the criteria—

insistent design, collection routines, building routines and free exploration—all hold (Ruggill & 

McAllister, 2011). Each of these metagame tasks occurs through the interplay of ludicity and 

transludicity.  The game insists upon playing at the very outset because of the fact that there is a 

grade, However, the grade is actually an external factor each week. That is, it is an insufficient 

reward to engage in the play and in the metaplay. As Hamari and Eranti (2011) explain, “not all 

players engage in the achievement-hunting meta-game and this might not regard the progression 

in the achievement system itself as a reward; however, unlocking an achievement takes the 

player closer to the (usually implicit) winning condition of an achievement system-unlocking the 

maximum amount of badges” (p. 11). While there are not necessarily badges to collect, the 

contradictory tension of the rules-reward structure holds insofar as players—in this case 

students—are motivated, almost insistently, to share and to communicate, to collaborate, and to 

co-operate with each other; that is to operate almost entirely and exclusively within and through 

the transludic environment and also to plan for and to do so. In essence, the sharing begets 

sharing so that the only defense, as it were, is more offense. Said another way, players become 

motivated to share and to engage because of the simultaneity of the intrinsic and the extrinsic 
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reward. Strategies for learning, then, arise as both a want and a need so that metacognition 

always already occurs. Hacker’s later (2016) restatement of his approach to games and learning 

identifies just such a scenario. Here, the process involves “a person’s ability (a) to identify the 

task on which one is currently working, (b) to check on current progress of that work, (c) to 

evaluate that progress, and (d) to predict whether the expected outcome will be attained” (p. 21). 

Playing the game becomes the purpose for playing the game, and the reason, and the outcome.  

 As mentioned before, the key to understanding McLuhan is to understand the ways in 

which the content of one medium is always another medium. Here, it is the dissemination, the 

collection, the exploration and the insistence that everyone do so within the online gamified 

medium. In addition, one of the key consequences of this formulation is recognizing the change; 

ie, the message–of scale, of pace, of labour, and of interactions. Thus, the multi-modal scenario 

enhances first the speed—here, it is with tongue firmly planted in cheek and with all sense of 

irony that I acknowledge that the course takes/took on many and several aspects of the 

ubiquitous speed run, particularly in tracking the chat comments, the posted links, dropped files, 

etc.—and, these do not even include the “back channel” conversations on other social media of 

which I am aware but by choice not a party. At the same time, though, it becomes clear that the 

enhancement and the scale of discovery and collection routines also become enhancements in 

multiple and simultaneous ways, particularly in terms of participation. Such is the cyclical nature 

McLuhan ascribes to the content of a medium. Quite simply, when I was a graduate student, the 

classroom was a come-as-you-are affair. You brought notes, a source text or two, a writing 

implement and your wits. It was also an orderly affair. In the course of every evening of the 

online class, we collected several pages worth of communal notes. Indeed, placing these into a 

PDF and then into a Google Docs folder became customary. It was simultaneously a motivation, 
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a reward and an achievement. This is a reminder that, as Jensen (2013) notes, “other forms of 

meta-gaming exist [. . .] and each of these forms has the potential to transform a paidaic game 

into a ludic game” (p. 73). In other words, even as it appears to be a multi-modal free-for-all, the 

game becomes one with very clear cut rules, rewards, and boundaries. The first and last of these 

are the most significant because as much as there is a necessary enhancement, when pushed to its 

extremes, the class retrieves and replicates fundamental rules around the collection, 

dissemination, and discovery of material and insists on them per the four usual aspects of games. 

However, these are the hallmarks of scholarly practice so that one maps onto the other. No 

longer is the classroom a come-as-you-are event.  

 Here, it is worth noting that Paavilainen’s (2010) heuristic, albeit one aimed as 

commercializing games, offers a means of considering the processes in play. He finds that 

successful games are built on “Physicality, Spontaneity and Inherent Sociability,” but for the 

purpose of social media games he adds, “Narrativity and Asynchronicity” (p. 10). In this case, 

“physicality” refers to the phaetic gestures like virtual “high fives” and “likes,” as well as sharing 

and sending materials. Spontaneity refers to the speed of actions, including clicks but also 

accessibility. Sociability occurs through the attachments developed by and among players. As 

much as these have analogues and practices in the class and the games, Paavilainen reserves 

special status for narrativity and asynchronicity. In the former case, narrativity can be “found in 

the stylized [...] rhetoric which is apparent in many social games. Rather than just presenting the 

explicit gameplay results to the player, these [...] are broadcasted through the player’s news feed 

and add depth” (p. 61). Within a social media setting, narrativity features in the story of the 

experience as well as in the seriality of the meetings. Maeder and Wentz (2014) note that 

“seriality as a key feature of web-based forms has largely been neglected and under theorized” 
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(p. 129). Moreover Maeder and Wentz argue that because it is based on “serial processuality, on 

coupling, doubling, repetition, replication and more,” seriality offers a means of bridging the gap 

between narrative or more algorithmic operations in social media theorizing (p. 130). Indeed, this 

becomes apparent in practice because of the ways asynchronicity occurs and functions. As much 

as the recording, the transcript, and the chat offer chances to pick up and return, it is the back 

channel and the motivation that stand out. The former represents a paratext, the later reveals the 

effects of the metatext, so that rationale becomes outcome. The metagame produces 

metacognition and vice versa. 

 The transludic space occasioned and facilitated by the web environment and a routine 

based on gamified practice immediately enhances and changes the scale of discovery and 

exploration, as well. While the insistence and the collection are obvious, this last pair of elements 

derives from the recognition that the online environment and its gamification allows for what can 

only be described as hyper-ludic moments. As mentioned earlier, Steven Conway (2010) defines 

ludicity as “the degree to which digital games allow play, ‘play’ here being defined as the 

possibility to act and have an effect upon the gameworld” (p. 135). Said another way, ludicity 

comprises the extent to which players are able to play with—that is to manipulate and to interact 

with—a given game and its apparatus. Thus, sometimes the very first exercise I ask of the class 

is to decide which of several models of evaluation—both formative and summative—they would 

prefer. Moreover, in assigning this task, I leave the room. It is entirely their decision. In this way, 

they have the appearance of being able to play with and to manipulate the system but the reward 

structure and the rules have already been set. It could be argued that the only play, then, is 

metaplay. This becomes important given the model that was implemented, which involved 

rotating crews supplying responses to the readings and topics assigned. These became the source 
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first of competition and second of play as the students took the opportunity to refer back and 

forth to each other’s work and to engage in, to avoid, or to comment on the competition that 

evolved with respect to the length, the breadth, the multi-modality and the humour of each 

succeeding response. In Conway’s formulation, then, “the implementation of hyper-ludic 

features can broaden a game’s learning curve as the use and implications of these features must 

be fully understood in order to achieve [the goal]” (p. 136). In traditional games these take the 

form of a power-up, a level-up, or an add-on that enhances a player’s ability to play and to 

engage with the game. As mentioned earlier, Pac-Man’s power pellet is a very famous example. 

That said, it becomes clear that hyper-ludicity also offers a means for both scaffolding and 

metacognition because players learn the pattern and strategies for capitalizing on opportunities. 

The other key in this regard is that such in-game enhancements also have limits. Pac-Man can 

only eat ghosts for a short time. However, the environment, particularly through the gamified 

features, becomes one filled with hyper-ludicity. Indeed, it was built on that premise and 

deployed around it. This becomes more important given the effect on the presence of transludic 

function. In fact, the intent was to establish a hyper-ludic version of the transludic space so that 

the primary and the ongoing development involved collaboration and co-operation over and 

above any elements of competition. Indeed, the effect was to establish and to collect metarules 

and/or metagame features that would incorporate the competitive moments and thereby render 

them as ludic moments that were subverted and/or transformed into paidaic ones. Put simply, the 

rules based play occasions free play. Thus, the reward and/or the pleasure occurs in and through 

the challenge itself.  

 This is more than just another restatement of the medium is the message, learning for 

learning’s sake, etc. Of the four basic elements of games, the first one to be listed is almost 
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always related to the insistent function. This is the essential part of the “gamework” Ruggill, 

McAllister, and Menchaca (2004) derive so that scholars have “a way to theorize computer 

games as cultural artifacts, artifacts that motivate work as much as—and sometimes even more 

than—play” (p. 299). Indeed, they recognize that as much as games might entail play, this play is 

highly contingent because players actively “decode the ‘frameworks of knowledge’ created by 

developers [. . .] but in fact encode these frameworks (or parts of them at least), shaping game 

worlds and their meanings according to strategy, taste, style of play [. . .] Gamers actively help 

create the narrative, thematic, and ideological structures that determine the artifactual experience. 

In so doing, gamers also reproduce or consent to ideologies embedded within games themselves. 

This, too, is a kind of work” (p. 301). Quite clearly, then, the labour is one of the key results, if 

not a reward, of the change of scale and pace fostered the digital environment. Simply put, 

students can—and the emphasis has to be on the potential—do more work. However, the 

question remains as to the nature, the content, the outcome and, of course, the rigour of that 

work. As Raessens (2012) argues, the key development of the gamification of social media, the 

one that allows the claim to be made, is the combination of the free play with narrative and 

identity since “identities are constructed in a playful way. Creating and maintaining communities 

form the core of these sites, which offer users the possibility to playfully express who they think 

they are and, more importantly, how they can be seen as more attractive in the eyes of fellow 

users” (p. 8). In fact, Raessens distinguishes between gamification, which he recognizes is 

deployed loosely and inaccurately, and what he calls “ludification,” to indicate the ways in which 

rules and play merge. The distinction occurs because “it is the rules that constitute game worlds, 

one could conclude that this process of ludic identity construction can only take place within the 

formats developed” (p. 8). The ability to construct an identity in and through community 
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interactions offers not only a narrative but a meta-gaming experience. Similarly, the role of 

communities in identity formation is one of the conclusions Hjorth (p. 42) draws regarding the 

potential for social media games. While she emphasizes exploitative labour practices, Hjorth 

nevertheless acknowledges “the practices of imaging communities reflect forms of intimacy, 

labour and creativity, which provide ways for configuring, and intervening in, a nation’s and a 

region’s ‘imagined community’” (p. 58). In cataloguing the elements of successful social (media) 

games, Paavilainen (2010) highlights responses that correspond to the heuristic. These include 

“In the case of imagining communities, each community shares, stores and saves their media in 

diverse ways, reflecting localized [. . .] rituals and practices” (p. 58). This is how the communal 

narrative develops and with it, strategies for furthering identities constructed in and through 

participation in it. 

Play On: Conclusions 

 In this last regard, as much as it has been well-documented that metagames involve 

rewards, quests, activities and achievements outside the game’s logic of ludus and paidia, the 

full consequences of metagame activities remain under-examined and under-explored. This is the 

case in Game Studies as a whole, let alone within the specific study of games or gamified 

methods as teaching tools. In particular, the meta-game activity provides a means of evaluating 

the game activity. As Nohr (2015) explains, an evaluation occurs because the metagame provides 

a commentary on the very essence of the always already social aspect of playing a game:  

an isolated subject finds itself in a situation that demands coping with a series of tasks 

that become more and more complex and difficult. The reward for an accomplished task 

is yet another task. The motivation for accomplishing more and more tasks derives from 

the questionable promise that in the end, something awaits that will make dealing with 
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the tasks seem reasonable in retrospective [. . .] While working on the tasks, this very 

promise of a meaningful ending and the pleasure of iteration provide the subject’s 

motivation to just keep going. (p. 199) 

It is not without irony that I offer that Nohr’s summation might also be an apt description of the 

graduate school experience. Every compliment is a test of sorts. The reward for succeeding is 

always another, more difficult task. The goal is to get better at the game as it becomes more 

demanding. Indeed, the social media game provides its own evaluation—both formative and 

summative—from its very inception. The insistent call and response forms the very contingency 

of the hyper-ludic platform. Hyper-ludicity importantly offers a means of navigating the 

potential pitfalls of the “determinism of devices” which Galloway, Thacker, and Wark (2014) 

identify as an overwhelmingly and all too common mistake in approaching digital (as opposed to 

new) media and digital games. This occurs because media are understood as synonymous with 

devices so that “devices, technological apparatuses of mediation such as the phone, the file, or 

the printing press. And yet such technological devices are imbued with the irresistible force of 

their own determinacy. Media either determine a given social, cultural, or political dimension, or 

media are themselves determined by the social, cultural, or political” (p.7).7 This is a reminder 

that, as McLuhan argues “the ‘content’ of any medium is always another medium” (p. 23). Taken 

this way, the content of the medium is metacognition. It need not be overt or explicit, or 

“serious” (Hacker, 1998, 2016 ).  

 Moreover, the overly-determined and yet uncritically held assumption is that 

gamification is the same as pointsification. In this regard, I find myself in rare, if not singular 

 
7 One of the analogies that holds is having a baby in the classroom. No matter the lesson, the style, the mode, the 
instructor, etc. the subject becomes (about the baby). Here it is worth recalling Ruggill and McAllister’s (2013) 
earlier cited argument against game consoles in the classroom. 
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agreement with Ian Bogost, in his assertion that so-called gamification is flatly “Bullshit.” Quite 

simply, there is no need to add a points system because one already exists and the calculus is 

quite clear, particularly as it relates to the achievement system and the inherent competition. 

Grad school should be, and is, competitive enough without adding an overly contrived parasitic 

and external system for the mere sake of fashion, fancy or fad. Games can also be co-operative. 

They need not be competitive and there is no need to keep score. What does inhere, then, is a 

revised, remediated system based on the intersection of ludus and paidia; that is, at the 

intersection of rules based play and free play. Such a system provides its own means of creating 

rewards and achievements and, as a consequence, serves as its own scoring system regardless of 

the “win” condition. A metagame is still a game, but with the added benefit that it is produced in 

and through the cognitive and affective responses of the participants. They create it because they 

want to, because they are self-motivated to do so. It is not imposed by an external system. The 

structure already exists for a third and/or transludic space. What remains is to recognize it as 

such and to foster its development through playful means. Ultimately, the reward is having 

played. This last is the heart of Aarseth’s (2004) germinal axiom that the gameworld is its own 

reward. In other words, the material-semiotic system provides its own logic, its own rationale, 

and its own outcome. This is the reason for playing, and play is its own reward. Fun is just a 

bonus. 
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Abstract 

The ability to read is a pronounced gatekeeper for access to learning and success in the workplace 

and life. However, many students are reluctant readers who either do not like to read or have trouble with 

reading as seen in their academic performance (NAEP, National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). 

This study sought to learn how the use of digital reading materials changes reluctant readers’ reading 

motivation, reading tool preferences, and reading improvement (de Jong & Bus, 2002) and how electronic 

reading materials equip pre-service teachers to teach reading in the 21st century (Lamb & Johnson, 2011). 

Study results suggest reluctant readers showed improved motivation to read and preferred using digital 

readers and e-books (Melinis, 2011) as well as pre-service teacher candidates improving their use of 

digital tools to support reluctant readers’ progress in reading (Lei, 2009; Sadaf, et.al.,2012).  

 

Key words: e-books, e-libraries, reluctant readers, Chromebooks, IPads, tutoring, assessments, new 

literacies, digital tools. 
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Introduction 

A continued national concern is that many students in K-12 schools still struggle with reading, 

fluency and comprehension with reading scores dropping in 2019 as compared to 2017 (NAEP, National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2019). The lowest reading performers decreased in performance in both 

the fourth and eighth grades. Numerous interventions have been tried to improve students’ reading ability, 

such as scripted reading, pacing guides, along with intensive test preparation activities but many students 

are still not performing at the desired reading accomplishment levels. K-12 students are technology 

natives, using technology is part of how they function and learn, and in the 21st century the definition of 

literacy has broadened to include students’ interaction with technology, new literacies (de Jong & Bus, 

2002). Yet much of reading instruction, particularly for struggling, reluctant readers, still reflect methods 

used 50 years ago. Movement to change how we engage students in the act of reading and reflects the 

tools these students use to learn about their world is essential and it begins with teacher preparation and 

instruction.  

“Candidates (pre-service teachers) need to apply knowledge of learner development and learning 

differences to create a positive, literacy-rich learning environment anchored in digital and print literacies” 

(International Literacy Association, 2017, Classroom Teacher standards p. 5). Teachers can be more 

reluctant to engage in the use of digital tools for reading instruction than the students in their classrooms. 

Modern Society and its schools require children to master the level of spoken and written literacy 

considered right for their age. However, teachers in today’s schools are finding it difficult to 

simultaneously respond to the varied needs of the diverse types of children sitting in the same 

heterogeneous classroom (Shamir & Korat, 2015). Digital tools can aid in meeting the varying needs in 

classrooms with the use of iPad, Chrome books and other electronic tools to access e-book libraries, e-

dictionaries, and other interactive skills practices. Digital instruction using various educational technology 

tools has become part of our schools and how students are exposed to various forms of literacy and 

narratives is influenced by the combination of active learning with amusement (Thibaut and Curwood, 
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2014). Many reluctant readers need some type of motivation to read because the reading experience has 

been historically unrewarding. Motivation includes many pieces such as values, goals, interests, attitudes, 

self-efficacy, and others (Woods & Moe, 2015). Some students do not find reading e-books or on the web 

as academic “reading” and these same students who experienced continued reading struggles with 

traditional print book format, show to be more sophisticated readers when using digital reading tools 

(Conradi, 2014). Teachers and pre-service teachers must have an awareness of the discrepancy between 

literacy experiences, schools with print texts, pencil and paper, and electronic environment students 

experience in their daily lives outside of school (Lamb & Johnson, 2011). Is the e-book revolution just 

another gimmick in education, all glory one day and invisible the next? When used as a tool to engage 

reluctant readers could e-books be the key to improvement: A motivation tool? 

Literature Review 

Populations of Need 

The academic progress of students of diversity and poverty in grades kindergarten through grade 

12 continues to be of concern in education.  The Achievement Gap (AG), described as the disparities of 

subgroups meeting the minimal levels of achievement compared to their privileged counterparts is also of 

great concern (Olszewski-Kubilius & Clarenbach, 2012), National attempts to close this achievement gap 

for students of diversity and poverty included federally funded programs such as, No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) 2002-2015, Race to the Top, American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, and the Common 

Core Standards 2009 (Holt Jennings, et.al.,, 2014). The common goal for each of these programs was to 

improve outcomes for all students, close the achievement gaps, increase equity, and improve the quality 

of instruction (Holt Jennings, et.al., 2014, 401-406). However, these attempts have yielded only slight 

progress in academic scores in the last decade for diverse children living in poverty.  

Young children living in high-poverty environments have books read aloud to them far less often 

than children in affluent homes and schools; only 25 hours compared to 1000+ hours (Reutzel & Cooter, 

2015).  Children in homes with a variety of books, including those with Science, Technology, 
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Engineering, Arts and Math (STEAM) topics, with families who read and discuss those books together 

show higher literacy levels and higher levels of general academic knowledge than those whose homes are 

less literacy rich (Livingston & Wirt, 2003). The earlier the exposure and consistency in reading 15-20 

minutes a day using a variety of literacy materials allows, children to make real-life connections to 

literature, which prepares them for motivation to learn, engagement in school content reading and related 

activities. Digital literacy is the most common exposure for children today as compared to 30 years ago. 

Consider from cell phone apps to actual mini- learning computers made available from toddlers’ age 

group and up; today’s, children are exposed and occupied by digital tools before they enter classrooms. 

As such, many children engage in digital practices within their homes early so educators need to 

recognize this resource as a tool to help students make meaning of text (Burnett, 2010; Hisrich & 

Blanchard, 2009). So, a child’s disappointment and lack of engagement in reading a print copy, rather 

than a digital copy of a book in the classroom is understandable.  

Reluctant Readers 

Engagement plays a critical role in a student’s success as a reader and a learner. Student 

engagement during the reading experience is a significant predictor of reading achievement, 

comprehension, vocabulary and reading speed (Anderson, et.al., 1988). The willingness to engage on the 

part of a reader can position them as reluctant readers. A reluctant reader could be one who reads but does 

not enjoy it or has trouble with reading and choses to avoid it (Gunter & Kenny, 2008). Once students 

have made this choice, the use of traditional tools has reduced success in helping them improve. However 

when students have access to high interest, low Lexile books at a suitable reading level allowing them to 

engage with dignity, as found in digital libraries, a hook to student attention is set up and their ability to 

interact with the content is found (2008). 

Technology as an Instructional Tool 

Information technology and especially the Internet have profoundly changed the ways of 

publishing and how people read. For several years, electronic versions of magazines, newspapers, and 
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electronic journals existed, for which there were no print equivalents (Clyde, 2005). Some other 

advantages of e-books include paper books disintegrate and go out of print (Johnson, 2004 as cited in 

Clyde 2005). They are expensive to produce, bulky to store, and strenuous to move. Although digital 

media can have their problems too, Coleman (2004) argues that a major advantage of electronic books is 

they provide "a better delivery mechanism" for text (p. 124). Students are more likely to consult a 

“book” if they can do it from a computer rather than by trudging over to the library (p. 124). It has been 

suggested that the comprehension scores for students using e-books may be influenced by the reader’s 

need to have different skills compared to reading from a traditional text. However, e-books can supply a 

variety of support tools that could play a key role in student reading success. For example, digital tools 

may be helpful for the teacher of a diverse language student who needs to see (closed caption) or hear 

(audio book) text in his/her native language first or translation of work into English or native language 

translated from English for notes home for parents/caregiver with limited English. These tools include 

built in dictionaries which provides definitions and grammar usage, variable font size to assist with ease 

of viewing/reading, bookmarks to return to where one stopped reading, making notes on a page to mark 

important details or write questions to investigate later, highlighting vocabulary words in text, audio can 

assist with pronouncing words or reading aloud to developing readers and auto-scrolling which allows 

student to view the text without turning pages (Fasimpaur, 2004, Picton, 2014). 

Matthews (1996) examined the impact of e-books on elementary student reading comprehension. 

Comparisons were made between electronic books and print texts to see if comprehension levels differed 

in response to these two formats. Some findings show reading comprehension had significantly higher 

mean comprehension scores with the use of e-books. However other studies found mixed results for 

comprehension scores (Higgins & Hess, 2000). But comprehension is not the only concern when 

examining reading improvement. 

Vocabulary development is also a key factor in building student skills to become better readers. 

The effectiveness of e-books for teaching vocabulary was examined and found animations in e-books did 
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help vocabulary development. However, the need for use of supplemental vocabulary building activities 

was found as key to vocabulary development (2000).  

Preparing Teachers for the 21st Century 

As pre-service teacher candidates’ transition to practicing teacher professionals there is the 

expectation that these freshly graduated teachers are “Day One” ready to teach. Colleges of Education are 

viewed as successfully preparing pre-service teacher candidates based on how well their graduates are 

ready to work starting on their first day as a teacher. Lewis, et.al., (1999) show less than half of the 

teachers feel well prepared to meet the demands of classroom instruction today.  

In the case of reading instruction teachers, principals and school districts expect the new teachers 

to have mastered foundational reading concepts to deliver effective reading instruction that includes (a) 

multimedia instruction, (b) explicit content instruction, (c) course and program planning tools, (d) 

structured tutoring, (e) case studies and (f) video analysis (Sayeski, 2015).  In addition, the Applied 

Value-Added Assessment of Teacher Preparation has been used to assign scores to teacher preparation 

program graduates, based on the test scores of their students; if students improve on state assessments 

then the new teacher is well prepared. With standards changing to reflect students using critical and 

creative thinking, taking part in discussions, and developing solutions to problems, teacher preparation 

programs must adjust their preparation practices to align to the expectations of these 21st century skills 

more closely. 

With these ever-changing instructional tools for classroom use, pre-service teacher candidates 

must be comfortable and equipped to use the technological tools their students expect and are ready to 

use. This includes the use of e-Books, Chromebooks, IPads, CD-ROM & Web reading to name just a few. 

Schools across the country are moving toward paperless, electronic books and tools to support learning. 
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Teacher preparation programs must incorporate these current tools in their teacher preparation programs 

to graduate the best and most ready for day one teachers.  

New Teacher Needs 

Pre-service teachers need to develop knowledge in three critical areas: reading materials, teaching 

techniques, and instructional pacing (Morris, 2011). In addition, educators teaching today and, in the 

future, must develop digital literacy skills to be able to prepare their students for the information/media 

processes of the future. Use of electronic reading materials and websites represent one side of the 

information highway, K-12 students’ use and are expected to have ability in using it to meet the demands 

of work in the 21st century. New teachers must have multiple opportunities to design and teach lessons 

that incorporate information and media in an integrated manner; using electronic resources in place of 

physical resources to meet the learning needs of students. For example, pre-service teacher candidates 

need to be able to craft and implement lessons that ask students to read electronic books /internet 

periodicals, use the web to find more information on assigned topics to create a product that reflects both 

digital and print resources (The Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2015). This demands different 

types of planning and outcome choice on the part of a teacher and it is imperative pre-service teachers 

have the opportunity to not only use electronic teaching tools but to plan and deliver lessons reflecting the 

incorporation and interdisciplinary development expected for information and media literacy in the 21st 

century.  

Schools across the nation are shifting the book format available to students to reflect 

technological advancements. E-books are becoming more common in elementary school libraries 

(Thibaut and Curwood, 2014). IPads, Chromebooks and Kindles are used as the tools for students to 

access texts that may or may not be physically in the library / classroom or their homes. Public libraries 

and classrooms are supplying more access to e-books as a vehicle for reading in the 21st century.  

Research on e-books has shown mixed results for the improvement of comprehension and 

vocabulary development of children; supplemental vocabulary activities are needed to support the 
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development of students as readers. These inconsistencies expose the need for more research to better 

figure out the impact e-books can have on student’s reading comprehension and experimental vocabulary 

knowledge and the development of students into successful readers.  

Summary 

The preparation of teachers to meet the needs of K-12 students to be reading for the world of 

work in the 21st century requires different tools and different strategies than in the past. Supporting pre-

service teachers in knowing, exploring and being able to use digital information tools required for the 

future, methods courses must supply more opportunities to plan, teach and reflect to build expertise and 

confidence in these future teachers. This study gathered data to figure out the impact of electronic reading 

materials on student reading instruction and how the use of these materials can better prepare future 

teachers is much needed.  

Research Question(s) 

The questions driving this study are  

1. How does the use of digital reading materials impact (1st-8th grade) students’ reading engagement 

and progress? 

2. How do electronic reading materials equip pre-service teacher candidates to teach reading in the 

21st century? 

Methodology 

Participants 

Participants were undergraduate pre-service teacher candidates and Master of Arts in Teaching 

(MAT) candidates enrolled in a required diagnostic reading assessment methods course and first through 

eighth grade students enrolled in the reading center’s tutoring sessions over three semesters. Consent 

permissions were collected from teacher candidates and parental consent forms were collected for the 

tutees during a parent meeting prior to beginning of each semester tutoring session. The number of 
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participants varied each semester based on teacher candidate and MAT candidate enrollment in the 

reading methods course. 

Instrumentation 

The study began with a pilot semester to decide on any needed modifications followed by three 

semesters yielding three rounds of implementation. Data were collected using a pre/post questionnaire, 

Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) (See Appendix A) completed by teacher 

candidates (voluntary), classroom observations conducted during each tutoring session was completed by 

one of the researchers (See Appendix B) and an exit questionnaire reflecting on the tutoring experience 

completed by the tutees (See Appendix C).  

Questionnaires 

 After consent was secured, teacher candidates completed the pre-test TPACK questionnaire to 

find their levels of understanding in using electronic tools to teach reading (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). 

TPACK is a technology integration framework that identifies three type of knowledge teachers need to 

combine for successful EdTech integration of Technology, Pedagogical and Content Knowledge; 

Pedagogical Knowledge (PK), Technology Knowledge (TK), Content Knowledge (CK) with four 

additional overlapping components: Pedagogical Content Knowledge (PCK), Technology Content 

Knowledge (TCK), Technological Pedagogical Knowledge (TPK) (See Figure 1).  This assessment is 

used to examine “fit” between curriculum focus, pedagogical strategies, and digital/non-digital 

technologies, as well as measure changes in pre-service teachers’ knowledge and attitudes toward 



Journal of Literacy and Technology  
Volume 21, Number 4: Fall / Winter 2020 
ISSN: 1535-0975 

96 

technology as they adopt new technological understanding, learn new instructional strategies and media 

use.  

Figure 1: TPACK 

  

Image Reproduced by permission of the publisher, © 2012 by tpack.org 

After completion of the TPACK questionnaire, teacher candidates began the tutoring process with their 

assigned student, including reading pre-assessments (oral, silent, expository, and listening 

comprehension) and vocabulary development, interest inventories and attitude surveys and introducing 

Chromebooks as a reading tool. During the tutoring sessions, tutor and tutees read e-books, reading a 

minimum of 30 minutes per 90-minute (1 and a half hours) session), used online dictionary, changed size 

of the font to support reading, and during the reading clinic’s eight sessions, tutees completed an 

electronic pre/post reading assessment (Renaissance Learning, Inc.). STAR Reading Assessment is a 

software program for assessment of students’ skills in reading / ELA abilities for 1st-12th grade, in a 
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“closed” multiple-choice format. The software provides various reports to help with lesson planning and 

growth reports calculating pre/post test results for each student.  

At the end of the series of tutoring sessions, tutees completed an exit questionnaire to figure out 

how they responded to using the electronic reading tools. In addition, teacher candidates completed the 

TPACK as a post-test to decide if any change in their understanding occurred. 

Observations 

An observational protocol (See Appendix B) to document student read aloud data was conducted 

and used for collection; with the purpose to document student engagement and if any performance 

differences occurred when using reading technology. Observations were designed to watch the number of 

minutes of engagement, including tally frequencies of eyes on text during reading and if this changed 

over the course of the eight tutoring sessions. 

These observations were to be conducted using Flex-Cat, a monitoring device allowing the 

observer to hear the conversations between the tutee and tutor without the outside influence of observer 

effect. An observational protocol was used to document the conversations and reading interactions during 

the tutoring session.  

An outside researcher or research assistant, including the administration of all questionnaires and 

all observations, conducted all data gathering.  

 Tutee Survey 

Tutees who attended the tutoring sessions, completed a Likert scale survey sharing their beliefs of 

how the use of e-books and Chromebooks affected their reading experience. There was one free response 

question, allowing the tutee to share their ideas in their own word. The survey was used to better 

understand how the tutees responded to the use of digital literacy tools.  

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using mix-methods procedures to show frequencies of responses and patterns 

and themes within and across participants (Frankael, Wallen & Hyun, 2019). Pre/post questionnaires were 
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coded for patterns and themes in behaviors showed during the tutoring sessions, questionnaires frequency 

of responses for each of the questions and compared to find changes in responses based on using the 

electronic reading tools. Observation analysis was conducted using open coding, to label concepts, 

defining and developing categories based on the properties of the responses to find patterns (Creswell, 

2012). Double coding, having two researchers coding the same data set, was used to aid in the clarity of 

themes as well as serving as a reliability check (Miles & Huberman, 2014). 

Procedures 

The Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) was administered as pre/post 

questionnaires during the spring 2018, summer 2018, and 2018 semesters to pre-service teachers and 

MAT candidates. 

During each of the three semesters pre-service teacher candidates taught their assigned tutee 

(ranging from first through eighth grade) using Chromebooks and electronic reader including sharing on 

how to find e-books of interest at the tutee’s instructional reading level within each e-book library:  

Lightsailed, Epic and Tumble Books, during their eight-week reading clinic sessions.  Pre-service teacher 

candidates used Chromebooks to address identified reading difficulties with the students: pre/post-

assessments, vocabulary development, fluency, measurement of comprehension using expository, and 

narrative text during the tutoring sessions (Woods & Moe, 2015, Johns et al, 2017). Pre-service teachers 

completed the TPACK a second time, post tutoring and tutees completed a Likert survey to document 

their belief of the digital literacy experience.  

  Results 

 Three data sources gathered over three semesters were examined to determine if and how 

the use of digital literacy tools can influence the engagement in the act of reading by reluctant 

readers as well as how teachers’ view their preparedness to use digital literacy tools after 

working with e-books and Chromebooks in an eight-week tutoring experience. The TPACK 
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asked pre-service teachers to share their level of comfort in using digital tools with data gathered 

before using e-books and Chromebooks and at the end of the semester following their use of 

these tools. Pre-service teacher candidates shown several of the elements found within the 

TPACK instruments were more in place after the tutoring experience with e-books and 

Chromebooks than prior.  

Spring 2018   

TPACK (n=16 teacher candidates) 

The TPACK results show an increase in belief from the pre to the post-test with an 

increase of 50% or greater for the following elements on the part of undergraduate pre-service 

teacher candidates. 

The beliefs showing an increase of 50% or higher include  

• I am familiar with common student understandings and misconceptions 

• I can teach lessons that appropriately combine language arts, technologies, & 

teaching approaches 

• I can teach lessons that appropriately combine literacy, technologies, & teaching 

approaches 

• My literacy education professors appropriately model combining content, 

technologies, & teaching approaches in their teaching 

• I can assess student learning in multiple ways 

MAT candidates (n=4) responses show little to no notable change from pre to post test 

for any of these elements.  

Summer 2018  

TPACK (n=11 teacher candidates) 
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The results of the pre-service teacher candidate’ responses to the pre/post TPACK 

assessment indicate an increase in perception about the following elements with a 50% or 

greater increase: 

• Solve their own problems 

• Have many ways and strategies of developing their understanding of literacy 

• Assess students’ performance in the classroom 

• Adapt teaching based upon what students currently understand or did not 

understand  

• Assess student learning in multiple ways 

• Use a wide range of teaching approaches in multiple settings 

• Is familiar with common student understandings & misconceptions 

• Choose technologies that enhance the teaching approaches for a lesson 

• Choose technologies that enhance students’ learning for a lesson 

• Increased belief of their teacher education program causing them to think more 

deeply about how technology could influence the teaching approaches used in the 

classroom 

• Choose technologies that enhance the content for a lesson 

• Can teach lessons that appropriately combine literacy, technologies, & teaching 

approaches 

• Increase in their beliefs of their literacy education faculty modeling the  
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Fall 2018  

TPACK (n=19 teacher candidates) 

Pre-service teacher candidates' responses to the TPACK pre/post test showed little variance in 

responses. The changes in responses reported for two of the elements with 50% of the candidates reported 

an increase in their familiarity with common student understandings and misunderstandings and an 

increase in their range of teaching approaches in multiple settings.  

Observations 

Observations were conducted each of the eight tutoring sessions during each semester to 

document use of the digital literacy tools by the tutors and the level of engagement behaviors shown by 

the tutee. 

Spring 2018 (n=16 tutors and n=16 tutees) 

The tutors worked with sixteen tutees during the eight-week reading clinic. The common theme 

in the observation interactions between the tutor and tutee included shared focus on the e-book and 

behavior suggesting interest in using e-books and e-readers. The tutees showed focus on the e-book as 
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measured by eye contact during paired reading and following paired reading time the tutees were able to 

share facts and ideas from the reading passage through comprehension (See Table 1). 

Table 1 Observation results for Spring 2018 (n=16 tutees and n=16 tutors) 

Focus                                     Response number                        

 Percentage 

Tutee/Tutor focus/interest           13/16                                           81.25% 

Tutee focus                                  14/16                                           87.5% 

Tutee facts/ideas                          15/16                                           93.75% 

Tutor activity connection                         12/16                                         75% 

Tutor Confidence                                                 10/16                                          65.5% ____ 

Summer 2018 (n=11 tutees and n = 11 tutors) 

Comparable results to Spring 2018 were found in Summer 2018. Observations show both 

the tutee and tutor had an interaction with a shared focus and interest in using the Chromebook 

and e-books. The tutee showed focus on the e-books during paired reading and proved the ability 

to share facts and ideas from the reading passage during comprehension checks. The tutor 

showed the ability to use pre-assessments to find instructional reading levels of tutee and showed 

confidence in using reading technology to access book sites and guiding students to use support 

tools (See Table 2).  
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Table 2 Observation results for Summer 2018 (n=11 tutees and n = 11 tutors) 

Focus                                          Response number                          Percentage 

Tutee/Tutor focus/interest              11/11                                           100% 

Tutee focus                                     11/11                                 100% 

Tutee shares fact/ideas                   10/11                                            90.9% 

Tutor Confidence                            7/11                                              63.3% 

Tutor pre-assessment use               7/11                                        63.3% 

Fall 2018 (n=19 tutors and n=19 tutees) 

The trend of tutee focus, facts and ideas, and tutee/tutor focus/interest remains in fall 2018 as a 

frequent observation. This session’s data did show more overt connections between text content and an 

activity as well as teacher confidence in using technology (See Table 3) 

Table 3: Fall 2018 Observations (n=19 tutors and n= 19 tutees) 

Focus                                           Response number                             Percentage 

Tutees focus                                    19/19                                                   100% 

Tutee shares facts/ideas                    10/19                                                      53% 

Overt connections                            10 /19                                                    53% 

Tutor confidence                               9 /19                                                       47%  

Tutee/Tutor focus/interest               15/19                                                  79% 

Tutee Exit Questionnaire 

The third data point asked the tutees to respond to a 9-question survey on a 5-point Likert 

scale with one free response question on how the tutee viewed their experiences reading with e-

books and Chromebooks. Due to some students attending clinic multiple semesters it was 
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noticeable that their responses were consistent across the semester’s attendance. Responses were 

analyzed to find mean and mode of the tutee responses over the three semesters (See Table 4). 

Table 4 Reading Clinic Tutee Questionnaire Results 

Question                                 SP18 (n=16) SU18 (n=11)      FA18 (n=15)       

I want to read more when I use Chromebooks x=3.8 (88%) x=3-8 (91%) x=4 (88%)  
Mo=4  Mo=4               Mo=5 

 
I want to read more when I use E-books  x= 3.6 (88%)  x=3.6 (91%) x=3.1 (94%) 

Mo=5   Mo=4              Mo= 4  
 
I’m more focused on reading when technology is used  x=3.5 (88%)    x=3.4 (91%)    x=3.3 (94%) 

Mo=3  Mo=3               Mo=5 
 
I read for longer periods of time when using Chromebooks  x=3.4 (88%) x=3.4 (82%) x=3.4 (94%) 
                     Mo=4                 Mo=4                 Mo=4 

I read for longer periods of time 
when using E-Books                              x=3.29 (94%)   x=3.4 (91%) x=2.9 (94%) 
                  Mo=3   Mo=3              Mo=4 

6. I comprehend more details 
from the reading passages    
when using Chromebooks     x=3.7 (88%)      x=3.8 (82%) x=4 (94%) 
                            Mo=5                   Mo=5                Mo=5  

7. I comprehend more details  
from the reading passages  
when using E-books                              x=3.65 (88%) x=3.6 (91%) x=4.1 (94%) 

             Mo=4.5              Mo=5                 Mo=5 

8. I use technology equipment 
Easily                                                   x=3.65 (88%)   x=3.6 (92%)      x=3.9 (94%) 
                  Mo=4.5                Mo=5                  Mo=5 

 

The free response questions on the tutee exit survey allowed for their personal thoughts on using 

computers and electronic books to read and complete a variety of reading response/reflection activities 
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were all incredibly positive. Due to some students attending clinic multiple semesters it is noticeable that 

their personal statements were consistent across the three semesters. Statements shared were tallied as to 

sharing similar ideas for each semester (See Table 5).  

Table 5: Tutee Free Responses on Questionnaire 

Comment                                      SP18                        SU18                 FA18 

Reading on laptops is more fun  3   3                   3 

I like reading on laptops   6                6                   6 

Computers are successful                1              1                           1  

I don’t like reading on  

computers.           1                  1`                                  1 

Computers help me read                          4                             4                                          4  

Computers make it easier 

to read                                                      1                                       1                            1   

 

Discussion 

The digital age is here and students in K-12 classrooms, as technology natives, expect the 

presence of technology in activities and instruction. In addition, studies show motivation is key in making 

and improving performance in reluctant readers (Oakley & Jay, 2008; McGuire, 2012). By using e-

readers and e-libraries, a group of pre-service teachers and reluctant readers in grades 1-8 were given the 

opportunity to address reading challenges use a digital format. While large gains were not achieved for all 

tutees, the study shows a first change in how these students performed when given the opportunity to read 

and work on reading skills digitally (Melinis, 20011). The level of engagement as shown by body 

language, eye placement and lack of misbehavior suggests the use of e-books around interest and reading 

on an e-reader was improved (Larson, 2008; Moody, er.al, 2010). The ability for tutees to recall facts and 
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ideas from their e-book experience shows comprehension goals were a growth area (Korat, et.al, 2009; 

Grimshaw et al., 2007, Doty et al., 2001).  

The tutee comments suggest they found reading e-books and completing activities on the 

electronic devices to be helpful in keeping them more focused and engaged. Tutees showed greater 

motivation, engagement and satisfaction when using the e-books as this book medium may have greater 

value to the students (Gunter & Kenny, 2008). 

During this study, pre-service teacher candidates were exposed to the use of e-books and 

Chromebooks, learning to navigate digital tools to support the reluctant reader. This experience suggests 

pre-service teacher candidates need to learn to use digital tools as instructional devices as they are 

essential to meeting the varying needs of learners (Wang, et.al, 2014). The TPACK pre/post responses 

showed an increase in confidence and use of these tools because of this experience (2014). The responses 

suggest pre-service teachers candidates are generally confident in using technology but may feel pressure 

to use them as a teaching tools and are in need of modeling on successful technology integration within 

their teacher preparation program (Mulder, 2017) Thus, more opportunities are needed to help pre-service 

teacher candidates, digital natives in social communication, and learning activities as students, to gain 

more experiences in how to integrate technology. One of the roles of teacher preparation programs to help 

these pre-service teacher candidate digital natives to include and use technology in useful and meaningful 

ways to support k-12 learners in today’s schools (Lei, 2009; Sadaf, et.al, 2012).  

Limitations 

This study had limitations affecting the ability to make generalizable conclusions. First, the 

number of participants in the study was small as the clinic venue supports a limit on the number of 

students served each semester as the facility has an occupancy capacity. 

The second limitation was one of the e-book vendors changed their account manager four times 

during our first semester. This included the person with whom contract negotiations were made. This 
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continued change affected the ability to fully know depth of tools available and use these tools in the first 

implementation semester.  

Third, challenges occurred in obtaining access for teacher candidates and tutees into one of the e-

book systems used in the study. There was a “bug” causing this challenge, which was finally detected by 

a tech support person. Once this was rectified, full access was achieved. This limited access may have 

affected attitude or belief about using reading technology during instruction by teacher candidates. 

Summary 

Students who attended the reading clinics over the course of three semesters appear to have 

benefited as a result of their exposure to a wider variety of materials, educational games, and books that 

addressed their areas of interest, use of e-readers, e-dictionaries and videos with the capability of 

changing font to aid in their reading process. These tools provided opportunities for these reluctant 

readers to improve their level of engagement in reading with technology. For those using the e-books / e-

readers and other electronic tools, once the “novelty” of the tool passed, it became natural, and served as a 

guide in the preparation of future teachers in ways to meet the needs of reluctant readers (Akbar, et al 

2015). 

Over the course of the three rounds of this study, pre-service teacher candidates presented a level 

of increased use of the digital tools including supplying age/ability appropriate and creative lessons using 

technology. The tutees have no challenge in moving from print texts to e-books as natives to technology 

(McGuire, 2012). 

Based on conversations with the parents of the tutees attending the reading clinic over the course 

of three semesters, parents said an interest in the possibility of using e-books and e-readers with their 

children. One parent asked if it made a difference in her child so she could buy an e-reader and e-books to 

keep him reading. The results of this study show the potential impact on reluctant readers when digital 
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tools, student interests are considered, and reading materials are respectful of the students’ age, not their 

reading level. Continued research in how digital literacy tools con impact reluctant readers is needed.  
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Appendix A TPACK 

Thank you for taking time to complete this questionnaire. Please answer each question to the best 

of your knowledge. Your thoughtfulness and candid responses will be appreciated. Your 

individual name or identification number will not at any time be associated with your responses. 

Your responses will be kept completely confidential and will not influence your course grade.  
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DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

1. Your ID# 

 

 

2. Gender 

a. Female 

b. Male 

3. Age Range 

a. 18-22 

b. 23-26 

c. 27-32 

d. 32+ 

4. Major 

a. Early Childhood Education (ECE) 

b. Elementary Education (ELED) 

c. Other (identify) 

 

5. Area of Specialization 

a. Art 

b. Early Childhood Education  

c. English & Language Arts/ Reading 

d. Foreign Language 

e. Health 

f. History 

g. Instructional Strategist: Mild/Moderate (K8) Endorsement  
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h. Mathematics 

i. Music 

j. Science-Basis 

k. Social Studies 

l. Special Education  

m. Speech/Theater 

n. Other  

6. Year in College 

a. First-year students 

b. Sophomore 

c. Junior 

d. Senior 

e. Graduate student  

f. Alternative Certification / Add-on Certification Only  

 

7. Are you currently enrolled or have your completed a practicum experience in a PreK-12 classroom? 

a. Yes 

b. No  

8. Are you currently employed in a PreK-12 classroom? 

a. Yes 

b. No  

  

Technology is a broad concept that can mean a lot of different things. For this questionnaire, technology 

is referring to digital technology/technologies. That is, digital tools we use such as computers, laptops, 

IPads, handhelds, interactive whiteboards, software programs, etc. Please answer all of these questions 
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and if you are uncertain of or neutral about your response you may always select “Neither Agree or 

Disagree” 
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 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neither  

Agree or 

Disagree 

Agree Strongly  

Agree 

TK (Technology Knowledge)      

1. I know how to solve my own 

technical problems 

     

2. I can learn technology easily.      

3. I keep up with important new 

technology.  

     

4. I frequency play around the 

technology 

     

5. I know about a lot of different 

technology. 

     

6. I have the technical skills I  

need to use technology. 

     

Literacy (Content Knowledge)      

7. I have sufficient knowledge  

about literacy. 

     

8. I can use a literacy way of  
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9. I have various ways &  

strategies  

of developing my understanding  

of literacy  

     

PK (Pedagogical Knowledge)      

10. I know how to assess student 

performance in a classroom. 

     

11. I can adapt my teaching based-

upon what students currently 

understand or do not understand. 

     

12. I can adapt my teaching style to 

different learners.  

     

13. I can assess student learning in 

multiple ways. 

     

14. I can use a wide range of 

teaching approaches in a classroom 

setting. 

     

15. I am familiar with common 

student understandings and 

misconceptions. 

     

16. I know how to organize and 

maintain classroom management  
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TPK Technological Pedagogical 

Knowledge) 

     

17. I can choose technologies that 

enhance the teaching approaches 

for a lesson. 

     

18. I can choose technologies that 

enhance students’ learning for a 

lesson 

     

19. My teacher education program 

has caused me to think more deeply 

about how technology could 

influence the teaching approaches I 

use in my classroom. 

     

20. I am thinking critically about 

how to use technology in my 

classroom. 

     

21. I can adapt the use of the 

technologies that I am learning 

about to different teaching 

activities.  
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22. I can select technologies to use 

in my classroom that enhance what 

I teach, how I teach and what 

students learn.  

     

23. I can use strategies that 

combine content, technologies, and 

teaching approaches that I learned 

about in my assignments in my 

classroom. 

     

24. I can provide leadership in 

helping others to coordinate that 

use of content, technologies, and 

teaching approaches at my school 

and/or district. 

     

25. I can choose technologies that 

enhance the content for a lesson.  

     

  

TPACK(Technology Pedagogy and 

Content Knowledge) 

     

26. I can teach lessons that 

appropriately combine language 

arts, technologies, and teaching 

approaches.  
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27. I can teach lessons that 

appropriately combine literacy, 

technologies, and teaching 

approaches.  

     

 

Models of TPACK (Faculty, PreK-

12 teachers) 

     

28. My literacy education 

professors appropriately model 

combining content, technologies, 

and teaching approaches in their 

teaching.  

     

 

Please complete this section by writing your responses in the boxes.  

29. Describe a specific episode where a professor or instructor effectively demonstrated or modeled combining 

content, technologies, and teaching approaches in a classroom lesson. Please include in your description what 

content was being taught, what technology was used, and what teaching approach (es) was implemented. 

 

30. Describe a specific episode where one of your PreK-12 cooperating teachers effectively demonstrated or 

modeled combining content, technologies, and teaching approaches in a classroom lesson. Please include in 

your description what content was being taught, what technology was used, and what teaching approach (es) 

was implemented. If you have not observed a teacher modeling this, please indicate that you have not.  

 

31. Describe a specific episode where you effectively demonstrated or modeled combining content, 

technologies, and teaching approaches in a classroom lesson. Please include in your description what content 
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you taught, what technology you used, and what teaching approach (es) you implemented. If you have not had 

the opportunity to teach a lesson, please indicate that you have not.  

 

 Modified TPACK by Briggs & Abington-Pitre: Reproduced by permission of the publisher, © 2012 by 

tpack.org 

Appendix B Observation Protocol	

Observation Element    Observed  Not Observed  

 Comments 

 

1. Tutor administers  

pre-assessment 

(Star Program) to  

identify  

instructional level 

2. Tutor administers interest 

inventory to guide  

selection of E-books 

3. Tutor allows for font size  

change based on tutee  

need 

4. Tutee is encouraged to use the  

E-dictionary for words not 

known 

5. Tutor guides student to select new 
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books when complete a text 

or needs to reselect due to  

disinterest 

6. Tutee demonstrates focus on  

e-book through eye placement  

and during paired reading 

7. Tutee shares facts/ideas from the 

reading passage during 

comprehension checks 

8. Tutor makes overt connections  

between the literature based  

activities and the E-book  

content  

9. Tutor displays confidence in  

consistent use of reading tech, 

i.e., navigating the different  

book sites, guiding students to  

use different reading support 

tools 

10. Tutee demonstrates comfort in taking 

Star assessments using Chromebook 

11. Interactions between tutor/tutee  

suggest a shared focus and interest 

using the Chromebook/E-books 
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Appendix C Tutee Post Clinic Questionnaire 

Please give your honest opinion as you answer the following questions. The questions have different 

levels of response. 

Level 1 = Strongly Disagree 

Level 2 = Disagree 

Level 3 = Neutral 

Level 4 = Agree 

Level 5 = Strongly Agree 

Mark your answer by circling the number that gives your opinion the best. 

1. I want to read more when  

I use Chrome Books     1……2…..3…..4…..5 

2. I want to read more when  

I use eBooks      1……2…..3…..4…..5 

3. I stay more focused on reading 

when technology is used    1……2…..3…..4…..5 

4. I read for longer periods of time 

when using Chrome Books    1……2…..3…..4…..5   

5. I read for longer periods of time  

when using eBooks     1……2…..3…..4…..5 

6. I comprehend more details 

from the reading passage when 

using Chrome Books     1……2…..3…..4…..5 

       7.  I comprehend more details  

from the reading passage when  

using eBooks      1……2…..3…..4…..5 
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8. I use technology equipment  

easily       1……2…..3…..4…..5 

 

Please describe your view of using technology to read books.  
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In Social Writing/Social Media, editors Stephanie Vie and Douglas Walls ask writing and 

literacy-focused teachers to consider the many elements of social media worthy of scholarly 

attention, from the seemingly pedestrian cases of personal communication to the powerful ways 

publics are now shaped. Invoking everything from the “public turn” in rhetorical scholarship to 

the 2016 election, they argue that social media has fundamentally changed how we should 

approach writing and literacy practices and that it is time that writing scholars and teachers have 

more substantiated approaches. 

The collection builds on Vie and Walls’ 2015 special issue in Kairos: A Journal of 

Rhetoric, Technology, and Pedagogy. Social Writing/Social Media showcases many of the same 

strengths as that collection, particularly when it comes to understanding participation online and 

including personal, social, political, methodological, and theoretical perspectives. This collection 

expands those discussions of participation online in section one’s “Publics and Audiences,” 

performance and identity in section two’s “Presentation of Self, Groups, and Data,” and social 

media literacy’s classroom applications in section three’s “Pedagogy.”  

Caroline Dadas’ “Hashtag Activism: The Promise and Risk of ‘Attention’” opens the 

section on public-facing social media action and public audiences by first calling into question 

criticisms of social media slacktivism. Dadas then argues that “hashtag activism” and mere 

awareness-focused social media movements are worthy of our scholarly and educational 

attention, particularly when it comes to accounting for circulation. In chapter two’s “Sustaining 

Critical Literacies in the Digital Information Age: The Rhetoric of Sharing, Prosumerism, and 

Digital Algorithmic Surveillance,” Estee Beck extends Dadas’ most urgent message regarding 

social media—that social media literacy is not just technological, but political, social, and 

cultural. She does so by illustrating how “free” social media platforms employ surveillance and 
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are bound up in capitalism. Instructors will come away from chapters one and two with powerful 

examples—from algorithm-affected Ferguson to the distortion of #yesallwomen—and 

vocabulary (unpaid labor, prosumerism, rhetorical velocity, etc.) with which to talk with students 

about what it means to be an effective writer and reader of social media.  

Chapter three: “Social Spill: A Case-Based Analysis of Social Media Research” similarly 

dials into the dynamics of social media activism in telling the story of West Virginians using 

Facebook to protest the Tide company, but shifts directions; Tabetha Adkins’ walk-through of 

her own social media research decisions is best suited for those looking to design their own 

social media research studies. Adkins explains how to go about making ethically and 

methodologically sound decisions about what is and what is not “public,” informed consent, and 

the coding of data collected as remotely as social media data often is. Though the connection is 

not explicit, Cory Bullinger and Vie’s chapter works well to underline the significance of the 

first three chapters’ focus on social media’s shaping power of contemporary discourse. Bullinger 

and Vie’s study of how social media ex-users and abstainers are framed in general discourse 

reveals that non-users are commonly regarded as outsiders who are closed off from important 

public discourse.  

Chapters five and six speak the most directly to the first two title words of this 

collection—social writing—and exemplify how groups’ differing functions and differing ethos 

are employed in non-academic, but very complex real-world rhetorical challenges. In 

“Networking Hardship: Social Composing as Inventive Rhetorical Action,” Crystal Broch 

Colombini and Lindsey Hall introduce a platform called LoanSafe for users at risk of foreclosure 

in order to draw out how groups might pool resources and knowledge in one space, but write for 

individual reasons in other spaces. The authors’ synopsis of LoanSafe users’ unconventional 
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methods to gain access to expert knowledge attests to social media’s power to enable users to 

circumvent traditional gatekeepers and barriers. Liza Potts’ “Still Flying: Writing as 

Participatory Activism Circulating Across the Firefly 'Verse” speaks to the more precarious 

matter of power in the untraditional arenas that are digital spaces. Her story of Firefly fans’ battle 

against 20th Century Fox also offers avenues of discussion regarding how digital communities 

form and enact ethos using shared language across platforms, how digital spaces complicate 

issues of ownership and copyright, and how digital genres can be subverted.  

While section one largely highlights the power of collective action on social media, most 

of the chapters in the second section attend to a much more personal dimension of social media. 

Drawing largely upon personal communication, Bronywn T. Williams, Douglas M. Walls, and 

Amber Buck’s respective chapters detail why and how social media researchers and literacy 

scholars might meaningfully take into account time, bodies, identity, relationships, nonlinguistic 

behaviors, affect, and users’ use of multiple platforms at once. In “Having a Feel for What 

Works: Polymedia, Emotion, and Literacy Practices with Mobile Technologies,” Williams 

argues for different approaches to students’ rhetorical development in the writing classroom 

given how attuned to emotionality students are in their everyday digital literacy practices. 

“Visualizing Boutique Data in Egocentric Networks” from editor Douglas M. Walls makes the 

case for “medium-scale” social media research and serves as the collection’s most focused look 

at how to treat data. Walls adds more nuance to the conversation of embodied experiences on 

social media by pointing out that maintaining one’s network requires rhetorical effort—time, 

energy, and resources. Buck’s “Grad School 2.0: Performing Professionalism on Social Media,” 

is distinct in how she complicates the traditional professional enculturation narrative. In studying 

the literacy practices of professionalizing academics on social media, Buck also brings to light 
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how writing becomes more challenging as professional and personal identities increasingly blur 

as scholars navigate different platforms and networks.  

The scholars’ approaches and arguments in the next three chapters of section two are 

perhaps the most novel and important sections of the collection. Like Buck, Les Hutchinson’s 

“Writing to Have No Face: The Orientation of Anonymity in Twitter” further takes up identity 

conflicts in online spaces but does so by addressing one of the most unique and powerful 

affordances of digital public discourse: anonymity. Her chapter on anonymity is particularly 

interesting because of how Hutchinson draws from her own experience as a person occupying an 

anonymous place on Twitter and engaging with the online protest group Anonymous. Those 

looking to understand identity and safety online should look for Hutchinson’s discussions about 

how to evaluate and employ anonymity in online spaces. In “Indigenous Interfaces,” Kristin L. 

Arola offers a heuristic for thinking through the ways that the interfaces we use every day 

(Facebook, for starters) operate from a “white as default” premise (p. 211). Though Arola stops 

short of recommending any real overhaul of our current interfaces, she provides important ways 

to question how platforms structure our experiences, and consider our relationality, identity, and 

perhaps most importantly, a rhetor’s ability to have a say in the shape of their discourse in online 

spaces. 

Kara Poe-Alexander and Leslie A. Hahner’s “The Intimate Screen: Revisualizing 

Understandings of Down Syndrome through Digital Activism on Instagram,” provides the 

clearest example of how digital activism’s rhetorical architecture can look differently than that of 

traditional movements. Hahner and Alexander use a visual rhetorical analysis of a down 

syndrome activist's Instagram to introduce the “intimate screen” as a more subtle, but arguably 

just as powerful form of activism that draws upon images and the embodied smartphone 
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experience. While conversations of circulation and audience are somewhat absent, this final 

chapter in section two can equip activists with important new ways to think through how to 

effect change in online spaces.  

Almost all of the authors included in this collection write directly to teachers at some 

point in their essays; the last four chapters in this collection are merely the most pointed 

discussions. First, Patricia Portanova’s “The Rhetoric of Distraction: Media Use and the Student 

Writing Process” takes up student writing processes rather than literacies. The artificial writing 

processes studied might give some pause, but process-focused instructors will likely be intrigued 

by Portanova’s claim that a students’ ability to avoid harmful smartphone distractions is 

connected to their ability to metacognitively think about their own process.  

Returning once again to the matter of literacy, Chapter 14, 15, and 16 nicely bookend this 

collection and most directly take up the call Vie first sounded in her 2008 Computers and 

Composition article “Digital Divide 2.0: ‘Generation M’ and Online Social Networking Sites in 

the Composition Classroom”: teachers should look to first acknowledge students’ prior 

knowledge and practices with social media in order to meaningfully build academic literacy 

development. Michael J. Faris does this in the most head-on way in “Contextualizing Students' 

Media Ideologies and Practices: An Empirical Study of Social Media Use in a Writing Class” by 

reporting on a class in which he asked students directly about what he refers to as their “media 

ideologies” and “idioms of practice.” Even more useful than these new terms for approaching 

student literacy is Faris’ example of what to actually do with student literacy knowledge and how 

to adapt a class. Those looking for fresh ideas about how to incorporate students’ social media 

literacies in the classroom will also find Lilian W. Mina’s update on the “digital divide” helpful. 

In “Social Media in the FYC Class: The New Digital Divide,” Mina collects, categorizes, and 
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theoretically situates social media-employing pedagogies, offering a range of approaches 

teachers can build on and use in their own first-year writing classrooms.  

Chris M. Anson’s “Intellectual, Argumentative, and Informational Affordances of Public 

Forums” most directly articulates the pedagogical opportunities that this edited collection seeks 

to make plain: Students are writing more than they ever have before because of social media. 

Moreover, Anson writes, their writing is for more overt and authentic purposes, which lead to 

more opportunities for students to be able to understand, engage, and navigate the social and 

rhetorical constructions of particular communities. Yet as long as scholars and compositionists 

don’t meaningfully involve the place where students are most powerfully developing these self-

sponsored rhetorical skills—social media platforms—the longer they will miss opportunities to 

acknowledge and meaningfully build from students’ literacies.  

Some clear themes emerge from Vie and Walls’ collection: understanding social media 

requires an understanding of embodiment, emotionality, and the shifting and complicated matter 

of identity; writing with others in online spaces presents new affordances and constraints; 

students come ready with their own digital literacy practices but might need further instruction 

on social media’s political, social, and economic dimensions; any theory or social media research 

must now look to how rhetors and discourse recursively move between platforms; the rhetorical 

architecture of contemporary activism and discourse has and will continue to change. The 

organization of chapters into “Publics and Audiences,” “Presentation of Self, Groups, and Data,” 

and “Pedagogy” do not necessarily reflect these themes and may not even be the most helpful 

organization for those interested specifically in these categories. In fact, a more apt name for 

section two might have addressed how that range of essays on activism and networks brings to 

the fore how social media is an intimate affair; conversations about intimacy are certainly more 
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prevalent than “data.” Moreover, important pedagogy-focused discussions are found throughout 

almost every chapter (perhaps to be expected as this book is aimed at those studying and 

teaching literacy skills) and lengthy conversations about public rhetorical action or identity are 

hardly restricted to either section one (“Publics and Audiences”) or section two (“Presentation of 

Self”). 

Some will likely find the collection’s considerable focus on the more intimate and 

personal interactions and networks of social media as less urgent than other scholarship on online 

spaces such as what to do about harassment, hate, and nonhuman actors online. Yet, if we are 

going to focus on student literacy, this collection offers essential reminders of how students are 

going to situate themselves as rhetors online and approach public discourse. Finally, while 

literacy and where to start with students’ rhetorical development in contemporary writing 

classrooms dominate these essays, this collection is also rich with theoretical discussions and 

important examples from which digital rhetoric, media studies, and communication scholars 

might draw on to continue to conduct and advocate for social media scholarship.   

 


