New Literacies

I ntroduction

Literacy's relationship with knowledge is compléxthe evaluative sense literacy suggests
having a valuable knowledge of what is writtentHa functional, however, literacy is solely
about the skills and meta-skills of reading andingi The difficulty comes in making sense
of both the 'knowledge' and 'skills’ aspects efdty. In effect, these are two sides of the
same coin but it nonetheless presents difficultieen attempting to come up with a working
and all-encompassing definition of 'literacy'. bidd@ion, given that knowledge has 'broken
away from its moorings, it shackles' (Siemens, 2006 difficult to know what kind of and
which knowledge is relevant to a definition of taey.

Taking a 'static’ view of literacy is difficult im world of fast-paced technological
change. Whilst proponents could feasibly arguettiatknowledge' aspect of literacy can
remain reasonably constant despite innovationsading and writing technologies, they
would be hard-pressed to argue the same for this"slspect. Reading and writing using a
wordprocessor on a screen is very different fromgia quill and parchment.

Viewsof literacy

Hannon (2000) points out a distinction betweentargi and ‘pluralist’ views of literacy. The
unitary view, he states, is predicated upon tha ttat literacy is a 'skill' and that there is an
'it' to which we can refer - a single referent,

According to this view the actual uses which pattic readers and writers have for
that competence is something which can be sepdirai@dthe competence itself (Hannon,
2000:31). In contrast, the pluralist view beliettesre to be different literacies. Hannon
guotes Lankshear (1987) who links social litera@cpces with a pluralist view of literacy:

We should recognise, rather, that there are maegifepliteracies, each comprising
an identifiable set of socially constructed praatibased upon print and organised around
beliefs about how the skills of reading and writmgy or, perhaps, should be used.
(Lankshear, 1987, quoted in Hannon, 2000:32)

Pluralists believe not only that we should speaktefacies' rather than 'literacy’, but reject
the notion that literacy practices are neutral wétpard to power, social identity and political
ideology. By privileging certain literacy practicestentionally or unintentionally -
hegemonic power is either increased or decreasee, (1996, quoted in Hannon, 2000:34).
The pluralist conception of literacy is, to a greatent, similar to the postmodernist
movement in the late 20th century. Whilst adherangsclear as to what they are against - in
this case a 'unitary' conception of literacy sihot always clear what they stand for. What
constitutes a 'literacy'? What do 'literacies’ haveommon? Hannon attempts to bring some
clarity by appealing to the notion of ‘family redaence’, much as Wittgenstein (mentioned
above) did for the concept of 'game’ (Hannon, 2B80:His argument is that although we
cannot define 'literacy' in a way that would satistery critic, we can nevertheless know
what it means in practice.

From Literacy to Literacies



The field of 'new literacies' has a relatively Idmgtory; it is a term that has evolved. From
'Visual Literacy' through to 'Digital Literacy',ébrists have sought to go above and beyond
the traditional conception of literacy being thdigbto read and write using alphabetical
marks made on a physical surface.

Most new literacies theorists seek to demarcanafarm of literacy, explain it in
detail, and then explain how its status as an avehing literacy containing many sub- (or
micro-) literacies. Information literacy has beeeis as one such 'umbrella term":

In the last decade a variety of "literacies" hagerbproposed... All of these literacies focus
on a compartmentalized aspect of literacy. Inforomaliteracy, on the other hand, is an
inclusive term. Through information literacy, theher literacies can be achieved (Doyle,
1994, my emphasis)

Other theorists propose various 'literacies' asgthe true umbrella term, the
synthesizing concept. Potter (2004:33), for exangibges, 'Reading literacy, visual literacy
and computer literacy are not synonyms for medtkadcy; instead, they are merely
components.' It is perhaps most transparently énebosly stated in this definition of
transliteracy:

Our current thinking (although still not entirelysolved) is that because it offers a wider
analysis of reading, writing and interacting acrasange of platforms, tools, media and
cultures, transliteracy does not replace, but ratbetains, “media literacy” and also “digital
literacy” (Thomas, et al. 2007, my emphasis)

In this way theorists not only deal with the tho@hdition outlined in an earlier
chapter - that of the status of a particular litgren relation to other metaphorical concepts -
but they can claim the credit of, at least pastiabblving the 'literacy problem.’

Information literacy is a term so broad and ambiglp applicable that it too can be
applied as an umbrella term. Fieldhouse and Nich@haLankshear & Knobel, 2008) use a
slightly different strategy in order to promoteitht@ngential concept of being ‘information
savvy.' Instead of the latter being an umbrellenter its own right, they present it as being
the other half of the jigsaw puzzle to 'digitaéfcy’ in order for individuals to be
'information literate.'

Instead of attempting to come up with an umbrétte¢ro’) term in which to retro-fit
micro literacies, it seems to make more sensehwrists to use 'new literacies' as a
shorthand - as indeed many already have begun (eego for example, Beavis, 1998; Kress,
2003; Lankshear, 2006). Separating out the mubitfditeracies seems, as Tyner states,
somewhat artificial as they overlap to such a ges&gnt. Whilst they can be separated, this
should only be done for positive purposes:

The need to set one literacy apart from anotheioo@nbe explained by a need to use the
concepts for other reasons, that is, to strengteprofessional status of its constituencies,
or to take issue with the approaches used by peagen(Tyner, 1998:104)

Our focus instead should perhaps instead be upantigular literacy as an
'integrating (but not overarching) concept thaufes upon the digital without limiting itself
to computer skills and which comes with little bistal baggage' (Martin, 2006 quoted in
Bawden, 2008:26). Here Martin seems to have in rthiecconcept of 'digital literacy'
although it is not the name of the term that isisiseie. Instead, it is its explanatory power
and utility in terms of conceptual understanding applicability that is key.



After 'visual literacy,' 'technological literacicbmputer literacy," and 'information
literacy' ultimately proved unsuccessful many saughind a term more in keeping with
digital communications and the Internet age. Altliothe concept of 'digital literacy' was not
invented by him, the beginning of real discussibthe term was the publication of Paul
Gilster's 1997 book Digital Literacy. Despite themising title, the book has been criticized
for giving multiple definitions of 'digital litergg' with Gilster's idiosyncratic writing style
cited as a reason why it didn't have an immedrafeact (Bawden, 2008:21).

Nevertheless, Gilster's work did begin to havemapact in the early years of the 21st
century with others citing his 'generic expresabthe idea' as a 'strength’ (Bawden,
2008:18). Gilster makes no less than eleven ateat@ definition of the concept ranging
from digital literacy as 'the ability to accesswnetked computer resources and use them,’
(Gilster, 2007:1) to it being 'partly about awarenef other people and our expanded ability
to contact them to discuss issues and get hel|st€Gi1997:31). The idea most cited by
other authors, however, is Gilster assertion tigital literacy is about 'mastering ideas, not
keystrokes' (quoted in Lankshear & Knobel, 2008T2js explicitly addresses the meta-level
nature of literacy so conspicuously missing fromieacomputer-related conceptions of
literacy.

The 'impressionistic and wide-ranging' nature (Bamyd®008:19) of Gilster's account
means that, to a great extent, those following &na using the term could quote his work in
support of theirs.

Moving from literacy to 'literacies' involves wh@ee calls the 'social turn' and a
focus on the socio-cultural aspect of literacy pcas. This is explained by Claire Bélisle (in
Martin, 2008:156) who identifies three conceptianthe evolution of the concept of
'literacy'. First is the model favoured by UNESGIE functional model. This conceives of
literacy as the 'mastery of simple cognitive anacpical skills." Most theorists in the literature
- and especially those who espouse 'new literaciesuld see this as a definition of
competence, not literacy. Thus, 'digital competeoaeld involve a basic understanding of
how the internet works (e.g. hyperlinks) and hatmg practical skills to be able to navigate
it.

The second model in the evolution of literacy cibgdBélisle is the socio-cultural
practice model. This model takes as its basis'ttraiconcept of literacy is only meaningful
in terms of its social context and that to be &iteris to have access to cultural, economic and
political structures of society' (quoted in Mart#08:156). It appears intuitive that
individuals have to be literate for something, sthim the digital sphere the socio-cultural
practice model makes sense. It deals specificatly the disenfranchisement felt by those
not literate within a given domain. The model clsoaxplain how hegemonic power can be
grasped or maintained by those with access t@titetools. A good example of the latter
would be the Catholic church in Europe in the Edtlydern Period. Banning books being
churned out of newly-invented printing presses ammsattempt to control literacy practices.
The model is also a useful call-to-arms for thasecerned about liberty and equality in
society - in other words, social justice. It praegdan arena for discourse about the
importance of literacy in living a productive arevarding life.

The final stage in the evolution of literacy, aatiog to Bélisle, is the intellectual
empowerment model. This deals with the link betweew tools and new ways of thinking:

Literacy not only provides means and skills to deigth written texts and numbers within
specific cultural and ideological contexts, butnings a profound enrichment and eventually
entails a transformation of human thinking capasitiThis intellectual empowerment
happens whenever mankind endows itself with newitiog tools, such as writing, or with



new technical instruments, such as those thatatligithnology has made possible. (Bélisle,
2006: 54-55, quoted in Martin, 2008:156)

If these conceptions of literacy have indeed 'edl¥rom one another then they are
additive; they build upon one another.

The New Literacy Studies

In the last two decades of the twentieth centuringerdisciplinary group of academics
including Brian Street, James Paul Gee and DavitbBatarted to approach literacy from a
sociocultural point of view. They continued to viéteracy from a traditional point of view,
as 'reading and writing', but looked to move awaynf defining it in a cognitive way. This
became known as the '‘New Literacy Studies' (NLS):

The NLS opposed a traditional psychological appndaditeracy. Such an approach
viewed literacy as a "cognitive phenomenon" andheefit in terms of mental states and
mental processing. The "ability to read" and "thaity to write" were treated as things
people did inside their heads. The NLS insteadlgaracy as something people did inside
society. It argued that literacy was not primaalyental phenomenon, but rather a
sociocultural one. Literacy was a social and caltachievement-it was about ways of
participating in social and cultural groups-nottjasnental achievement. Thus, literacy
needed to be understood and studied in its fujeaf contexts-not just cognitive but social,
cultural, historical, and institutional, as welbde, 2010:10) Literacy, therefore, was no
longer a journey that a teacher could take a alploh to a predictable destination, but
something that resulted from thought and an evgluinderstanding of the world. Literacy
became a construct.

In fact, a plurality of literacies is necessary, Ntheorists argue, because texts can be
read in different ways. The Bible, for example, b&read from a religious, historical or
hermeneutic point of view meaning that literacy apa involves 'apprenticeship’ to a group.
Being literate is always being literate for entnjoi a particular community or group:

Many different social and cultural practices incmgde literacy, so, too, there many different
"literacies" (legal literacy, gamer literacy, cogninusic literacy, academic literacy of many
different types). People do not just read and wnitgeneral, they read and write specific
sorts of "texts" in specific ways; these ways atednined by the values and practices of
different social and cultural groups. (Gee, 201D:11

Proponents of the NLS therefore never studiedddgdirectly but always through the
lens of organizations, institutions and groups.'ftianifesto’ was a book edited by Cope and
Kalpublished in the year 2000 entitled Multiliteles: Literacy Learning and the Design of
Social Futures. Despite this, Gee, one of the dmrttirs to the book believes that NLS 'never
fully cohered as an area’ (2010:12). ConfusinglySNred the new literacies studies which,
instead of focusing on viewing literacy in a newywiavestigated literacies beyond print
literacy. To demarcate the two, Gee refers to n@nakies studies as New Media Literacies
Studies (NMLS). As suggested by its name, therladtparticular interested the 'literacies'
associated with media and popular culture:

The emphasis is not just on how people respondetdianmessages, but also on how they
engage proactively in a media world where productparticipation, social group formation,
and high levels of nonprofessional expertise aeggdent. (Gee, 2010:19)



The research around literacy studies is extrenmaymiented, with some adhering to
'multiliteracies’, some remaining advocates ofNih&, whilst some are attempting to define
NMLS under various names. Some reject - or are anawof these categories altogether and
continue to focus upon individual an individuak#@gon of literacy. What is common to all,
however, is the need to define what is distinctivifferent about reading, writing and
making meaning in a digital world.
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