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Abstract

| develop the argument in this paper that the n@selcies of screen-based and internet
communication work in particular ways in low teclogy and socially distinctive African
contexts. | claim that study of the new literagresuch contexts illuminates the ways that they
work more generally, which is often obscured by mtiat is taken for granted in discussions of
the new literacies in ‘technology-rich’ context@xdamine data from a restructured, high
technology workplace in Cape Town, and from exaspfeyoung children’s school encounters
with computers in Khayelitsha Cape Town, to develog illustrate my argument. | examine
how one can take account of the impact of the mehriologies associated with the new
literacies in ways that do not revert to a decaonitglised and deterministic analysis. | argue, that
despite their global impact, the new literacieskast studied as resources situated by social
practices that have local effect. | conclude thatnew literacies don’t have an intrinsic
resourcefulness. Whether they offer opportunitiegparticular users is something that has to be
established by located research, not assumedninast with research models that start from

concerns around digital divides and offer solutialtg the lines of technology transfer.

I ntroduction

| develop the argument in this paper that the n@selcies of screen-based and internet
communication work in particular ways in low tectlogy and socially distinctive African
contexts. | draw on research carried out in costeksocial inequality in South Africa, and on

the orientation to literacy studies which studie=r&cy as situated social practices (Street, 1984,



2005; Prinsloo and Breier, 1996). | argue, thapdegheir global impact, the new literacies are
best studied gdaced resources, with local effect, and develop this case by drayron social
models of literacy, language and communicatiorxaingine data from a restructured, high
technology workplace in Cape Town, and from exampfeyoung children’s school encounters
with computers in Khayelitsha Cape Town, to develog illustrate my argument. | conclude
that the new literacies don’t have an intrinsiotgsefulness. Such a view is often obscured by

much that is taken for granted in discussions efrtéw literacies in well-resourced contexts.

It is commonplace now to claim that new reading amiting practices have resulted from the
uses of computers and the Internet. These newadies of the information and communication
technologies (ICTs) have variously been labelleteebnoliteracies (Lankshear and Snyder,
2000), digital literacy (Gilster, 1997), electrotiteracies (Warschauer, 1999), silicon literacies
(Snyder, 2002) and multiliteracies (Cope and Kaian2000). Changes are said to have
occurred in the forms and practices of literacyasged with changes in technology, the media,
work and the economy (Gee, Hull and Lankshear, 188@der, 1998; Snyder and Beavis,
2004). Where the old literacies are print-basegep#ased and language-based, reading and
writing associated with the new literacies are deantegrate written, oral and audiovisual
modalities of interactive human communication witecreen-based and networked electronic
systems. Graphic resources such as pictures agchtha are said to have increasingly moved to
front-stage, imparting information directly, ratliban providing backup for knowledge that is
text-based (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996; Kress; 19@ss, 2001). Lemke argued that
meanings in multimedia are not fixed or additivethe way word-meaning and picture-meanings
relate. Rather, they are multiplicative, where woreaning is modified by image-context, and
image-meaning in turn is modified by textual comntgemke, 1997, 287). Readers of the new
literacies must organise their reading across gerah media, flexible constructs, and typologies
that break from traditional grammar orthodoxiesg$g, 1997; Healy, 2000)

I limit my discussion here to the new literaciediaked to the new technologies of computersjriternet and the
‘world-wide web’. | note, though, that others talkout the ‘new literacies’ as not being only tedbgg-based. For
example, Lankshear and Knobel include scenarionphgn understood as has emerged during the pasD 4@ars as
a generic technique to stimulate thinking aboutftitere in the context of strategic planning. (ksimear and
Knobel 2002: 4)



The new communications technologies allow multimadkts to be widely distributed almost at
once and are seen as providing access for soméepgeqmeviously unimagined resources of
data, knowledge and entertainment. The technolbdealopments associated with the new
literacies include the linking up of huge numbersamputers across continents so as to allow
their users to communicate without substantial fiags, or in ‘real time’ (Castells, 2000). This
connectivity makes possible a level of economic soxal integration at a world level that would
have been impossible otherwise

What is not settled is how these new literacied@tee understood from the perspectives of how
they work, how they are distributed, and how theyleest engaged with, including in
educational contexts. Many studies of the newdi®s write about them with largely a middle-
class, usually American, European, Australian aaAgontext in mind, but that context is
assumed rather than explicit. When contextual ssawme backgrounded or ignored, or when
particular contexts are treated as if they areemsad, then understandings of literacy tend to
become more technical in nature. Under such camditithe new literacies, as well as the old
literacies, are sometimes treated either as sithelyproduct of skills acquired by the writer or as
the point of departure for different skills to bagaired and exercised by the reader. These skills
are treated as something externally given, fotghener to ‘acquire’ and utilize. The focus in
literacy studies then becomes those skills, andligabilities and obstacles to which would-be

users are subject.

Skills-based per spectives on the new literacies

My discussion here is concerned with developingrsgective for the study of the new literacies
which addresses the neglected issue of contertation to the new literacies. Implicit in many
discussions of the new literacies is a model ofad@onsensus and assumptions of social parity
at the macro-social level. This is apparent in mstgies of the new literacies that focus on
individual and cognitive dimensions. For exampleuLKinzer, Coiro & Cammack 2004

identify the key new literacies as

using a search engine effectively to locate infdaroma

evaluating the accuracy and utility of informatitat is located on a webpage in relation to one’s

purpose;



using a word processor effectively, including usiagctions such as checking spelling accuracy,

inserting graphics, and formatting text;
participating effectively in bulletin board or kstrv discussions to get needed information;
knowing how to use e-mail to communicate effectiyahnd

inferring correctly the information that may be fauat a hyperlink on a webpage. (Letal., 2004,

15)
This list implies that the new literacies are cskéls of an operational and generalisable nature.
But the recurring word ‘effectively’ in the varioexamples, and the word ‘correctly’ in the last
example, tell us little about what might be goimgilm each case. The crucial point here is that
effectiveness and correctness are not containegpdained within the skills-based approach, and
can thus only be asserted with reference heren@ sague background of social consensus as to

what constitutes effectiveness and correcthess

Leuet al.’s view of the new literacies is consistent witkithview on the ‘old literacies’ which
they refer to as “skill sets” that include “phoneraiwareness, word recognition, decoding
knowledge, vocabulary knowledge, comprehensiorratitial reasoning, the writing process,
spelling, response to literature” (Leual., 2004, 15), in a hierarchy and taxonomy of
decontextualized skills and knowledge. For letal. these core competencies of the old
literacies and new literacies are massively pradegateway skills. However, such lists of
context-neutral skills are a problem because ttest as given the processes of signification and
meaning-making involved, which on closer examinatiorn out to be considerably more
complex and variable than they suggest. | suggaststich assumptions of reading and writing as
skills set in contexts of social consensus ignbeesbcially situated nature of such practices.
Amongst other things they result in the productéparticular kinds of skills-based curricula
and pedagogy. These approaches to teaching ohgeadd writing erroneously promote

restricted forms of practice, on the assumptiotheir general applicability across all contexts.

% The social consensus that Leu et al mostly assmtheir discussion is explicitly stated at onerpowhere,
guoting Banton-Smith, they presents a perspectiexautionary progress from the old literacieshie new
literacies, against a background model of benggional development, where “the story of Americaading is a
fascinating one to pursue.... It is a story whiethects the changing religious, economic, and jgaliinstitutions of

a growing and progressive country.... This evohdiy progress” (Leet al., 2004, 4).



The New Literacy Studies, socio-linguistics and integrational semiotics

The idea of the ‘old literacies’ as ‘core basidlskpresented above has been a contested one for
decades now, challenged, in particular, by schelarging in the New Literacy Studies tradition
(an older use of the descriptmaw in relation to literacy, that refers not to thewness of the
literacies but to the (new) ways of studying litdes). New Literacy Studies scholars’ study of
literacy as situated social practice provides irtgodrresources for studying the new literacies
and their social consequences (Street, 1984 208%0iB 1994; Gee, 1996; Baynham, 1995).
These researchers have in common a broad focusading and writing as forming parts of
purposive, relational, social action. Literacy pi@es are studied as variable, contexted practices
which link people, linguistic resources, media abgeand strategies for meaning-making in
contextualized ways. These practices vary acrassdsocial contexts, and across social
domains within these contexts, and they can baestiethnographically. Such studies produce
evidence that reading and writing, in whatever ntigdappear as not exactly the same thing, in
their uses, functions, modes of acquisition antlistacross groups of people and across specific
social domains within societies. Socially locatedividuals draw on particular sets of perceptual,
cognitive and cultural procedures and resourcesake and take meanings from texts. Reading
‘effectively’ and ‘correctly’ (as in Lewt al., 2004, cited earlier) does not involve just deegd

of words and letters but also the practices ofitggthrough’ the representational resources of the
texts to make sense in particular ways, which e&npss social settings. Literacies cannot be

understood as passive and decontextualized reitegstiv

From a semiotics perspective, literacy, like aflestforms of communication, is not
telementational (Harris 2000, 73)Signs do not function as conduits, transferringady-formed
thoughts or messages from one individual mind titear, because communication is not
something separate, outside of social processesalated from social influences. Harris
described communication as the contextualized ratemn of human activities by means of signs:
the sign is what is produced by such social adimhis also its enabling mechanism (Harris,
1995, 13). Signs, and forms of signification, dé exst outside the context which gave rise to
them; “there is no abstract invariant which reméine same’ from one context to another”
(Harris, 1995, 20; See also Lemke, 1997). What bk like the same multimedia text on
screen is not functionally the same in a differgatting. It follows different meaning

conventions, and requires different skills forsgteecessful use in situated social contexts for



particular purposes, as part of different humaiviiets. This point is also strongly made in
relation to language, in Hymesian socio-linguis{idgmes, 1996; Blommaert, 2002) and in
Hallidayian functional linguistics (Halliday, 199Kiasan, 1996), which see language-in-use (and
other modes of signification) as forms of socidlactand as fundamentally social. Kress (1997,
58) described reading as a “transformative actiomhich the reader makes sense of the signs
provided to her or to him within a frame of refererof their own experience, and guided by their
interest at the point of reading.” The activityrefding is shaped by the sign that is read but is
not determined by it. In carrying out the transfative action of reading, we are influenced by
what is characteristic of our social groupings andplace in them. We draw on a social
semiotic, or what Bakhtin calledsacial language, which is a “discourse peculiar to a specific
stratum of society (professional, age group, etihin a given social system at a given time”
(Wertsch, 1991 57). Such social semiotics varpating to various factors, including our social
position (as regards age, gender, economic clasisiha related dispositions that we carry as
embodied history and practices, together with othembers of our affiliation groups, family

traditions, cultures and subcultures (Bourdieu,1)99

These perspectives point us to the ways that sifudistinctive types of meanings are shared by
groups of people who sustain them as part of ttwiective social practices. Because they are
only contextually functional, rather than inhergritinctional, the signs of communication
(spoken, written, visual, gestural, artefactuad) @iso and always signs of social value in contexts
of inequality. They carry what Blommaert tersagial indexicality (Blommaert, 2002).

Bourdieu made the same case with reference tauistig markets’ whereby linguistic

differences (e.qg., of dialect, pronunciation, vadaby in a common language) in their social uses
reproduce the system of social differences, sopasicular competencies function as “linguistic
capital, producing arofit of distinction on the occasion of each social exchange” (Bourdieu
1991, 55). Blommaert analysed the forms of writaglish used in a letter to him by a young
Malawian woman, arguing that she was displayingtwles an expensive, status-linked resource
in her context, but her departures from ‘good Esigliby European standards, would make her
language-use a cheap resource in the Europearxtarttere the letter was received

(Blommaert, 2002). | argue in this paper that tbe titeracies can also be viewed as cheap and

expensive resources, in a variable social dynaimat,is context specific.



Computersas signs of social indexicality

The following transcribed interaction, which | ays# in condensed overview, demonstrates
aspects of the above discussion. It was recordadstndy of the new literacies in a Cape Town
factory that assembled shock absorbers for thenatenal motor vehicle industry (Scholtz and
Prinsloo, 2001). The conversation was betweenra teader and a shop steward. The workplace
had been designed as a ‘high performance’ workplader the pressure of international
competition and under the influence of new managenexts, which argue that flattened
management hierarchies, self-directed work teamppgvered workers and partnerships with
workers give competitive edge to such restructwerkplaces (Gee, Hull and Lankshear, 1996).
There had been a break-up of production and asgemuk in this factory into relatively
contained and self-monitoring cells or teams leddayn leaders who were appointed from the

ranks of the workers and trained extensively imiézading and team-building practices.

Team You need a computer to do all your work, maybep#ola. That will ensure that you do not
leader: lose the agenda, and so on.
Shop You see, we must look poor. We don’t want a complgeause we are poor. We

Steward:  want to show the bosses that we must do thingeahtway, you see, comrade.

Team You are stupid, having a computer is part of bgiagr. (laughter from other delegates) It is
leader: notkwaai (glamorous) to have a pc today; it is part offtivaiture (Scholtz and Prinsloo,
2001, 710.

The team leader was a new kind of ‘shop-floor’ vesrkecruited and trained in leadership and
quality control functions, and rewarded for showiogalty and commitment to the production
enterprise. The shop steward, on the other haadked earlier workplace practices and
relationships, where adversarial relationships betwworkers and management were explicit
and built into trade-union discourses and relatiwite management. The antagonism between
these two positions fueled this exchange aboutblthend new literacies. While the discussion
was first framed as simply a question about thieieficies of computers in relation to older

writing technologies, it was clearly more complbar that. The team leaders’ embracing of the
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efficiencies of computerization were inseparabderfitheir embracing of the new industrial
relations order. While the team leaders still recpgd the broad notion of working class identity
(‘being poor’) they were in fact part of a new winigg class elite, enjoying relatively well-paid,
demanding jobs, in an environment where unemploymmea serious poverty were widespread
(Scholtz and Prinsloo, 2001). For the shop stewards not the functionality of the computers
which was the issue. It was rather how they poitdddrger social relations. For the team leader,
it was a question of efficiency, but his identitica of his position as progressive and the shop
steward’s as backward was an ideological one, shiapdis embracing of the values, attitudes
and overall commitments of the new workplace amdwbrk order (Scholtz and Prinsloo, 2001;
Gee, Hull and Lankshear, 1996).

The above dynamic, which featured computers assigound which differences asserted
themselvesis echoed in this exchange amongst Grade Onerehijlffom a recent ethnographic
research projettThis is a transcript of a recorded, informal stasm conversation between two
seven-year olds, a boy and a girl, in their firsayof schooling, in Khayelitsha township, Cape

Town.

Vuyiswa: It's Tuesday today. Aren’t we going to ttemputer? KungoLwesibini namhlanje.
Akuyiwa kwicomputer?)
Thulethu:  Those who haven't paid school fees ategomg to the computers.

(Abangasibhatalanga ischool fees abayi ecomputeni.)

Masibulele: You'll see when you are the ones who haven’t pelthsl fees and we have paid
even if it is next year Niza kubona xa inini abangasibhatelanga ischool fees thina

sibe sisibhatele noba kukulo nyaka uzayo .)

Thulethu: ~ What | know is that we have a lot of mpaghome(Into endiyaziyo eyasekhaya

% The data is from the Children’s Early literacy triag (CELL) research project, which comprised riplet
enthographic studies of children’s early literaegrhing in the Western Cape, Gauteng and Limpopaiees. The
data was collected by Ms Xolisa Gazula who worked sesearch assistant, based at the Universidapé Town,
on the CELL research project. | have included tardcripts of the spoken Xhosa in brackets fointerest of

bilingual readers of this paper.



imali ininz.)
Masibulele: If you have a lot why are you not staying in a bifwuse, why are you staying in a

shack? Xa ininz kutheni ungahlali esiteneni uhlala ehokini?)

Masibulele: You are bragging about computers. You'll see nedryWe all have to start afresh
paying school feesNjghayisa ngecomputer. Nizakubona kulonyaka uzayo.
Kuyagalelwa ukubhatalwa ischool fees.)

Thulethu:  The fact remains you are not going to poters. QOkusalayo aniyi kwicomputers.)

Masibulele: You'll see next year.Nizakubona kulonyaka uzayo.)

Children at this state school whose parents hagaidttheir school fees were held back from
going to computer classes. This is because theobaramted to put pressure on their parents to
pay up. While state schools are allowed to chaggs,fthe school is not allowed to turn children
away for unpaid fees. The computers in this cage wet provided by the state but were a
donation from a business foundation, which the sthad solicited. The school thus saw itself
as having discretionary control over these val@sdurces and attempted to use access to

computers as a leverage to get parents to pay ehilaiien’s school fees.

The young girl Masibulele was being teased in tieaet above by the boy Thulethu who took
advantage of her exclusion from access to this sigtus resource, to ‘bring her down’. She
responded by undermining his claims of family wiegttointing out that he lived in a shack. But
the boy’s attack on her was only blunted: “The fachains you are not going to computers.”
Access to computers is clearly an index of so¢atls in this exchange, where the computers are
a sign whose social indexing function is tied upamger discourses about wealth and its social
display. (When asked by their teachers to comperethool with neighbouring schools, the
children identified the presence of computers asetbing which marked their school as better

than the others, which didn’t have them.)

Computersin local contexts

It might seem, from the appeal that they have, ttimtomputers had the same functionality in
this context as they might have in mainstreamrsgtin the USA, in Athens or Singapore. The

reality here though is very different. Besidesft that computers don't feature in these



children’s home environments at all, nor in the erof their teachers, the way children
encounter computers in schools is particular. Tarsbe seen from the following description of

one class of six year-old pre-school children atsame school:

The children wait outside the computer room. Thi&dobn go in. The school has 20 computers in the
lab. The children are told to put their hands unitertable. The teacher selects a ‘pre-reading’
programme and calls it up on all the computersr&hee 8 balloons, numbered and in a bunch on the
screen, and below that a key consisting of numinesquares from one to ten and below each number
the name of a colour. The children can changedlmic of the balloons by clicking on the number-

colour key.

The teacher asks the children to click on the 1/Retbn at the bottom of the screen. One child |
observe, Sesethu, holds the mouse and moves ther tcomumber one. She places it there but does
not click. The children seem confused. The teanddses the names and places of colours in the
sequence again, in case the children do not knewdlours by name. He then tells them to click on
number 1/Red again. Sesethu says she has clickedasn’t. The teacher asks them to find balloon
number one and click on it. The teacher comes $et8a and her friend and shows them where the
click button is. The teacher first asks them taidg the two number ones in the balloons. They
identify them and click on them. The balloons beeaed. The teacher says there isn’'t a number 2 on
the balloons. He asks what number comes after nugibkearners say “three”. Teacher asks, “What
colour is number 3?” The learners say “blue”. Téwcher asks them to click on number 3. Sesethu
identifies number 3 and clicks on it. It turns bliieacher says “good”, and asks for the children’s
attention. The teacher asks the class to look etdtard. He says, “Our four looks like th#gnd

their four looks like 4. It is the same thing. Néivet click on the yellow and then find the 4 ireth
balloons”. Sesethu clicks on four but it turns bllibe teacher comes over and says they must alick o
the four first. He helps her to click on numbewéliow) and then balloon number 4. The teacher,says
“excellent!” The teacher explained in an asideh riesearcher that this was a very difficult exsci

but a very good one. He said that it taught childiee-motor skills and eye-hand co-ordination. He
said that the following term he planned to teachdhildren how to get in and out of a programme,

but now they were started with pre-reading exescise

The extract shows clearly that the school was usimgt have been called ‘first generation’ skill-
and-drill computer software, donated along with¢benputers. The teachers enthusiastically
supported the use of this software because it wasistent with their own ideas about how

reading as a basic skill should be taught. Theyerstdod literacy teaching as a drill and practice



activity (Prinsloo and Bloch, 1999). Such underdiags incorporated local versions of the
reading readiness and skill-based perspectivesémae¢ from the USA in the 1970s and 1980s
and are endemically entrenched as part of locahgsa’ thinking as to what constitutes literacy
and learning (Prinsloo and Stein, 2004). Thesenagsans about literacy and learning were
consistent with the software the teachers had ad¢oesvhich gave strong emphasis to skills-
based eading readiness software, as in the example above, providing heyeleo-ordination
exercises as well as fine and gross motor traiaiiyities for pre-school children, and to

phonics packages delivered by computers for chmldrehe early primary school classes. Such
software does not make use of, or introduce chldoekey distinctive features of the new media
resources, their networking and interactive featu@hildren thus encounter ICTs in the context
of the authority relations and pedagogical prastibat characterize schooling in this setting. The
enforced passivity of the children (for example gnéhthey sat with their hands under the table
while the teacher set up the lesson, and thenwellidimited procedures in mechanical fashion)
is consistent with the way they were expected tabe in school, but contrasts sharply with the
often declared potential of the ICTs for childreaeigperimentation, self-instruction and

individual choices and creativity (Snyder, 1998e(G2003). As regards the basic skills
orientation to literacy learning, where literacgdhing in school tended to focus on letter names
and sounds rather than on meaning-making, the esigimacontemporary approaches has shifted
to greater emphasis on children’s active engagemeetding and writing activities as

communicative practices, rather than as basic psiog skills (Hall, Larson and Marsh, 2003).

The teachers themselves were not secure in thewlkdge or use of computers. There was a
specialist teacher who worked across a numbertmfdads in the area, and the class teachers felt
unable to take up computer-based classes in hinabsThis situation first came to the
researchers’ attention when the class teacher catodell the researcher that she wanted to sort
something out with the principal.

She says that the computer teacher does not cosahdol when it's her children’s turn

for computers. Her children haven't had computersafmonth now. They love computers.
Later the upset teacher tells the researcher ieéd snad at the computer teacher.

The problem now is that she does not have proofttigacomputer teacher didn’t teach her

children for a month. She was supposed to writerdtihat he did not come because of this
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and that. Today the computer teacher is givingramger lesson at S. Primary School in

Khwezi knowing that he’s got responsibility to tedter children today.

Neither the teachers nor the children encountepetpaters in their everyday activities outside
of school. In this setting, therefore, computersengespecialist and exotic high-status resource
whose functionality was very different to that taker granted in much of the literature on

children, schools and the new literacies.

The problems with not thinking of the new literacaes placed resources can be seen in studies
which assume a generalisability from middle-clagsefican or European contexts to elsewhere.
For example, writers in the USA as well as Aus&réReinking, McKenna,. Labbo and Kieffer,
1998; Green and Bigum, 1993; Luke, 2000) arguedhiidren’s literacy activities involving
computers prior to and outside of school are tyfyicaore frequent, richer, and more meaningful
than are such activities they encounter when tiégrelementary school. Clearly this contrast
between in-school and out-of-school experiencels thié new literacies only works when such
digitally-rich out-of-school encounters with comerg are available to children, which is not the

case here.

In the school setting presented in the data alitbescomputers do not and cannot operate within
the networks of assumptions, practices, artifastsiafrastructure that are taken for granted in
mainstream settings in the USA and elsewhere. Asurg1993) has pointed out, technologically
embedded practices require undisrupted networksaatices and machines for their smooth
working. The socio-cultural and technological ‘kacalong which the computers run, in this
case, have been altered and disrupted by the rafigns of the local setting, so they cannot be
said to be doing the same thing here as they ndiglelsewhere. The question then arises as to
how educators should respond to turn such situs@ound so that children are not actively
disadvantaged by such encounters with the nevadiies in relation to children who encounter
them differently. In pursuit of an answer to thaegtion, we can look more closely at how such
problems are commonly framed with reference tadka of adigital divide, and to the dynamics
of globalization. In examining these constructs and their effeatentinue to develop my case in

relation to the situatedness of the new literacies.
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Great divides, globalisation and particularity

One important point that the above case study miakbat ICTs inserted in a particular setting
to bring about certain results encounter situat@ib$ practices that do not necessarily result in
these resources being used in a way that promotes slevelopment and participation, as
conceived by the implementers. This point is iredircontrast to some of the claims made by

studies that follow a ‘digital divide’ logic.

The notion of a ‘digital divide’ is a familiar assation when the new technologies and Africa
feature in the same paragraph, and likewise whemdhv technologies and the underclasses of
the USA or Europe are the focus. In the USA asmisee, ‘digital divide’ logic is invoked when
strategies for disseminating ‘new literacies’ skdre made. The No Child Left Behind Act,
passed by the Federal Government in 2002 enacidearange of initiatives, many of which are
designed to improve reading outcomes in schootsyath addressing inequalities in educational
outcomes. The Act has a section devoted to tecggdlGtle 1l, Section D), with the stated goal,
“To assist every student in crossing the digitaldé by ensuring that every student is
technologically literate by the time the studentdihes the eighth grade, regardless of the
student’s race, ethnicity, gender, family incomeggyaphic location, or disability.” (quoted in
Leuet al., 2004, 9). Researchers at the World Bank, haveearfpr the developmental potential
of the new media networks.

“This new technology greatly facilitates the acdgios and absorption of knowledge, offering devehgp
countries unprecedented opportunities to enhaneea¢idnal systems, improve policy formation and

execution, and widen the range of opportunitiesbiminess and the poor” (World Bank 1998, 1).

This logic around digital divides brings to minatblaims that were made about the old
literacies, of print and paper, with regard to thogignitive and social consequences. Influential
anthropological, historical and sociological pextpes on literacy, particularly associated with
Goody (1969), but also drawing on the work of Haekl(1976) and Ong (1982) claimed that
there was a fundamental divide, both cognitivelgt aacially between those who were literate
and those who weren't; that oral language had ehefdeatures, written another, quite different
from each other. ‘Great divide’ logic assumes thatacy produces the same social and cognitive
changes, because of its intrinsic characteristicsnatter who learns to read and write, and no

matter where or when literacy emerges.
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Arguing from an ethnographically-informed perspeetiStreet and other scholars identified the
logic of this ‘autonomous’ model of literacy as arfdechnological determinism (Street, 1984),
in that it treated literacy as having uniform cansences regardless, “as though it were outside
the social and political relations, ideological girees, and symbolic meaning structures in which
it is embedded” (Rockhill, 1993, 162). The stratéiggt such thinking produced for the ‘old
literacy’ was the assumption that a national progveould provide all citizens equal access to
these powerful resources, and, thus, equal oppatytiam upward social mobility and economic
prosperity. However, as the New Literacy Studidskars argued, it is clear enough that
“literacy itself does not have agentive force to change societisshumans who are the active
force in any transformational processes accompgryia introduction of literacy” (Schieffelin
2000, 299).

Such arguments about ‘great divide’ logic in relatto the ‘old literacices’ suggest a cautionary
approach to the study of the ‘new literacies’ img of a ‘digital divide'. It is abundantly clear
that the capacity of the Internet is distributeghthy unevenly throughout the world, with real
consequences. The problem with ‘digital dividehtting is that it encourages simple digital
solutions, along the lines that ‘great divide’ #imy proposed solutions that focused on getting
people exposed to basic techniques of coding spa@tllecoding print, without adequate
attention to the way these limited skills where edded in wider ways of social and individual
being. In illustration, the World Bank and UNESC@vh been enthusiastic over the idea of
‘telecentres’ in African villages and centres, wath Internet-linked computer providing a multi-
function resource. Much of the research into tloesgres has been disappointing, however, with
many such telecentres used for telephonic commiimicwith friends and families and for
preparing job applications rather than using therhet than anything else (Stavrou, May and
Benjamin, 2000).

The new literacies and globalization

Discussions about the ‘digital divide’ are almdstays accompanied by references to
‘globalization’ as a new form of social organizatithat is world-wide and with real
consequences. The ‘global view’ on globalizatiothet of a radically new form of capitalist,
socio-economic organization that arose in the kdd¢eades of the last century and is world

dominating in its influences and effects (Cast@B00). Globalization is fundamentally new, in
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the theoretical perspective presented in the wbkastells, because it is tooled by new
information and communication technologies. Thfsimation-technological revolution makes
possible new forms of production and organizatidoahs, resulting in a global economy where
capital markets are interconnected world-wide ahdn& multinational corporations, in
manufacturing, services, and finance constitutectite of the world economy. The global
economy relies on a technological infrastructureelcommunications, information systems,
microelectronic-based manufacturing and processiagyell as information-based travel and
transport systems. These allow the core activitiedhe economy to work as a unit in real time on

a planetary scale.

While it provides an elegant account, a non-deteishc de-centred model of globalization such
as that of Castell’'s does not deal with complexistail, hybrids and implicit processes. The
environment inevitably gets homogenized in thenaptieto make sense of the complexities of an
emergent whole. It is a perspective which can lee ss an example of what Law and Mol called
‘romantic complexity', or 'looking up' (Law and M&002, 4), where the global conjures up an
image of a reality that it is complex and largelscéooking up' is a sense-making process that
identifies a number of different elements, and thieows how they relate to produce a complex
reality which , while abstract, makes a larger higher sense of the parts. Globalisation, in this
view, is a reality that is qualitatively differefibm its component parts; and it can only be
grasped if we look at the whole, at a level of edzdton. A different perspective on globalization
argues that we can also 'look down' to look at glishtion, and it then becomes something
different. By 'looking down' we make an effort toderstand local cultural processes, meanings
and symbolic processes, in a way that is sendibivecal variation. This does not at all mean that
we stop thinking of larger processes of econompiatation and historical change, rather that
we stop thinking of them in a holistic and decotuekised way. In this lens, the global is
specific. It changes shape and size when it trageld it travels only uncertainly. In other words,
if one ‘looks down’ rather than ‘up’, the differeahd contending practices that come into view

may not add up to a whole.

Thenew literacies as placed resour ces

Such arguments about the limits of ‘digital dividegic and of globalization as uncertain, and as

always only actualized in the local, point backhe view of the new literacies as ‘placed
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resources’ that | presented earlier in this pafsethe level of practice, the new literacies are
never reproduced in their entirety across diffepamttexts. They function as artefacts and as
signs that are embedded in local relations whieltl@mselves shaped by larger social dynamics
of power, status, access to resources and soclalitnoAs Blommaert explained, ‘placed

resources’ are

resources that are functional in one particulacglaut become dysfunctional as soon as they are
moved into other places. This process of flowsteedifference in value, for the resources aregoein
reallocated different functions. The indexical briketween signs and modes of communication on the
one hand, and social value scales allowing, eantity construction, status attribution and soHort
these indexical links are severed and new onegrajected onto the signs and practices (Blommaert,
2002, 20).

Conclusion

This paper drew on and developed arguments angsasabf literacy, signs, language and
communication in social practice to make the pthatall sign-based communicative activity is
shaped both by immediate interactive dynamics gngitler social and material practices. On
this basis | have argued that the new literaciestdave an intrinsic resourcefulness. Whether
they offer opportunities for particular users isn&bhing that has to be established by situated
research, not assumed. In the case of the schtechations and practices around computers and
ICTs that | examined, | showed that ‘digital divid@alyses and solutions by way of technology
transfer are problematic. ‘Digital divide’ logic ekemphasizes the importance of the physical
presence of computers and connectivity to the siafuof other factors that allow people to use
ICT for meaningful ends. | have shown that computgrerate as exotic and dysfunctional
resources when they are inserted into an educatontéext where they do not have a significant

part to play in relation to the social and techgadal practices that characterize that context.
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