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#
 Chapter 1: Introducing 

Transient Literacies 
in Action

When everything is all at once, what do we do?

–Anne Wysocki & Johndan Johnson-Eilola, 1999, p. 365

Educators today are concerned not only with how students form sentences and 
paragraphs but also with how they live among information, technologies, and 
the material world. That’s because many of us who regularly work with stu-
dents have a felt sense that students’ writing, speaking, and learning practices 
are shifting as a result of changes in what surrounds them. Take for example the 
educator voices documented in Digital Nation (2010), the FRONTLINE doc-
umentary on digital culture. As I have discussed in a publication focused on 
the film’s portrayal of student bodies (Pigg, 2015), Digital Nation opens with a 
chapter called “Distracted by Everything” focused on the wired lives of bright, 
young MIT students. Its beginning scenes depict a student group collaborating 
together with laptops around a café table. They work in open commons areas 
among other students, using language that emerges from digital spaces while 
simultaneously typing on laptops and phones. The professors who provide in-
terview footage for the documentary are depicted much differently, addressing 
the camera in front of teeming bookcases or university lecterns. Guiding view-
ers’ interpretation, MIT Professor David Jones emphasizes the role he under-
stands students’ surroundings to play in their classroom performance: “It’s not 
that the students are dumb, it’s not that they’re not trying, it’s that they aren’t 
trying in a way that’s as effective as it could be because they are distracted by 
everything else.” Digital Nation thus positions the places, technologies, and 
information that comprise “everything else” around students as substantially 
impacting their academic practices and performances.

There has been no shortage of negative press and water cooler talk about 
the effects of mobile phones, IM conversations, text messages, social me-
dia, and the internet on contemporary students’ ways of being in the world. 
Many of us notice downturned faces toward technologies when students walk 
through public campus spaces imagined for interaction, and we feel the im-
pact of students’ limited attention when we interact in classrooms. Educators 
might be tempted to ignore the negative connections often drawn among the 
information environments surrounding students and their learning poten-
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tial. After all, history shows that crisis claims stemming from the integration 
of new technologies into everyday life are more complicated than they seem 
on the surface. Public discourse on literacy crises has often signaled shift-
ing power dynamics around access to literacy or its definitions (Lewis, 2015; 
Trimbur, 1991). Furthermore, historical arguments blaming new technologies 
for downturns in intelligence have often relied on determinist assumptions 
that downplay how humans are capable of regulating their technology use 
(Rheingold, 2012). To assume that changes enacted by the presence of new 
technologies in students’ worlds are ultimately negative or inescapable is re-
ductive. And, yet, educators also cannot ignore how technologies, informa-
tion, and locations shape students’ learning practices. “Everything else,” as 
Jones referred to it in the quotation above, does matter to how students write, 
interact, collaborate, and solve problems. In short, surroundings shape how 
students move and think.

This book will suggest that scholarship in rhetoric and composition can 
usefully inform the transdisciplinary and public conversations that have de-
veloped around how technologies, information, and locations shape students’ 
potential for learning and literacy. Through a recent focus on the relationship 
between materiality and composing, rhetoric and composition scholars have 
offered useful concepts and methods for tracing the relationship among stu-
dents’ practices and “everything else” beyond their brains and bodies. By the 
term “composing” here, I refer to communicative practices that create, cu-
rate, or arrange meaning based on the use of “communicative/compositional 
modes, materials, and practices that may include, but are certainly not limited 
to, writing or the production of written texts” (Shipka, 2016, p. 254). Rhetoric 
and composition scholars have long argued that composing practices emerge 
from more than the cognitive inner workings of a lone writer or even the 
impact of social influences in communities or societies where composers 
live and interact. Through inquiries focused on environments, materialities, 
and infrastructures, rhetoric and composition scholars have illustrated how 
composing is shaped by forces external to brains and bodies, as technologies, 
information, and other materials exist as more than simply containers of or 
backdrops for composing practices. The interplay among composing and “ev-
erything else” that surrounds it provides important context for this book, and 
so I begin with a brief discussion of environments, materialities, and infra-
structures to describe the links between composers and their worlds.

Environments, Materialities, and Infrastructures
First, the concept of environment has enabled rhetoric and composition 
scholars to describe how social, man-made, or natural surroundings are in-
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tertwined with human activities such as composing. For example, the term 
“environment” frequently played a role in theories that highlighted the so-
cial contexts for writing practice (Cooper, 1986). In this case, “environments” 
often referred to the totality of situated social factors such as interpersonal, 
ideological, and organizational relationships that created a context for rhetor-
ical decisions. In this sense, “environments” described social realities that are 
not immediately visible when writers put pen to paper or fingers to keys but 
that inform their possibilities for action (Goswami & Odell, 1986). Environ-
ments for composing in ecocomposition have also included natural and man-
made structures intertwined with locations for writing (e.g., Dobrin & Weiss-
er, 2002; Owens, 2001; Weisser & Dobrin, 2001). For instance, Sid Dobrin 
and Christian Weisser (2002) described ecocomposition approaches as the 
“study of the relationships between environments (and by that we mean natu-
ral, constructed, and even imagined places) and discourse (speaking, writing, 
and thinking)” (p. 572). This use of the term “environment” opened the door 
to exploring the impact of the physical and designed world, in addition to the 
social world, on the possibilities and realities for discourse.

An intersecting line of inquiry has taken up how materiality affects com-
posing practices. Studying composing’s materiality has highlighted how 
reading, writing, and other literate activities take place “in coexistence with 
ordinary and complex matter” (Micciche, 2014, p. 490). For digital rhetoric 
scholars, materiality helped explain what Jay David Bolter (2001) called the 
“writing space,” or the historical media systems that constrain and afford writ-
ten practices and products. A focus on materiality also offered vocabulary 
for describing characteristics of new media texts themselves (Wysocki, 2004), 
as well as for describing how the arrangement and presence of information 
shaped literacy practices (Brooke & Rickert, 2012). As Pamela Takayoshi and 
Derek Van Ittersum (2018) described, a focus on materiality in studying tech-
nologically mediated composing arrived hand-in-hand with a focus on plac-
es and embodied experience of them. Importantly, the materials that impact 
a given digital rhetorical interaction extend beyond media, texts, or other 
technologies of literacy (Haas, 1996) and into desks, walls, and architectures 
(Ackerman & Oates, 1996). Places orient people and shape their movements 
because they “gather things in their midst—where ‘things’ connote various an-
imate and inanimate entities” and thus perform “‘a holding together’ of things 
in particular configurations” (Casey, 1996, pp. 24-25).1 To put it another way, 

1  The terms “place” and “space” have complicated theoretical histories. I use “place” to 
mean localities that act as experiential interfaces to broader networks of social space (Casey, 
2009). I am distinguishing place from space drawing on Henri Lefebrve’s (1991) theory of 
space as an ongoing relational network that reflects and transmits power, as economic histo-
ries collide with ongoing human activity. Describing the agentive force of place, philosopher 
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environments and materials work together to influence how humans move 
through the world. For example, discussing places such as family homes, Ne-
dra Reynolds (2004) emphasized that “places and their built-in constraints” 
affect the embodied practices of literacy by encouraging “adjustments and 
compromises” that take place during “the process of accommodating to a 
place” (p. 14). My own research has built on this foundation to analyze how 
shared social locations gather materials that shape composing processes, and 
other scholars have taken up the materiality of composing through a focus on 
rooms (Rule, 2018) and habitats (Alexis, 2016). Materials and environments 
that shape composing can exist in ambient realms shaping and enabling prac-
tice but transparent to immediate human perception (Rickert, 2013).

At the intersection of environments and materiality, digital rhetoric 
scholars have further suggested that a focus on infrastructure can uncover 
how arranged structures of materials and values affect conditions for com-
posing. Dànielle DeVoss, Ellen Cushman, and Jeff Grabill (2005) argued that 
students’ rhetorical choices invoke embedded and often transparent organi-
zations of materials and values that include but extend beyond their visible 
environments. Drawing on Susan Star and Leigh Ruhleder’s (1996) theory of 
infrastructure, DeVoss, Cushman, and Grabill argued that infrastructures are 
ubiquitous but also dynamic and relational. That is, infrastructures are hailed 
by activity: writers experience these meaningful and constraining foundations 
relative to where they are, who they are, and what they are doing. Star and 
Ruhleder offered the example of a city water system to describe how infra-
structures are multiple. For the cook at home, a water system is experienced 
as something useful for making dinner (often with little thought to its struc-
ture), while for the city planner it is “a variable in a complex equation” that 
can be manipulated and is subject to deterioration (Star & Ruhleder, 1996, 
p. 113). This relational reading of infrastructure is important for emphasiz-
ing how different communities and individuals approach and access material 
conditions differently (Star & Ruhleder, 1996).

These lines of inquiry focused on environments, materialities, and in-
frastructures emphasize how “everything else” beyond students’ brains and 
bodies play a significant role in practices like reading and writing, suggest-
ing that human activity cannot be fully understood apart from materials and 
places that shape it. However, as Van Ittersum and Takayoshi suggest, while 
the field has generally understood that materiality matters to composing, this 

Edward S. Casey highlights how places and the experience of lived bodies are intertwined or 
“interanimate each other” (Casey, 1996, p. 24). Importantly, for Casey, places create environ-
ments where bodies and materials coevolve through mutual influence—an understanding 
that resonates with ecological theories that emphasize how technologies are given meaning in 
particular contexts of use (Hawk et al., 2007; Nardi & O’Day, 1999).
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theoretical work has not fully transformed the composing research that at-
tempts to understand writing practices. Furthermore, however useful these 
foundations are, they do not offer easy explanations for the influence of the 
technologies I referenced in the opening paragraphs. Networked mobile tech-
nologies (laptops, phones, tablets) complicate environments, materials, and 
infrastructures. By “mobile” here, I am referring to devices that can be easily 
carried from one place to another, and by “networked” I am referencing the 
capacity of these technologies to connect and exchange information and re-
sources via either Wi-Fi or cellular networks. These technological systems im-
pact environments where they are used, open the door to new material intru-
sions and resources, and shift infrastructure uptake in any place where they 
are switched on. Making sense of how mobile networked devices affect every-
day learning and literacy is a complex and transdisciplinary problem being 
taken up by scholars in information studies, youth and K-12 literacy studies, 
rhetoric and composition, and beyond. These conversations extend beyond 
academic journals, as well. As the example that opens this chapter suggests, 
public media and even small talk among strangers frequently communicate 
a sense of wonder and dread about what is happening to the generations of 
children, teens, and younger adults who have grown up with mobile devices.

The Environments for Networked Mobile Computing
Mobile technologies are pervasive among college students, even though we 
must not make the mistake of thinking that they are integrated equally into 
all students’ lives. With each study released by the Pew Research Center’s In-
ternet and American Life Project, we learn about increasing access to smart-
phones, tablet PCs, and laptops in North America. As of 2013, 91 percent of 
American adults owned a cell phone and used these handheld devices for in-
formation gathering and exchange (Duggan, 2013). Over 50 percent of Amer-
icans reported owning a smartphone, and one third of Americans owned a 
tablet computer, which represented a sharp rise from 3 percent in May 2010 
(Zickuhr). Aimee Mapes and Amy Kimme Hea’s (2018) longitudinal research 
at the University of Arizona named laptops as the dominant writing technolo-
gy supporting students’ literacy work and noted the ubiquitous and emotion-
ally fraught use of cell phones for reading and analysis. My research with the 
Revisualizing Composition workgroup has similarly shown that university 
students across different institution types, geographical regions, races, and 
genders report text messaging done on cell phones as their most frequent 
and valued writing practice, though with reservations about how this writing 
is valuable (Moore et al., 2016; Pigg et al., 2014). The writing done on mobile 
technologies often takes place in short incremental bursts throughout a day, 
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often momentarily interrupting other activities (including listening to class-
room lectures). As Mapes and Kimme Hea (2018) suggested, many students 
do not even perceive these brief inscriptions to count as writing.

My particular interest is in how networked, mobile devices complicate 
the relationship between writers and the environments, materials, and infra-
structures that support composing activities. Importantly, students’ mobile 
composing practices often resist categorization by disciplinary or place-based 
boundaries. As mobile learning scholar Mark Pegrum (2013) noted, “In the 
desktop era, the internet seemed like a separate place partitioned off from 
everyday life by monitor screens. Mobile devices, especially our multiplying 
smart devices, integrate the virtual and the real as we carry the net with us” (p. 
3). With networked mobile devices, students not only compose across differ-
ent subject domains but also perform mobile composing as a holistic mode of 
being that pulls together intimate, social, and professional practices. To draw 
on the vocabulary I introduced previously, when used with an active Wi-Fi 
or cellular connection, mobile phones, tablet PCs, and laptops introduce ma-
terials that have the possibility to transform environments in which they are 
carried. At the same time, they hail infrastructures in ways that can upset 
the typical conventions of places where students use them. Mobile comput-
ing infuses environments where students read, write, and research with new 
potential through information and social access. As a result, many environ-
ments are either being redesigned to support the use of mobile technologies, 
or technology users are retrofitting environments to meet their computing 
needs, thereby shifting social norms and behaviors frequently practiced with-
in them. This emerging interconnection among mobile device use and the 
built and natural environments in which people dwell is an influential part 
of “everything else” that affects students’ learning and literacy potential. Al-
though professors often notice these shifting dynamic changes from the front 
of their classrooms, mobile devices go everywhere, altering all environments 
into which they are carried or worn.

Networked mobile computing devices fundamentally impact environ-
ments in at least two senses that can shift what composing means and how 
it is practiced. First, networked mobile devices create the opportunity to use 
online resources to annotate and transform places in ways that shape how, 
when, and where people are likely to meet and interact (Rice, 2012; de Souza e 
Silva, 2006). Think, for example, of how we might plan the vacation route for 
a cross-state road trip differently if using an online map system that supports 
social annotations than if using a paper atlas. Observing the links to shops, 
restaurants, and attractions that line the route and having access to ratings and 
photos of what we might encounter could be enough to shift our movements 
in directions that we would be unlikely to choose if looking only at a printed 
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map. For instance, we might make an extra turn to stop for a bite to eat at a 
restaurant that our friends have recommended through a social account in-
stead of at the place most visible on our most direct route. Importantly, digital 
rhetoric scholars have argued that creating and solidifying new connections 
among people and materials is a form of writing, influential because of how 
it shapes others’ future action. An action as seemingly insignificant as using 
a phone and digital networked application to add a “star rating” to a hole-in-
the-wall restaurant can shift future participation and movements.

Second, using networked mobile devices shapes environments by combin-
ing disparate domains and life spheres onto single screens and then extending 
those screens into already occupied social places (Levinson, 2006). Mobile 
technologies create new convergences and overlaps among social communi-
ties and domains. This quality of mobile device use means that phones and 
laptops are often experienced as interruptions to places; they usher in poten-
tial connections that might or might not be welcome by the inhabitants of a 
place (Katz, 2006; de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012). Consider, for example, how 
social media and other participatory online sites accessed through mobile 
devices change the social makeup of a place like a classroom. People using 
mobile devices operate in social atmospheres that vibrate with the hum of 
near and distant others available at the push of a button on platforms rang-
ing from Facebook and Twitter to Reddit and 4chan to Tinder and Bumble. 
Most of us have experienced annoyance when mobile devices lead to con-
verging social spheres, whether it is because a friend cannot turn away from 
a bleeping cell phone or a restaurant stranger ruins an adjacent table’s lunch 
by loudly broadcasting a private conversation. As mobile computing devices 
become more pervasive, our “digital reserves,” or potential stores of online 
interaction and information (Knox et. al., 2008), haunt us even when we try 
to ignore them. Social lives are always burdens of a sort, and wearing or carry-
ing them through space can become heavy. Proliferating information, uneven 
access, cognitive overload, and the burden of being “always on” are changing 
the contexts for attention, interaction, and the use of shared places (Hayles, 
2008, 2012; McCullough, 2013; Rheingold, 2012; Stone, 2007). When we carry 
mobile devices, our daily activities take place amidst burgeoning social po-
tential, which can shift even the most traditional learning environments (such 
as lecture halls) into hubs of far-flung social networks.

The world has always been a complicated place for composing, but the 
constellation of materials and values invoked by networked mobile device use 
has invited new participants into composing processes. Networked mobile 
devices bring worlds that intersect in various ways with the everyday work, 
academic, and civic demands that are a part of a writing life. It is worth em-
phasizing that Mapes and Kimme Hea indicate that laptops (presumably net-
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worked) are by far the most dominant technology that contemporary students 
use for academic composing. Thus, the technological assemblages that Mapes 
and Kimme Hea (2018) described as “mobile device ecologies” are not just 
foundational to forms of writing traditionally associated with digital com-
posing: social media writing, texting, blogging, or creating profiles for dating 
apps. Instead, these technological assemblages shape the material foundation 
for many students’ academic and workplace composing as well. When net-
worked mobile devices are used for literacy work, their users must build local 
knowledge that makes these devices useful technically and socially: places 
for charging or locations for establishing privacy, just to name a few needs 
(Erickson et al., 2014; Mark & Su, 2010). At the same time, while writers need 
practical knowledge to effectively use devices for literacy, networked mobile 
technologies are not easily contained. That is, completing a school assignment 
or arguing with family members or getting informed about global, national, 
and local news are changed not only when they are enacted using mobile 
technologies and networked access but also when they are enacted in the pres-
ence of rhetorical ecologies that have been shaped by networked mobile de-
vices. We need to give voice to the composing experiences and collaborations 
that result from these intersections.

The anxieties that lurk behind statements made about student learning in 
Digital Nation and other public venues suggest that many educators, parents, 
administrators, and employers worry about how students navigate the literacy 
environments assembled when they hold these powerful computing devices in 
their hands. The worries that educators voice about students today resonate with 
a longer history of questions that digital rhetoric scholars have asked about how 
to manage the demands of networked, screen-based interaction. For example, 
Anne Wysocki and Johndan Johnson-Eilola (1999) raised similar issues when 
they positioned technological literacy as a “spatial relation to information,” em-
phasizing how information exists “not as something that we send from place to 
place, in books or on paper, over time, but as something we move (and hence 
think) within” (p. 363). By conceiving of technological literacy as a way of mov-
ing inside information, Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola extended technological lit-
eracy beyond the traditional skills associated with effectively using devices and 
interfaces to produce and interpret particular written products. The increasing 
ubiquity of mobile computing, and the use of mobile media for locative social 
networking, wayfinding, and identity construction (Frith, 2015; Rice, 2012) has 
only heightened this sense of information as navigated spatially.

This conception of technological literacy positions what Johnson-Eilola 
(2005) called the datacloud as an immersive surround through which com-
posers move. Questions about how to move through information that feels 
pervasive, then, are not new in digital rhetoric. I used Wysocki and John-
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son-Eilola’s quotation from over twenty years ago to open this chapter: “when 
everything is all at once, what do we do?” (1999, p. 365). Cast in terms of 
how networked mobile devices are amplifying this feeling of all-at-once-ness 
and bringing together unexpected locations, activities, and information, new-
er versions of this enduring question might be phrased in this way: how is 
composing experienced when it is surrounded by overlapping mediated so-
cial environments assembled on and off networked mobile screens? How do 
these new materialities affect shared social environments where networked 
mobile devices are used? What are the effects of these changed environments 
on students’ social interaction and attention practices? As interdisciplinary 
educators, scholars, parents, and employers concerned about students’ litera-
cy and learning practices, what should we do to support students learning in 
landscapes affected by mobile networked technologies?

Introducing Transient Literacies
Transient Literacies in Action joins transdisciplinary and public conversations 
about the impact of mobile technologies on student life by offering answers 
to the questions above that are informed by digital rhetoric fieldwork. My ap-
proach to digital rhetoric scholarship resituates digital practices (i.e., interac-
tions with applications, platforms, or interfaces) in the context of experienced 
space, time, and surrounding physical materials. My approach arose from a 
sense that we needed to better account for the practical, embodied knowledge 
required to negotiate the information we encounter when composing with 
mobile, networked technologies in shared social environments. In order to 
further explain how this book approaches this knowledge, I now introduce 
transient literacies, a term I use to describe a practical knowledge that sup-
ports composing with networked mobile devices in everyday life. I follow this 
definitional work with two short examples from fieldwork that further illus-
trate the practices I discuss.

Defining Transient Literacies

I use the term transient literacies to describe the arrangement and movement 
practices that take place when composing with or in the midst of networked 
mobile devices. The term echoes a phrase that predates the focus on techno-
logically supported mobility that shapes this book. Composition scholar Lin-
da Brodkey (1984) used the term transient to shift discourse about composing 
away from the most common perceptions of solitary, quiet people in confined 
scenes. Thinking about her own everyday practices, she wrote, “I am struck 
by how transient are the images of myself as a writer when compared to the 
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seemingly immutable picture of the author limned by the scene in the gar-
ret” (1984, p. 396). Imagine Brodkey’s garret of composing further expanded 
by the immediate availability of social connections ushered in by networked 
mobile devices. Writers who compose with these technologies are open to 
a range of possibilities for where to navigate both online and offline. Tran-
sience is further important because the conditions and contexts that surround 
mobile composers are impermanent and continually reassembled. Thus, 
composing with networked mobile technologies means interacting with sur-
roundings that are constantly refigured as composers’ embodied movements 
on and off-screen bring them in contact with new architectures, devices, dig-
ital and informational reserves, values, attitudes, and social norms. When 
composing with networked mobile technologies, people absorb the impact 
of these ever-changing environments and infrastructures. They move while 
constrained by disparate materials, find and connect information in saturated 
environments, and negotiate messy, blurred social spheres.

Let me explain why I identify these foundational practices as literacies. 
My use of the term transient literacies parallels how Douglas Eyman (2015) 
defined the relationship between digital rhetoric and digital literacies, where 
digital literacies involve knowledges and skills that are a requirement for 
digital rhetorical practice. In a similar way, I understand transient literacies 
as practical and often invisible knowledge that is foundational to compos-
ing with mobile device ecologies. Navigating the immersive material and 
information spaces assembled by networked mobile devices brings along 
cognitive, social, and spatial challenges. By focusing on literacies, I align this 
knowledge-in-practice with social approaches that position everyday literacy 
practices as socially embedded, value laden, and situated rather than cogni-
tively autonomous. Recent rhetoric and composition scholarship on mobile 
literacies emphasizes the complicated interplay between writers’ movements 
and its systematic regulation through mobility systems that regulate move-
ment. While my work differs from this line of research because of my primary 
focus on technologies, it shares an interest in how discursive-material con-
straints affect mobile composing experiences. For example, Wendy Hesford 
(2006) reviewed how the global turn in composition studies alerted scholars 
to the differential experience of mobility. Rebecca Lorimer Leonard (2013) 
extended this idea, offering the oft-cited idea of “the paradox of mobility” to 
describe how the freedom of movement implied by mobility is always accom-
panied by restrictions that arise as a result of social context. Brice Nordquist 
(2017) similarly examined the common assumptions that problematically di-
vorce students’ literacy practices from issues of everyday travel and position 
student learning spaces as bounded and separate from the rest of their lives. 
By contrast, we know that students compose across context, platforms, and 
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symbol systems working together to constrain their performances, which re-
quire fluidity and constant adaptation (Stornaiuolo et al., 2017).

Guided by this scholarship, I discuss transient literacies as practices of 
everyday analysis and positioning that are foundational to composing with 
networked mobile technologies and that integrate interactions with materi-
als across screens and physical spaces. Transient literacies involve navigating, 
generating, and eventually participating in temporary infrastructures that 
become foundations for composing activities that range from extended aca-
demic projects to quick IM texts on the go. Importantly, as I will describe in 
more detail, the materials that composers encounter are themselves agents 
in composing and thus transient literacies involve collaboration on multiple 
levels: negotiating, evolving, and co-constructing surroundings with humans 
and nonhumans in which it is possible to learn, work, argue, debate, cooper-
ate, and collaborate.

Examples of Transient Literacies
Since I opened this chapter by contrasting the example of Digital Nation stu-
dents’ behavior in the open-style common settings of their university with 
their professors’ office and lecture-classroom style environments, it may be 
helpful to further discuss how students’ composing practices in shared social 
environments depend on and are enacted through transient literacies. The 
freedom of movement afforded by mobile technologies means that they are 
often used in environments that people inhabit for only a short time. Even for 
complex composing projects such as extended academic essays, composing 
processes are often “dispersed” through multiple places and times (Prior, 1998; 
Prior & Shipka, 2003). In these situations, networked mobile technologies be-
come a hub of potential that is constantly carried to and relocated among new 
settings and materials. For example, students may use a laptop to compose a 
single project across locations such as a desk at home, an office space, a library 
carrel, a classroom, on the bus, using a laptop at the doctor’s or dentist’s office, 
and in a coffee shop, restaurant, or café. Simpler, less time-consuming com-
posing events that often happen on cell phones (for example, posting on a so-
cial media feed, composing a text message, or responding to a tweet) likewise 
take place in unexpected locations. Whether acting as writers or audiences 
for these texts, students use networked mobile technologies to bring them in 
contact with literacy work in places that were not designed to support it. Both 
complex and simple (in terms of time required) composing practices have a 
spatial-temporal contingency, then, that require people to navigate complex 
environments on the fly. I’ll start with two stories to introduce some concrete 
examples of what I mean.
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Ed & Kathryn’s Stories

With finals week looming, a J.D./Ph.D. student named Ed was working 
on one of the most important academic milestones he would accomplish 
during law school: a researched law review article that was a requirement for 
graduation. He was also sitting in a coffee shop. Ed occupied one seat in a 
line of back-to-back booths along the upper floor of the Gone Wired Café in 
Lansing, Michigan.2 Rumored to have been purchased from the set of Pulp 
Fiction, each booth was large enough to seat four or more; however, Ed was 
alone with his laptop. His face was lit by his screen and a mural painting of a 
green monster kept guard from the wall above him. While the green monster 
itself might not be so important, the mural marked an important location: 
this particular booth was located within a power cord’s distance to an elec-
trical outlet. Enough people used Gone Wired for studying and working that 
the prime real estate he occupied around power outlets was often snapped 
up by café customers who arrived early, sat for hours, and left late. Finding 
the green monster meant working for several hours without interruption. It 
is also worth noting that downstairs beneath him, Ed’s friend Kathryn sat at 
a similar booth facing Gone Wired’s coffee bar—removed enough from Ed 
that she couldn’t see where he sat. Like Ed, Kathryn was also completing an 
academic paper that was important to her that night: reading and reviewing 
primary and secondary scholarship she would later reference in a philosophy 
seminar paper. Like Ed, she also sat alone at a large, round booth that could 
accommodate four to six people comfortably, but she had made use of the 
materials around her in different ways. For example, she had stacked journal 
articles and book chapters she was reviewing into a fortress around her lap-
top, the stacks of paper warning people passing by that she was here for work 
and not for fun. Both Ed and Kathryn made distinct choices to create distance 
between themselves and other people, which enabled them to complete writ-
ing tasks.

Ed and Kathryn sat in places that created some social distance, and they 
agreed that there was something satisfying about the immediate social con-
text created by sitting, reading, and writing in Gone Wired. The café enabled 
them to balance the demands of their respective graduate programs with the 
pulls of different professional and personal social interactions. They differen-
tiated this environment’s potential with that of other places they often wrote, 
such as their campus offices or carrels. Kathryn shared her office with oth-

2  The Gone Wired Café has changed name, ownership, and purpose since I conducted the 
research study that inspired this book. I have retained the café’s older name and identity to 
reflect the experiences of café patrons during that time. It is noteworthy that the café’s name 
announced that digital, networked technologies were central to its identity.
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er graduate teaching assistants in the Philosophy Department and Ed had 
a carrel in the law library. Both locales positioned them in social proximity 
to other graduate students, whereas the coffee shop provided social distance 
without isolation. Kathryn mentioned that her office was “shared with too 
many people [and was] too small to do good work there,” adding that she 
“socialize[s] more in [her] office, or on the philosophy floor.” Ed echoed her 
sentiment when describing the law library: “I find myself getting caught up 
in talking to people a lot more and I feel a little bit guilty about that.” While 
working at home was a possibility, it had problems as well. Kathryn described 
how working at home was often a good idea “if there’s a deadline.” But even 
though Kathryn’s house supported her work during some moments, she did 
not enjoy it. Working away from home helped her “feel less lonely.” Ed, who 
lived with several roommates, said his house was always too distracting to get 
much done.

From observing and talking with research participants such as Ed and 
Kathryn, I began to understand how environments like Gone Wired offered 
access to materials that helped manage affective concerns and the difficulties 
of finding privacy in places closer to the university. To draw on Laura Mic-
ciche’s (2014) words, they drew actively and deliberately on how “materials” 
present within different kinds of environments “are themselves endowed with 
energy and agency, contributing to the final product in nontrivial ways” (p. 
497). While laptops, phones, roads, cars and bus routes made it possible to 
locate themselves in these physical environments, other technologies created 
connections and established boundaries that balanced their emotional needs 
with the demands of efficiency that graduate students experienced. Through 
an analysis of Kathryn and Ed’s time-use that night, I learned that they in-
teracted with each other while in the café, while keeping established but un-
articulated boundaries. They used their cell phones to cultivate a connected 
distance, for instance. Every hour or so, Ed reached for his phone to send a 
text message to Kathryn, or Kathryn sent one to Ed. Through these messages, 
they made plans to meet outside for a smoke break, where they enjoyed a few 
minutes away from their respective tasks to chat. This was a regular routine, 
and Ed’s roommates occasionally joined them as well. While Ed and Kathryn 
came to Gone Wired to escape distracting social environments, they also used 
the social web extensively from their laptops. The social web created an un-
predictability to their movements, but both found connecting in this way to 
be tangibly and socially necessary. When I asked Ed about social media use, 
he said that he “generally [came] to do work” but often found himself “surfing 
the internet and talking to my friends online.” Kathryn, too, said that even 
when under a strict deadline during the night I’ve been describing, she would 
take a few minutes to break and monitor her social networks on Facebook. 
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For both Ed and Kathryn, using social media sometimes involved talking to 
people that they knew well offline but also meant branching out toward con-
nections and information with and from people and organizations they did 
not already know. Writing the longer researched pieces that mattered to their 
academic performance did not happen in isolation from the shorter social 
composing acts that kept them connected to their families and peers.

For Ed and Kathryn, mobile devices not only inscribed their words but 
also invited them to take up new practices to manipulate the social and ma-
terial environments that would participate in their composing. As a result of 
the potential held in their laptops, they made purposeful choices to shape 
the conditions for writing, while also enabling other kinds of communication 
and social access that mattered to their livelihood. While their time in Gone 
Wired was important to them, it was also fleeting: they spent short intervals of 
time there before moving on to other places and organizing their composing 
in other ways elsewhere. Building on this more concrete example of transient 
literacies, let’s now turn to another case, which illustrates some of the complex 
relationships among mobile devices, literacies, and dynamic social places.

Rebecca’s Story

In 2012 when I began studying the second research site discussed in this book, 
the Technology Commons at the University of Central Florida, students and 
staff members were excited for the possibilities this new campus commons 
offered them. A campus Instructional Designer named Rebecca, for instance, 
talked to me about the opportunities that a place like this would offer her for 
moving around campus to address some unique demands of her position. On 
a campus with one of the largest undergraduate student enrollments in the 
country and nearly 2,000 teaching faculty, instructional designers played a 
mediating role between IT support staff and faculty members teaching on-
line and mixed-mode courses. This work involved balancing multiple tasks: 
mentoring faculty members new to online teaching; responding to a steady 
influx of email questions; keeping up with the inevitable quirks of a learning 
management system scaled to accommodate 60,000 students; and reading 
and conducting research necessary for staying aware of trends in online and 
mixed-mode learning. Many instructional designers (including Rebecca) 
held advanced degrees and were also committed to conducting academic re-
search, working individually or with campus teams.

The instructional designers’ central workspace was a large open space 
with a conference table and several computer stations. Many instructional de-
signers worked together in the open office at any given time. As Rebecca de-
scribed it, the shared office was well suited to cultivating collective knowledge 
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among the group, making it useful for problem solving or brainstorming new 
ideas. However, Rebecca recognized that she would need to move through 
campus to find alternative places for addressing some aspects of her job that 
could be difficult in an open office: for example, reading or writing extended 
prose among the ongoing talk could be difficult. The Technology Commons 
offered an alternative to the shared space of the office: it offered the opportu-
nity to use a few moments to cultivate a focus that could be challenging in the 
presence of colleagues working out loud on projects that were too “close to 
home” not to pay attention. Furthermore, the Technology Commons repre-
sented a spatial “middle ground” that could be useful for meetings with facul-
ty. Of course, the Technology Commons posed challenges as well. It was loud, 
students were everywhere, and finding a table required roaming around until 
something opened up. For Rebecca, as for many of the individuals I intro-
duce over the next several chapters, it is important to understand that spatial 
movements through the university directly influenced composing practices 
and the usefulness of a given space was contingent on individual needs. The 
potential of social spaces to usefully support composing with mobile devices 
did not guarantee that those places would be inviting, accessible, or usable. 
The Technology Commons’ feasibility as a workspace was intertwined not 
only with Rebecca’s individual positionality and desires but also with how 
the place had been taken up and embedded within social and geographical 
networks of the campus, community, and city.

As with Ed and Kathryn, Rebecca’s story similarly focuses on literacy prac-
tices enabled by mobile devices in a multi-use space to which the writer trav-
els in or through for a short time. However, her example further emphasizes 
the contingency associated with transient literacies: the ways in which locat-
ing oneself in temporarily inhabited places designed for many uses brings 
individuals in contact with aspects of an environment that cannot easily be 
predicted or controlled.

Reflecting on Analyzing and Positioning

The two stories I have just told have transient literacies woven through them. 
People like Ed, Kathryn, and Rebecca take active, if not always conscious, 
roles in negotiating their surroundings when they compose with networked 
mobile technologies. Over time they build a sense of the capacity of materials 
and places and engage materials and infrastructures in ways that suit their 
needs. Sometimes they also experience misalignments among their goals and 
the potential of the materials that surround them. Ed, Kathryn, and Rebecca 
cultivated relationships of proximity and distance that oriented them in dif-
ferent ways to multiple shared social environments, and in so doing, they also 
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participated in the creation of spaces and identities. As I will explain further 
in Chapter 2, composing with mobile, networked technologies in social spaces 
engages a “commons,” or a shared space from which composers access social 
resources that have historically been understood as central to creating ideas 
(Lessig, 2001; McCullough, 2013), produces collective social interactions, and 
engages attention habits. This book focuses on how networked laptops in 
particular enable composers new locative potential, while also complicating 
the sociability of shared spaces. Within the transdisciplinary and public con-
versations about mobile device use, researched accounts of how people are 
interacting with networked mobile technologies can complicate generaliza-
tions and lore that totalize these experiences. Much of the current discourse 
operates through sweeping claims that rely on generational narratives or as-
sume a totalizing deterioration of collective spaces. This book represents one 
possible step toward a more nuanced perspective on how mobile technology 
use intersects with writing through a focus on transient literacies in action, 
using a fieldwork approach that treats composing as a complex sociotechnical 
practice that engages both humans and nonhumans.

Focusing on Fieldwork
Composing in shared places with mobile computing devices is common, 
from studying in a Starbucks to telecommuting from a public park to using 
a shared university learning space for a team meeting. In spite of how famil-
iar these practices are, rhetoric and composition researchers have produced 
relatively few systematic, detailed studies that focus both on the use of net-
worked mobile devices and the extracurricular surroundings that influence 
these practices. There are notable exceptions. For example, in the years since 
Anne Ruggles Gere (1994) drew attention to the “kitchen tables” and “rent-
ed rooms” where community writers meet to exchange texts and ideas, Clay 
Spinuzzi (2012) analyzed the role the coworking spaces play for profession-
al writers, and Huatong Sun (2012) traced how students write with mobile 
phones in dorm rooms and during travel. More recently, John Wargo (2015) 
researched how platforms like Snapchat become entangled with both place 
and affect in youth digital literacies, and Ty Hollet and Christian Ehret (2014) 
focused on the “real virtualities” invoked when youth use mobile devices in 
classroom contexts.

This research has been foundational; however, we still lack a qualitative 
study focused primarily on how college students create space for networked 
mobile devices outside dorms and classrooms. Transient Literacies in Action 
builds from a systematic, qualitative, IRB-approved study that observed how 
several individuals and groups across two research sites composed in and 
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with mobile surroundings and learned more from how these composers dis-
cussed the practical knowledge that enabled mobile composing. In the vein of 
the research cited above, I have approached this task by researching the use of 
networked, mobile devices in action. The term “action” in literacy or writing 
research has typically signaled a focus on agentive potential. For example, 
Charles Bazerman’s (2013a, b) recent two-volume rhetoric and theory of liter-
ate action theorizes how composers induce cooperation and achieve results. 
“Rhetoric is built for action,” Bazerman suggests, and “it ha[s] to do with how 
to accomplish things” (2013a, p. 15).

This book interprets composing action as a collaboration among mate-
rials. That is, the arguments in this book rely on sustained observation of 
two shared social spaces over two periods of several weeks of normal every-
day use, videotaped observations of networked mobile device use in practice 
in these places, and interviews with consenting research participants. These 
interviews enabled me to contextualize my observations, as well as share 
participants’ voices. My grounding in qualitative fieldwork helps me under-
stand how interactions with networked mobile devices unfold in the present 
moment. This focus on unfolding action has provided a way to describe the 
complexities of these practices, while attending to multiple materials that par-
ticipate in that complexity.

Embodied Materialist Grounding

My fieldwork is informed by a materialist perspective that emphasizes mobile 
device use as embodied, emplaced situated action and that explores the bodi-
ly experience of that action in non-representative snapshots. As shorthand, 
I refer to this approach to fieldwork as an embodied materialist grounding. 
Rather than attempting to trace macro influences on micro practices, the 
embodied materialist research that grounds this project emphasizes the im-
portance of relations and interactions as continually recreating composing 
agencies and experiences. In Chapter 3, I will discuss in more detail how the 
intersection of materiality and embodiment is unique within studies of digi-
tal rhetoric and literacy. To provide an initial foundation for that discussion, 
this introduction explains how I understand my fieldwork’s concern with 
materiality and embodiment, before discussing an important methodolog-
ical precursor to my approach in Lucy Suchman’s situated human-machine 
interaction research.

My approach to fieldwork is materialist in that it assumes my phenome-
non of interest (i.e., composing with networked mobile devices) to be a fun-
damentally collaborative practice involving humans and nonhumans togeth-
er. My assumption is that mobile computing engages surroundings, which 
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become generative participants in composing rather than backdrops for the 
real action. In so doing, it positions the agency of composing as a distributed 
enactment that is only possible at the intersection of bodies (human and non-
human) and their surroundings. Importantly, when I suggest that materials 
are generative, I mean that they have capacity for shaping what rhetorical 
action is possible and how it takes place in a given situation. I do not mean 
that their capacity will lead to positive ends, or be helpful toward achieving 
human goals. Just as frequently, the collaborations lead to small and large 
failures, as several of my case examples will illustrate.

As I have argued, networked mobile devices complicate any sense of a 
pure, bounded domain for writing practices. Instead, these devices lend 
themselves to the continual production of densely layered spaces where infor-
mation, values, and social actors conflict. As a result, I am further concerned 
with ensuring that my focus on the agentive nature of surroundings and ma-
terials does not oversimplify or “fix” the environments that I understand to 
shape networked mobile device use. Christopher Keller (2004) argued that a 
historical problem for ethnographic approaches in composition studies has 
involved the ways that research studies “imagine, minimalize, and construct 
our conceptions of spaces and places” (p. 206). Using the classroom as his pri-
mary example, Keller argued that research studies often position these places 
as “a simple microcosm of the larger social and cultural formations, as reflec-
tions or shadows of what’s going on in the ‘outside’ world, therein erasing the 
classroom’s status as a place where meanings, conflicts, and discourses are 
made” (2004, p. 209). The same can hold true for spaces beyond the class-
room as well. Places are not generic, fixed containers that reflect overarching 
structures, and my fieldwork approach attempts to understand environments 
as continually shaped through interactions.

At the same time, my approach to fieldwork is embodied in that it locates an 
important form of composing knowledge in bodies and their spatial, relation-
al, and time commitments to materials. I learn from humans’ bodily intentions 
and perspectives when participating in enactments of agency with environ-
ments, materials, and infrastructures. In this sense, the bent of my approach 
is phenomenological in its concern for what Dorothea Olkowski (2006) de-
scribed as “things as they appear to our experience, as well as to the meanings 
things have in our experience” (p. 3). In other words, my approach positions 
bodies as providing both a perspective and perceptual location for humans’ 
experiences of practice, where bodily action is purposeful and yet not neces-
sarily premeditated or controlled by conscious thought. Traditional phenome-
nological methods often generalize about human experience based on limited 
cases (often of white men); however, as I will further explain in Chapter 3, I 
approach the experience of lived bodies through what I have learned from ac-



21

counts of the perspectives and practices of othered bodies and their embodied 
orientations (Ahmed, 2004; Anzaldúa, 2002; Young, 1980). Situating the expe-
riences of networked mobile composers in this way is crucial for countering an 
assumed privileged, white, able-bodied subject as the general norm.

In the same way that my fieldwork pushes for a complex and agential 
reading of place, this approach also attempts to avoid an oversimplification 
of participants’ experiences. Queer, gendered, and raced phenomenological 
research emphasizes that experiences cannot be reduced to normative bodily 
experiences. Further, I draw from Keller’s further insights about the tradi-
tional positioning of students within qualitative studies of composing prac-
tice. In line with Keller’s critique of traditional composing ethnographies, I do 
not position students’ experiences as representative of their writing realities, 
nor as reflecting their experience as members of any particular bounded cul-
ture or subjectivity. Instead, I am interested in creating new situated accounts 
from what Michel de Certeau (1984) referred to as the space “down below” 
the “threshold at which visibility begins” where “bodies follow the thicks and 
thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to read it” (p. 93). At 
this point one can see not only consciously employed “strategies,” but also the 
ephemeral “tactics” of practice that put environments, materials, and infra-
structures to use toward the ends of desires not articulated in systems.

One important methodological forerunner for my approach is Lucy A. 
Suchman’s (2007) Human-Machine Reconfigurations: Plans and Situated Ac-
tions, which introduced an interactional approach to understanding how 
people work with technologies. Based on an earlier study of how employees 
used Xerox machines in a workplace setting, Suchman conceptualized hu-
man-computer interaction (HCI) by de-emphasizing human intention and 
refocusing attention on how interactions among people and technologies 
continually co-construct the potential for future action. Responding to a field 
that had previously positioned human plans as deterministic, Suchman con-
tributed a method for tracing how practices emerge and evolve in situated 
moments. In this model, human plans, intentions, and perspectives are in-
deed one important kind of resource that shapes technology use, but they are 
always positioned as one resource among many.

Thus, where many cognitive approaches to studying technological interac-
tion focused on human agents as guiding and shaping device use, Suchman’s 
situated action research honed in on “how it is that actors use the resources 
that a particular occasion provides (including, but crucially not reducible to, 
formulations such as plans) to construct their action’s developing purpose 
and intelligibility” (2007, p. 31). By treating action as an achievement depend-
ing on materials and interactions that are never predetermined, Suchman 
urged HCI scholars to pay attention to how all participants in a given work 
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event were made mutually intelligible to one another, finding ways to “coop-
erate” in order that work could be accomplished. As a result she built on the 
tradition of how ethnomethodology3 and conversational analysis positions 
meaning as emergent structures built through, in Harold Garfinkel’s terms, 
the “contingent ongoing accomplishments of organized artful practices of 
daily life” (1967, p. 11). By paying attention to situated actions rather than their 
stated plans, it became possible to see how many resources and representa-
tions contributed to action, while none fully determined it. The portraits of 
technological interactions that emerged from these approaches offered new 
ways of understanding the complexity of how people used and struggled with 
technological interfaces. This approach allows for deep description of inter-
action from a perspective that assumes distributed and enacted agency. How-
ever, it also allows for a focus on the micro-level embodied movements of 
lived human bodies in a composing scene. It brings materialist and embodied 
concerns into dialogue through new storied performances.

Using embodied materialist fieldwork to study networked mobile de-
vices use offers the opportunity to see the relationships between people and 
the materials of their surroundings differently. As a researcher who tells the 
stories generated from this research approach, it is also important for me to 
account for how my own positionality, perspectives, and limitations shape 
the stories that can be told from fieldwork. To value the idea of agencies as 
co-produced and performed, it is important to position researchers not as 
privileged interpreters of action but rather as additional participants in what 
Karen Barad (2007) would call the entanglements that enact agencies. Thus, 
it is important for me to acknowledge how my own surroundings of “matter 
and embodiment come to matter in the process of research itself,” becoming 
materials that participate in the accounts that form this book. The accounts 
that ground the knowledge in this book should be understood as “enactments 
rather than descriptions” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 127).

3  Ethnomethodology is a helpful but complex approach to thinking about how social 
life is generated through everyday practices. Ethnomethodology was first championed by 
sociologist Harold Garfinkel (1967), who theorized that everyday actions provide a means for 
understanding how social worlds are produced and reproduced in the interactions of every-
day life. Ethnomethodological approaches have been used in writing research that attempts to 
reconcile cultural/cognitive or structure/agency binaries (Brandt, 1992; Schneider, 2002), or 
that traces how semiotic practices such as talk, drawing, gesture, and/or inscription shape the 
processes of literate activity (Godbee, 2012; Prior, 2013; Olinger, 2014). While most ethno-
methodological research studies analyze talk, these approaches have also been adapted to 
analyze interactions among people and elements of their surroundings. Although Suchman’s 
situated action research has disadvantages for technology interface design research (Kapte-
linin & Nardi, 2006; Nardi, 1996), applying ethnomethodologically inspired research has 
enabled closer tracing of human-machine interactions that are useful toward other goals.
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Case Examples as Performances

When applied to the use of networked mobile devices in the Gone Wired 
Café and the Technology Commons, embodied materialist fieldwork shows 
how participants collaborated with phones, desks, emails, calendars, lights, 
and their own routines, mobilizing materials in ways unique to their sit-
uations and motivated by conflicting personal, academic, and professional 
habits and goals. While these cases emerge from my position as a scholar 
in rhetoric and composition and professional communication, the student 
mobile experiences discussed in this book relate to the broad interest of pub-
lic and academic conversations about the impact of mobile devices, as well 
as to the questions raised by scholars across mobile literacy, learning, and 
information studies.

The experiences that I discuss come from people using laptops (and, sec-
ondarily, phones) in two shared social places that I introduced in prior exam-
ples. These two places are as much participants in the research as the humans 
who used networked mobile devices within them. The first location, the Gone 
Wired Café in Lansing, Michigan, was a coffeehouse heavily frequented by 
students, professionals, and people who lived in the local community. The 
second location, the Technology Commons at the University of Central Flor-
ida in Orlando, Florida, had been explicitly designed to support mobile study 
and work for students, staff, and faculty of the large metropolitan university 
where it was located. These places provided access to different kinds of as-
sembled values and materials, while gathering different students, tasks, and 
activities. Although the two research sites were geographically far from one 
another and attracted different people, they shared similarities. Both were lo-
cated on highly traveled pathways and were used for activities that varied 
from study to professional collaboration. Both invited interactions among 
teams with shared tasks, groups spending time together because of social re-
lationships, and individuals connecting with others even when they appeared 
to be alone. As such, Gone Wired and the Technology Commons shared a re-
lationship to social, technological, cultural, and organizational arrangements 
for learning, working, and socializing that have become commonplace in the 
United States and beyond. While I was familiar with both of these places from 
my time using laptops within them, I devoted six weeks in each location solely 
to observing everyday uses of mobile devices. The Appendix shares additional 
detail about this phase of observation.

As I have already suggested, my fieldwork further focused deeply on a 
limited number of cases of networked mobile device use. While my observa-
tions included many kinds of mobile devices in practice, I have focused my 
attention in this book primarily on the use of laptops in commons spaces. 
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Case research is often critiqued from positivist perspectives for its lack of 
generalizability; however, I do not intend the stories in this book to be gener-
alizable. Instead, the case examples presented should be read as performanc-
es generated in a particular time and space. For example, although Ed and 
Kathryn experienced the coffee shop as a useful respite for cultivating the 
privacy they needed to write, it is not reasonable to suggest that this experi-
ence would be the norm among all graduate students, law students, or even 
students who share their race, class, gender, and/or age. Further, is also not 
reasonable to assume that Ed and Kathryn would feel the same way today, 
several years after their participation in this research project. The accounts 
in this book begin with small, fleeting moments in the lives of moving and 
changing people. The students in this book cannot be reduced to their prac-
tices, and each of them has already moved on to new devices, new practices, 
and new places.

Instead of generalizations, these case accounts serve the purpose of “re-
specification” (Hindmarsh & Heath, 2007). That is, they offer ways to con-
cretely interact with phenomena that are often unproductively generalized. 
The goal of making oft-generalized actions specific is to provoke questions 
that challenge common stereotypes and that provoke new possibilities for 
moving forward. Commonplaces such as the distracted student, the isolat-
ed student, or the aloof student unaware of her shared social surroundings 
are often the norm in both public and insider lore regarding contemporary 
university students and their networked mobile device use. While there are 
inklings of truth in many stereotypes, respecification is necessary for better 
understanding how composing comes to be in the face of information satura-
tion and constant movement. Paying attention to the action of transient liter-
acies enables educators to rethink these commonplaces, which often position 
university students as universally connected, “always on,” gadget-bound, and 
distracted. Such generalizations disregard issues of uneven access (Grabill, 
1998; Moran, 1999) and ignore how relationships to space and technology are 
differentially experienced based on race, class, gender, ability, and a host of 
other influences.

It is furthermore important to position the performances of case examples 
in this text as informed by my own writing of them. Reclaiming attention to 
diverse embodiments and ephemeral practices while resisting positivist gen-
eralizations can prepare instructors and administrators for what Barad (2007) 
called a “diffractive reading,” a way of interacting with data that reinserts 
those who encounter a story back into its frame. It is important for teachers 
and researchers to reflectively consider our own response to networked mo-
bile devices and acknowledge how our assumptions play a role in the ongoing 
production of the social worlds in which students compose.
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(Human) Participants

In order to understand these accounts, it is useful to know more about the 
participants in my research. As is the case with Ed and Kathryn, most writers 
I discuss as case examples in this book are students who used networked mo-
bile devices in shared social places. As Table 1.1 shows, research participants 
in the Gone Wired Café and Technology Commons were diverse in terms of 
race, gender, and academic affiliations. In addition, they described themselves 
as traveling to Gone Wired or the Technology Commons for reasons ranging 
from homework to completing major writing projects to using social media 
to killing a few moments between classes. Given the openness of both loca-
tions and the tendency for mobile devices to blur personal, professional, and 
academic lives and contexts, it is hardly surprising that purposes for using 
these places spanned domains (i.e., personal, school, extracurricular), subject 
areas, and included both formal and informal writing.

The case examples that I have drawn out for discussion in this book are 
those where networked laptops are primary participants in composing. The 
people using these laptops reflect a diversity of embodiments and also have 
been grouped to reflect similarities in their composing purposes. The pur-
poses for this writing align with broad-ranging academic, professional, and 
personal composing interests. For example, the cases covered in Chapters 
1–6 highlight the following kinds of composing: writing alone to complete 
homework assignments, interacting with video media to complete homework 
assignments with others, interacting on the social web while “killing time” 
between classes, and research and writing for extended projects (i.e., a com-
position paper, a graduate-level research paper, a collaborative business plan). 
As such, the cases explore a range of academic, professional, and personal 
composing exigences faced by people who compose with networked mobile 
technologies.

Table 1.1. Research participants and demographics

Name Location Main Purpose Subject Area Gender1 Race1

Kim GW Homework Rhetoric F White

Ed GW Major writing project Law M White

Kathryn GW Major writing project Philosophy F White

Dave GW Major writing project Professional M White

Luna TC Homework Calculus F Asian

Max TC Homework Calculus M Asian and 
White
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Name Location Main Purpose Subject Area Gender1 Race1

Ann TC Socializing & home-
work

Criminal Justice F White

Heijin TC Homework Tourism F Asian

Dean TC Homework Graphic Design M Asian

Carly TC Homework Graphic Design F White

Sofia TC Test prep Organic Chem-
istry

F Hispanic

Nadia TC Test prep Organic Chem-
istry

F Asian

Micah TC Killing time Game Develop-
ment

M White

Char-
lotte

TC Major writing project Business Man-
agement

F White

Owen TC Major writing project Business Man-
agement

M White

Gabriel TC Major writing project Business Man-
agement

M Hispanic

Sal TC Killing time Web Surfing M Preferred 
not to 
disclose

Tiffany TC Major writing project Business Fra-
ternity

F Black

Nora TC Major writing project Business Fra-
ternity

F Black

Nicholas TC Major writing project Business Fra-
ternity

M White

Ray TC Killing time Gaming M Black

Theo-
dore

TC Homework Accounting M White

1. Self-reported

Conclusion: Looking Forward with 
Transient Literacies in Action
In this introduction, I have defined the scope of this book by introducing the 
transdisciplinary problem of better understanding how composing is expe-
rienced when it is surrounded by the overlapping social environments and 
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materialities that accompany networked mobile devices. I have introduced 
the idea of transient literacies to describe a practical knowledge of negotiating 
mobile composing environments, and I have positioned this project as one 
based in an embodied materialist approach to fieldwork. The following five 
chapters pick up on this foundation and further explore transient literacies by 
interacting with cases from research.

Chapter 2 begins the work of resituating mobile networked device use 
in space, time, and experience by exploring the intersection of shared social 
spaces and networked mobile device use. Shared social environments have 
long been important as inventive spaces for public or civic discourse when 
positioned as public spaces; however, networked mobile devices are used 
across places that are shared but not necessarily public in the sense that public 
sphere theorists have used that term. This chapter focuses on the Gone Wired 
Café and the Technology Commons as physical environments that become 
hubs for resources taken up in mobile device use. I argue that mobile device 
users frequently position these places as commons spaces rather than as pub-
lic spaces. Framing shared social environments as a commons opens up the 
potential for exploring their role in providing resources that are adapted and 
shared to meet individual or collective needs. Focusing on shared places as 
arbiters of social resources brings new attention to the role that commons 
environments play in experiences of mobile, networked device use and also 
emphasizes the difficulties individuals experience when aligning individual 
needs to the capacities of shared environments.

Chapter 3 follows on this problem by offering an embodied materialist 
approach to understanding the intersections between individual experiences 
and mobile surroundings. This approach focuses on how surroundings are 
populated by materials that become co-participants in networked composing 
practices. The chapter offers a heuristic for understanding the mobile sur-
round relative to composing as a cross-domain liminal space that combines 
materials from personal repertoires, productive settings, and eventual circu-
lation networks. I further take up transient literacies as a form of knowledge 
performed in lived bodies’ spatial, relational, and time commitments to these 
cross-domain materials. Finally, the chapter takes up Barad’s (2007) idea of 
“intra-actions” to consider how the action of composing with networked mo-
bile devices produces not only texts but also social contexts that matter to fur-
ther composing potential. In particular, I focus on the feedback loops through 
which social relationships and attention are produced (and often troubled by) 
networked mobile device use.

Chapter 4 builds on this framework to explore the experience of socia-
bility in the commons, asking how interpersonal interactions play a tangible 
role in composing with networked mobile technologies. This chapter looks 



28

beyond the commonplace of students “alone together” to discuss forms of 
social proximity and distance constructed in students’ interactions with net-
worked mobile devices (Turkle, 2012). I offer the concept of ambient sociabil-
ity to describe the contexts in which available and/or potential social interac-
tions abound, creating a situation in which social potential always occupies a 
background amongst other foregrounded potential. The chapter takes up how 
ambient sociability may shift the social focus in composing from “contact” to 
“potential,” and introduces monitoring, contributing, and disengaging as a 
linked cycle of engagement that affects how people interact across platforms.

Next, the book turns to the relationship among attention and transient 
literacies in Chapter 5. If composing with mobile, networked technologies 
invokes shared resources and takes place in scenes in which some social re-
sources are continually pushed to the background of focus, how does this 
affect attention practices? Would attention have different implications if we 
positioned it as dynamically co-constructed between humans and environ-
ments, instead of an internal process? Rather than focusing on mobile com-
posers’ distraction, the chapter traces how attention is composed in sequenc-
es of interactions and proximities. Positioning attention as a thing composed 
opens the door to new understandings of how people, environments, and 
technologies construct this assembled agency together. Rather than replacing 
old commonplaces about attention with new ones, the chapter avoids gener-
alizations about students in favor of questioning and gesturing toward new 
implications.

Finally, the book’s conclusion in Chapter 6 builds on this framework to 
reiterate the importance of looking outside screens to understand how net-
worked mobile devices intersect with composing practices. Given the impor-
tance of these issues to academic literacies, as well as the changing nature 
of professional work and community engagement, this chapter reiterates the 
stakes of the argument and gestures toward a framework for the use of mo-
bile, networked devices that centers the role of attention, sociability, and the 
commons as a means for managing proliferating information and interac-
tion in academic coursework, distributed workplaces, and community sites. 
Across the case studies and questions raised through them, this book reveals 
hidden social, material, temporal, and spatial constraints that accompany the 
“freedoms” of using mobile technologies, but also articulates new ways that 
students are relating to and working with them.
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# Chapter 2: Sharing 
Resources in Places 
We Move Through

Where many old technologies inherently forced people to-
gether in factories, office buildings, schools, and libraries, 
new ones tempt them to stay apart, working for organiza-
tions without working in one, joining schools or libraries 
without going to one.

–John Seely Brown & Paul Duguid, 2000, p. xix

Washington Examiner senior political analyst Michael Barone (2014) used 
“The Disconnected Generation” as the moniker of choice to describe U.S. 
adults born after 1980. To call millennials disconnected might seem strange, 
given the intense connectedness of many North American young people 
through social platforms and mobile technologies. However, Barone was 
summarizing the results of a Pew Research Report that focused on how the 
under-35 crowd is largely “unattached,” tending away from organized religion, 
political groups, and even marriage. Barone associated this lack of connection 
with declining “social trust,” citing well-known sociologist Robert Putnam’s 
(2000) research depicting the shifting social fabric of the Western world. 
Building on this foundation, Barone argued that “the picture we get from the 
Pew numbers is of a largely disconnected generation, in touch with self-se-
lected peers and distrustful of others” (para. 16).

The questions that Barone and others raised about community life and 
neighborhood connectedness resonate with those that Putnam posed near-
ly twenty years ago about the decline of local communities. Many scholars 
have long been worried about the degradation of places that nurture com-
munity life. When Putnam worried that Americans were “Bowling Alone,” 
he lamented not only a loss of interaction among communities but also of 
places that support that interaction. Putnam did not believe that social plac-
es were completely disappearing. Instead, places where neighbors rubbed 
shoulders were changing. Public spaces, those shared noncommercial loca-
tions open to all members of a local community, were becoming replaced 
with places organized most explicitly to invite homogeneous consumer de-
sire or to be moved through rather than dwelled in (e.g., see the concept of 
“omnitopia” [Wood, 2009]). In Putnam’s terms, Americans were literally and 
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figuratively reaching for fast food on the go over longer-term nourishment 
in places where they were likely to spend longer periods of time (2000). Mc-
Donald’s replaced the neighborhood café, and the drive-thru window offered 
sustenance. As the epigraph from John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid (2000) 
suggested, technologies such as the car worked hand-in-hand with other cul-
tural and economic dynamics to support people’s tendencies to avoid com-
munity or organizational spaces, or opt for the privacy of their own homes 
over shared interactions.

While the “great, good places” of Ray Oldenburg’s (1999) community life 
may be difficult to find today, readers and writers who use networked mo-
bile technologies frequently turn to the social locations that he called third 
places—locations outside homes and offices—to access shared resources. To 
better understand some of the relationships among networked mobile device 
use and shared places, this chapter begins a conversation about how com-
posing with laptops takes place in the commons. In discussions of economics 
and/or natural resources, the term commons typically describes a collection 
of shared community resources available for use that are not owned or con-
trolled by a private entity. In common usage, many of us might be familiar 
with the “tragedy of the commons,” a well-known economics concept used to 
describe how resources shared through open access by a community are likely 
to be depleted without long-term regard for maintenance and sustainability. 
However, the term also is used frequently in library and information sciences 
in concert with the idea of an “information commons,” defined as an integrat-
ed place where people from all identities and backgrounds access resources 
such as learning guidance, technical support, hardware and software, physical 
space, and a cultural environments needed to achieve learning goals (Bailey 
& Tierney, 2002) or a “learning commons,” which positions these integrated 
resources more explicitly toward learning as an outcome (Mirtz, 2009). In 
either sense, I will suggest that we think through how social potential and 
commons places intersect with mobile device literacies, given the widespread 
sense that community places and shared resources are disappearing due to 
privatization, globalization, and changes in technologies.

In this chapter, I examine the commons as a kind of place that shapes 
and is shaped by the embodied practice of composing with mobile networked 
devices. If we understand the places we move through as more than degra-
dations of traditional community rootedness, what might we learn about the 
social environments that gather mobile people and technologies? What role 
do mobile interactions play in community places? What opportunities and 
challenges do they pose for composing that may differ from places that are 
perceived to be less flexible (i.e., classrooms, dorms)? Toward answering these 
questions, I examine how composers who use laptops in shared spaces often 
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rely on shared resources that come from places maintained by and inhabited 
by others; however, the resources available in shared places we move through 
generally are not free for the taking. This creates a tension in which the com-
mons is often perceived as flexible, customizable, or “blank” when it is highly 
situated and positioned. More closely examining how people use and discuss 
shared social places reveals challenges not only for local community organiz-
ing and civic efforts but also for academic and workplace collaborations.

Third Places and Their Roles in Invention and Community
Places meant to be moved through have long been important to how rhetor-
ical scholars understand processes of generating new ideas and participat-
ing in community life. Historically, sites that gather mobile people and allow 
transient dwellers to enter them temporarily have been described as “third 
places” by sociological literature that discusses the importance of community 
locations that ground a domain of acquaintances (Oldenburg 1999). Most fa-
mously, third places such as the coffeehouses of eighteenth-century England 
were associated with rhetorical and humanistic theory because they were un-
derstood to support the critical, rational dialogue that grounds political social 
action. Jurgen Habermas (1989) in The Structural Transformation of the Public 
Sphere, for instance, identified the coffeehouse as a material foundation for 
newly developing late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British publics, 
places where private individuals began coordinating in ways that radically 
shifted the possibilities for political agency. For literary critic Terry Eagleton 
(1984), the act of speaking in coffeehouses was considered unruly and threat-
ened to break down power hierarchies, even if what was said was subject to 
norms of the occasion. As he put it, “the speech act itself, the enonciation as 
opposed to the enonce, figures in its very form an equality, autonomy and 
reciprocity at odds with its class-bound content” (1984, pp. 14-15). Coffee 
shops provided a space that facilitated a transition from an atomized society 
of private individuals to a “relatively cohesive body whose deliberations may 
assume the form of a powerful political force” (Eagleton, 1984, p. 9). Peter 
Stallybrass and Allon White (1986) also associated the rise of the coffeehouse 
with the development of print journalism, the birth of literary criticism, and 
the developing agency and self-fashioning of a late seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century middle class.

Importantly, within public sphere theory, coffeehouses were positioned as 
foundations for two kinds of mediated social experiences. The first of these 
relates directly to literacy: coffeehouses were understood to be important 
because they facilitated the sharing of original print materials and a culture 
of reading. They were positioned as places for the exchange of texts that in-
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troduced ideas to a newly formed reading public. Second, coffeehouses were 
positioned as important for facilitating oral discussion; they were places that 
enabled the rational/critical discussion central to dissecting those print ma-
terials when people met together publicly. Habermas thus described coffee-
houses as “centers of criticism—literary at first, then also political” that were 
populated and enacted by a new “parity of the educated” (1989, p. 32). Impor-
tantly, Habermas portrayed the coffeehouse as beyond government control, 
a place where people could meet strategically and intentionally as a result of 
their own motivations and desires. Although feminists and historians have 
critiqued this reading on various grounds,4 this collective memory of an ac-
cessible site for conversation and community organizing maintains a strong 
resonance, even while other theorists and historians have suggested that early 
British coffeehouses were sites for policing class-related manners and con-
ducting business transactions, as well (Cowan, 2005).

Like social places of today that offer space for mobile travelers to gather, 
Habermas’ ideal coffeehouse implied an openness and accessibility that meant 
it could be inhabited by different people over time. However, in Habermas’ 
telling, the place was defined more by collective identity than by individual 
desire. The idealized coffeehouse of Habermas’ theory was defined less by the 
individual than the collective: where conversations together were more im-
portant than individual transformations of place. In other words, within this 
theory individuals did not assign meaning to the coffeehouse so much as the 
coffeehouse assigned meaning to individuals by locating them inside a collec-
tive mobilized through persistent discursive exchange. Within public sphere 
theory, the coffeehouse has been positioned as a foundation where pamphlets 
such as the Spectator in eighteenth-century Britain created a persistent pat-
tern of circulation, discussion, and response. Warner (2002) feared this sense 
of publicness would be lost as political dialogue adapted to the rhythms of 
online publication and circulation.

It is no wonder then that such places have long been understood as im-
portant to theories of civic action, as well as to the important role of literacy 
for supporting and sustaining relations among educated peers. For example, 
when Oldenburg described coffeehouses as one of the neighborhood “third 
places” of communities, he emphasized how they created accessible “neutral 
ground” where individual differences could be leveled in favor of identifica-
tions formed around shared issues of concern (1999). Literacy, as well, was 

4  For an introduction to feminist critiques of public sphere theory, see Nancy Fraser and 
Seyla Benhabib’s contributions to Craig Calhoun’s Habermas and the Public Sphere (1992). 
Historians such as Brian Cowan have also argued, contrary to Habermas, that coffeehouses 
were more often spaces for social control and the manipulation of manners than for uncon-
trolled rational dialogue (2005).
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understood to establish these identifications, as patrons read about and then 
shared news, opinions, and perspectives. As I have already suggested, these 
historically important communicative contexts have been understood to 
be under threat as a result to changes in the arrangement and ownership of 
space, as well as the changing expectations and values of the people who move 
through them. Relating these issues to civic and community rhetorics, Nancy 
Welch (2008) described the vast movement to privatize public space, through 
assigning it corporate control or altering human behaviors in ways that hide 
or isolate once-shared identifications.

In line with the shift away from shared places as community centers, the 
people I talked with during my study emphasized individual goals when us-
ing shared social places for composing, rather than understanding their time 
there to be related to overt participation in community or civic life. For exam-
ple, the stories in Chapter 1 from Kathryn, Ed, and Rebecca illustrate a sense 
that laptop users often position shared social places as places to be used for 
an individual’s unique desires. How then should we describe these places as 
related to the literacy practices associated with networked mobile device use, 
and how might these characteristics differ from traditional public spaces?

Places We Move Through

One answer to the previous question about the transformation of public 
space has been offered by theorists who focus on how shared places can 
no longer be understood as “localities” but instead illustrate (and serve the 
needs of) increasing globalization. Anthropologist Marc Augé (1995), for ex-
ample, posited that if anthropology had historically depended on the idea 
that cultures or communities were bound in particular places, this notion 
was dissolving with the “excess of space” that accompanied global interac-
tions, exchanges, and movements. When what had once been understood to 
be distant was suddenly perceived as local and when cultural contact with 
those far spread suddenly seemed inevitable, local places ceased to mean 
what they once had. In this “supermodern” world, time, space, and identi-
ty were increasingly homogeneous and defined by mass commercialization. 
Augé’s theories intersected with problematics of space theorized by criti-
cal and feminist geographers (Massey, 1994; McDowell, 1999). In addition, 
Augé’s theory echoed David Harvey’s concept of time-space compression, in 
which the history of capitalism could be read through a lens in which time 
appeared to speed up as telecommunications and travel technologies shrank 
the distance between spaces. For Paul Virilio (1986), this compression was 
associated with acceleration that stripped away time for critical inquiry and 
contemplation (Kimme Hea, 2009).
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Augé referred to the new category of locations unique to this situation as 
“non-places,” focusing on their use and social impact:

[T]he word “non-place” designates two complementary but 
distinct realities: spaces formed in relation to certain ends 
(transport, transit, commerce, leisure), and the relations that 
individuals have with these spaces. Although the two sets of 
relations overlap to a large extent, and in any case officially 
(individuals travel, make purchases, relax), they are still not 
confused with one another; for non-places mediate whole 
mass of relations, with the self and with others, which are 
only indirectly connected with their purposes. As anthro-
pological places create the organically social, so non-places 
create solitary contractuality. (1995, p. 94)

Non-places for Augé, that is, could be identified not only by their intended 
purpose but also by the way of being in relation to others that they established. 
These places invited disconnection rather than assembling social collectives.

Augé’s prologue to Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Super-
modernity (1995) used the example of a traveler’s experience to explore and 
develop the solitary experience of passing through places where individuals 
momentarily dwelled. Within this domain, institutional and organizational 
texts were used to maintain efficiency and regulate movement, rather than 
to enrich community understanding or provoke debate. In the airports and 
train stations that Augé described, it was less likely that people were reading 
newspapers that created a sense of collective relations to be discussed and 
debated among them. It was more likely that they were reading institution-
al texts that ensured that they effectively minded their individual pathways, 
moving in ways that facilitated their ability to reach another place (Augé, 
1995). Thus people who found themselves together in airports, train stations, 
or malls often lacked a shared history or groundedness. They were thus likely 
to see themselves as on more individualized trajectories, each longing to be 
“a world in himself,” where literacy was important for maintaining that per-
ceived autonomy. Virilio (2012) further developed the temporal ramifications 
of shrinking geographical distances. He wrote, “what we are now seeing, after 
the topographic and geometric effraction of distances, is the anachronistic 
effraction of the time intervals required for effective knowledge and well as 
memory of the facts” (2012, p. 4). Our traditional means of perception and 
understanding are no longer equipped to deal with the speed at which both 
we and information can circulate.

As a result, the mall, the interstate system, and the airport terminal were 
more or less similar across geographical regions in highly developed Western 
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places (Dickinson, 2002; Ellis, 2002; Wood 2009) and supported reading and 
writing texts that facilitated movement even as they gathered mobile people 
and devices. Today’s coffeehouse is often understood to be functioning in a 
similarly individualized fashion. If Habermas’ ideal coffeehouse epitomized a 
built environment that embodied the public sphere, the megachain Starbucks 
has often been invoked to illustrate the contemporary non-place. Although 
Starbucks cited the idea of third place in its description of its mission and 
purpose (2020, “Company Information”), in an interview with historian Bry-
ant Simon, Oldenburg (2009) “scoffed” at the idea that Starbucks franchises 
could be described as third places in the sense he had intended the term. 
“It’s an imitation,” Oldenburg asserted. He continued by stating that Starbucks 
could not “achieve the kind of connections I had in mind” (2009, pp. 249-
250).5 Literary historian Markman Ellis (2002), known for his four-volume 
collection of historical materials referencing coffeehouses in the long eigh-
teenth century, took a similar view of what social connection was possible in 
the contemporary coffeehouse, again using Starbucks as his exemplar. Ellis 
described “Starbucks sociability” as most related to a poster displaying the 
words “Taste, comfort, relax” that he observed on the wall of a Starbucks still 
under construction (2002). “In the sociability of Starbucks,” Ellis wrote, “an 
atomized society finds a convenient representation of the city of individuals. 
This sociability is not collective and public but is rather about being alone to-
gether, about fragmenting public discourse into non-organized entities, about 
consuming rather than debating” (2002, n.p.). Although Sherry Turkle (2011) 
would later associate being “alone together” with the use of technologies, El-
lis emphasized how this social state emerged from the social and economic 
arrangements of the place: changes that epitomized the difference between a 
coffeehouse that created a collective and one that stood to support individual 
trajectories.

Shared Social Places and/as the Commons
The kinds of places that Habermas described may be difficult to find in the 
twenty-first century, if they ever existed. The “great, good places” of neighbor-
hood life that united communities have changed along with shifting technol-
ogies and economic arrangements. However, there is also reason to think that 
generalized critiques of shared social places likely overlook various neigh-
borhood locations that seed arguments and serve as a grounding for both 
collective identities and neighborhoods. For example, Julie Lindquist’s (2002) 

5  While Oldenburg has denied that Starbucks can be a third place, Simon discusses how 
Starbucks owner Howard Schultz extensively used the theory of third place in creating the 
design and plans for this coffee chain.
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A Place to Stand: Politics and Persuasion in a Working Class Bar discussed the 
role of a bar called The Smokehouse where discussion of politics, alcohol, 
and everyday life performed and constructed complex relations among those 
who spend time there. Many of us are lucky enough to have places like the 
Smokehouse in our neighborhoods, even if we do not understand them to 
hold positions as lofty or idealized as the historical coffeehouse.

Furthermore, recent research on the use and uptake of shared social places 
also suggests that worries about the isolating nature of shared space have been 
overstated. One strain of this scholarship is theoretical. The mobilities turn in 
social science scholarship has questioned the tendency to nostalgize locali-
ties and community rootedness. Tim Creswell (2006), for instance, described 
how a sedentarist metaphysics positions mobility as an inherent threat to the 
authenticity of local place—a dysfunction likely to result in the loss of tradi-
tion or community. A nomadic metaphysics, by contrast, celebrates fluidi-
ties and flows as potentially subversive responses to structuring forces, often 
romantically celebrating movement without attention to how mobilities are 
experienced differentially. The sedentarist metaphysics echoes through cri-
tiques from scholars such as Oldenburg and Ellis, who position movements 
away from localities as departures from rooted, rational foundations. Fur-
thermore, recent studies suggest that people are less socially isolated in shared 
social places today than 30 years ago, and that women in particular are more 
likely than ever to be present and interacting in public spaces (Hampton et 
al., 2015).

Communication and information theorists studying the relationship be-
tween technology use and sociability also question whether threats to pub-
lic space have been overstated. This research traces a long history of wor-
ries about collectivity that emerge during moments of technological change. 
These worries surface, for instance, in collective responses to technologies 
such as books, televisions, portable boom boxes, and Walkmans (Gergen, 
2002; Hampton & Gupta, 2008; Meyrowitz, 1985). While cultural critiques 
associating global capitalism with the homogenization of public space remain 
compelling (Dickinson, 2002; Ellis, 2002; Wood, 2009), rhetoric and commu-
nication scholars have traced how individuals and groups collectively anno-
tate and transform shared places through online social software applications 
(de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2012; Diehl et al., 2008; Frith, 2015; Gordon & de 
Souza e Silva, 2011; Rice, 2012; Varnelis & Friedburg, 2008), experiencing the 
world in hybrid spaces where contact is mediated both electronically and in 
person. Online applications support forms of connection that may not bound 
the same kinds of geographically rooted communities associated with public 
sphere theory but do create relationships and the potential for networked in-
formation exchange among neighbors and co-inhabitants. As the tools that 
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enable collaborative learning and work in online places are often available 
online, the importance of offline places for gathering has not disappeared. 
However, these places take on different roles for workers, learners, neighbors, 
and community members seeking differently mediated social interactions as 
well as solitude and unofficial productivity monitoring.

The term “public space” no longer quite fits to describe many shared social 
locations where networked mobile technologies are used as a primary writing 
media, given the emphasis on individual needs and desires over and above 
collective interests. However, positioning these shared places as a commons 
emphasizes their roles as domains where people access shared materials that 
participate in their work, learning, and engagement with others. This func-
tion of social places as domains of shared materials might not be obvious 
at first. In Starbucks, we may not borrow newspapers or magazines or oth-
er historically significant shared literacy materials. However, we are likely to 
borrow the free Wi-Fi connection, the surface of a tabletop, and the values 
and attitudes that enable literacy work to take place. In the most overt cases, 
places such as the Gone Wired Café or the Technology Commons become 
temporary destinations for work particularly because they contribute relevant 
materials to literacy practices. For example, Johndan Johnson-Eilola’s (2005) 
Datacloud describes how both students and symbolic-analytic workers con-
struct personalized workspaces combining physical spatial infrastructures 
(e.g., surfaces such as whiteboards, desks, chairs, etc.) that they access with 
online interfaces to create layered, multiply mediated settings where they 
sample, juxtapose, and transform information. Such constructions frequent-
ly make use of resources available in coffeehouses, coworking facilities, or 
libraries. These resources range from technologies and archived texts that en-
able device functionality to arrangements of built environments, values, and 
people that enable interpersonal social support.

Composers who write with networked mobile technologies also frequent-
ly and simultaneously make use of shared online domains that enable access 
to materials that participate in literacy. Social media sites, bulletin boards, 
Wikipedia: these sites have in common that people navigate to and from them 
temporarily in order to access shared information that participates in their 
composing. Readers and writers often position the places they move through 
in this way: as collections of materials rather than as homes for communities. 
In so doing, users compose documents but they also simultaneously partici-
pate in and co-construct multiple social environment through their user-gen-
erated participation. This includes complicated and potentially troubling par-
ticipations: for example, the passive data collected, used, and manipulated 
whenever composers interact in social media or log in to a Starbucks Wi-Fi 
connection.
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To bring this conversation to a more concrete place, the chapter now turns 
to the two sites in which I researched transient literacies to reflect on how 
we might read both as a commons for networked mobile composing. Both 
sites were more complex than either Habermas’ traditional collective sociabil-
ity associated with the coffeehouse or Ellis’ atomized “Starbucks sociability.” 
Across their functions as community centers and workspaces for academics 
and professionals, both places emphasized flexibility through multiple zones 
and changed as people accessed and maneuvered toward materials that sup-
ported a range of literacy needs.

The Great Good Non-Place

Located on a central avenue in a city that had once been in the center of the 
US automobile industry, Gone Wired was part of a broader rebuilding and 
rebranding that could be seen throughout the East Side of Lansing, Michigan. 
That central avenue was Michigan Avenue, which divided the city and moved 
travelers in a direct route from the state government district in Downtown 
Lansing to the large research university in neighboring East Lansing. Along 
this route, a large teaching hospital was positioned between these centers of 
academia and state government. This highly traveled thoroughfare collect-
ed and supported the movement of individuals affiliated with the area’s aca-
demic, health-care, and government sectors—people likely to be transient in 
their relationships to the city and state. The research participants lived in this 
neighborhood (the East Side), which put the café in close proximity to their 
homes.

Gone Wired, however, had positioned itself to feel local, defining itself 
against the corporate coffee scene that Ellis described or that rhetorician Greg 
Dickinson (2002) evoked in his material rhetorical analysis of a Colorado 
Starbucks. Echoing Augé, Dickinson noted how Starbuck’s generic corporate 
text, combined with the sights, sounds, and materials that come with experi-
encing coffee beans transformed into sippable lattes and mochas, enforced an 
aesthetic that made globalization local and comfortable, while covering over 
material contexts and practices that supported the brand. Gone Wired had, by 
contrast, encouraged its materiality to be developed as an ongoing, communi-
ty-produced endeavor. Instead of seeing generic advertisements for products 
in the café, patrons who entered Gone Wired through its glass entry doors 
encountered announcements for community reading groups or local music 
acts. The bulletin board along the back entryway and the floor-to-ceiling col-
umns near the cash register were tacked and stapled with notices for commu-
nity meetup groups, musicians, and artists—many of whom hobnobbed there 
during free time. The newspaper available near the bar was the “City Pulse,” 
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Lansing’s “alternative weekly newspaper.” Gone Wired served coffee roasted 
by a local roaster and distributor, whose plant had been releasing the smell of 
roasted coffee beans into Lansing’s downtown district since the 1930s. Gone 
Wired never hid its history as a place built over the remnants of another for-
mer small business on the Ave. The foosball table and glass cabinet counter 
visible on the first floor reminded patrons of the building’s previous life as an 
outdoor sporting goods shop. Patrons commonly propped bicycles against 
the unused counter and storage area in the front entryway. It was far from a 
controlled aesthetic.

Figure 2.1. The front entrance of the Gone Wired Café.
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Figure 2.2. The Gone Wired Café as viewed from the upper level.

Although Gone Wired resisted a corporate coffee ambiance, perusing its 
use on any given day revealed literacy practices that differed from either the 
historical sketches of face-to-face conversations among citizens in Habermas’ 
coffeehouse or the scenes of isolation in Augé’s conception of non-place. Gone 
Wired negotiated a middle space as a community site that invited locals to 
read the local news and drop by to talk local politics. However, it also served 
as a composing workspace for those who wanted to pass through without 
much interaction. This was true not only for graduate and professional stu-
dents who attended local colleges and universities, law schools, and medical 
schools, but also for state government employees, attorneys, and local busi-
nesspeople. As in many other gathering places (including Starbucks!), it was 
not uncommon to see community groups drafting out plans to organize a 
volunteer drive or locals dropping in to say hello to the barista and scope out 
the local paper. This activity happened simultaneously as others entered the 
café explicitly to get personal or professional work done, laptop after laptop 
often lining the upstairs space. The fact that Gone Wired was so local in the 
ways I have previously described makes it even more interesting that many 
research participants referred to it as “blank” or “clean space,” a tabula rasa on 
which to write their own needs and desires. The place in many ways worked 
as hard as it could to counter this notion of its own positioning. Permanent 
fixtures—such as the burgundy, cream, and green-tiled fountain holding 
an aging, metal sculpture in its reservoir—reminded patrons to view it as a 
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unique, local place. And yet individual desires were key to many of its dwell-
ers, who focused on what it offered as an escape from more socially saturated 
places in their lives.

A Resource “Epicenter”

The Technology Commons differed in substantial ways from the Gone Wired 
Café, but even its name emphasized how it positioned itself as a commons 
providing resources and bringing people together. As much as the Technol-
ogy Commons hoped to be a gathering place that synthesized a community, 
it also emphasized the importance of its community’s diversity, which was 
evident in the design features that attempted to support students’ individual 
information management practices. The website described it this way:

UCF’s old computer center has been transformed into a wel-
coming, convenient place for all students. The Technology 
Commons is an epicenter for students to gather, communi-
cate, interact, study and receive technical support. A state-of-
the-art facility open to all of UCF, providing the resources for 
students and staff alike to find, assemble, and synthesize the 
information needed to tackle numerous diverse tasks. The 
individual areas of the computer center buildings amalgam-
ate to form a diverse, thriving, technical community at the 
heart of UCF.

The description implied that the Technology Commons could fulfill two 
needs at the same time: to exist as an “epicenter” where the community could 
meet and to provide the resources students needed to “find, assemble, and 
synthesize the information needed to tackle numerous diverse tasks.” Im-
portantly, the Technology Commons would attempt to achieve its mission 
by “providing the resources” that would be put to use by students and staff 
and would do so by creating “individual areas” that could be taken up for 
different uses.

To provide more context, the Technology Commons opened its doors in 
January 2012 and was located on the most frequently traveled pedestrian path-
way at the University of Central Florida (UCF), a large, metropolitan research 
university of over 60,000 students. University campuses, whether by design 
or as a result of use, can be seen through student eyes as collections of linked 
places inhabited temporarily before moving elsewhere. At UCF, this dynamic 
of interconnected dwelling places was shaped by its large student population. 
Campus social places were saturated with people during the busiest hours 
of the day and were never completely deserted. In buildings where classes 
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were conducted, students transformed hallways into study zones, sitting on 
the floor in front of open textbooks. Against this backdrop, UCF had recently 
invested in renovating or constructing several new, flexible campus locations 
for temporary study, gathering, and information access. For example, when I 
arrived at UCF in the fall of 2011, the entry floor of its John C. Hitt Library had 
recently been renovated from a traditional “stacks” setup and print repository 
into a knowledge commons built on a “Commons 2.0” model of library space 
design (Bilandzic & Foth, 2014). The new knowledge commons featured a 
coffee shop, mixed-use seating, and portable white boards that could serve 
both as inscription surfaces and barriers to interaction (Allen 2011). UCF 
also operated several computer labs dotted across its 1,415-acre main campus, 
including in highly frequented locations such as the Student Union, as well 
as places local to particular majors such as in the Business Administration 
building. The campus also featured two flexible study sites called “All Knight 
Study,” which were available to students at all hours, after many computer labs 
ended normal operating times.

Prior to remodeling, the Technology Commons had played a role in this 
broader campus spatial organization by providing students with access to 
technologies and resources without a dual focus on gathering. Called “Com-
puter Center 1 and 2,” the building had been a large traditional computer lab, 
lining rows of black computers against gray carpets and white walls. The new 
Technology Commons by contrast emphasized diversity and flexibility by 
combining a series of contrasting arrangements that suggested diverse forms 
of social interaction. These zones corresponded with different technologies, 
lighting, and materials and stretched across the two buildings joined by an 
outdoor walkway and patio. Both instantiations of the place had gathered 
mobile students traveling across campus and provided them with resources, 
but design choices in the new built environment had a different rhetorical 
impact on the movement and positioning of mobile bodies. The remodel-
ing emphasized students’ ability to choose—and, to some degree, manipu-
late—their immediate material surrounds, rather than occupying a prede-
termined set of relations among bodies, furniture, and devices structured 
through bolted-down materials and technologies. Students were confronted 
by choices about what resources to use amid the following multiple zones 
that the space assembled.

The BYOT Lab, Coffee Shop, and Technology Product Center

Figure 2.2 shows the Bring Your Own Technology (BYOT) lab, which includ-
ed a small coffee shop, a technology product center (a technology store), and 
modular-style café furniture. One side of the BYOT lab included cushioned 
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chairs with printed upholstery, often arranged to face a large flat-screen dis-
play at the far end of the room. Students used the BYOT lab for everything 
from coursework to playing video games on the PlayStation to eating lunch. 

The right side included café-style tables for two that could be pushed together 
to accommodate larger groups. Students often brought in or purchased food 
and used this area simultaneously for eating, socializing, and studying.

Figure 2.3. The Technology Commons BYOT laboratory.

The Collaboration Lab, Tech Repair Desk, and Transitional Space

Students accessed the Collaboration Lab by passing from the BYOT lab 
through a hallway with a tech-repair desk, storage for charging mobile de-
vices, recycling centers, and vending machines containing small study items 
(headphones, blue books for test taking, etc.). As Figure 2.4 shows, the Col-
laboration Lab featured pod-style desktop computers arranged with rolling 
desk chairs. Groups often huddled together around one desktop computer for 
collaborative projects, and individual students moved chairs to empty desks 
to work alone while sitting near friends or strangers using desktop comput-
ers. In addition, the Collaboration Lab housed glass-walled private rooms de-
signed for group work and specialized technology needs (e.g., an audio- and 
video-recording studio).
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Figure 2.4. Technology Commons collaboration laboratory.

The PC Lab, Cubby, and Meeting Spaces

Both the BYOT lab and Collaboration Lab opened onto an outdoor patio 
space, which was usable almost year-round in Orlando’s climate. Across the 
patio was the second building in the Technology Commons, which housed 
a large conference-room space and a standard computer lab with traditional 
rows of desktop computers. While arranged more traditionally, this laborato-
ry was busy with students, many of whom used headphones to create privacy. 
The transitional hallway that led from the front door included a small “cubby” 
area with sofa-style seating, a large central table, and a flat-screen panel from 
which students could project from laptops.

Given this design for flexibility, it is hardly surprising that students’ uses 
for the Technology Commons spanned domains (i.e., personal, school, extra-
curricular), technologies, subject areas, and reasons for interpersonal gath-
ering. In the interviews I conducted, students frequently discussed their use 
of the Technology Commons by positioning it as one of several competing 
campus social spaces, which they used strategically for different reasons. In 
other words, the Technology Commons’ position in spatial and social campus 
networks was associated with particular uses and challenges. The ongoing use 
of the Technology Commons for convenience and social interaction, in turn, 
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shaped the activities, attention, and social arrangements cultivated there. Spe-
cifically, the Technology Commons was often positioned as a place to com-
plete study tasks that could be accomplished while purposefully splitting at-
tention or “hanging out” with others. This was in part because the Technology 
Commons was bustling with activity. It was loud, bright, and dynamic. For 
example, business major Max described how the Technology Commons was 
a perfect location for conducting “low-level research” for finance classes while 
socializing. By “low-level research” in this case, he described running an in-
vestment simulator and monitoring the ongoing performance of his simulat-
ed choices over the course of a few hours. Students like Max often worked on 
tasks that did not require full attention in the Technology Commons, which 
enabled them to be with friends at the same time. However, individuals and 
groups often found themselves in the Tech Commons for more sustained 
composing work as well.

The Cost of Composing with the Mobile Commons
The Technology Commons and Gone Wired were different kinds of places. 
They were built as a result of different funding models, and they evidenced 
different trends in space design and retrofitting. However, the environments 
were similar with respect to how they foregrounded individual freedom and 
choice in how their built environments would be navigated and used. Both 
places had been designed for flexibility and configurability and offered pa-
trons a range of possible materials to support tasks they encountered. What 
was less clear was whether users of these places possessed capacity, access, 
or time needed to effectively mobilize the available resources. Furthermore, 
both locations required that users possess technologies and other social 
support that would transform empty surfaces into fully functioning learn-
ing or literacy ecologies. While the Technology Commons provided some 
remaining desktop computers, the majority of its zones offered tables on 
which to place laptops. While the Gone Wired Café did not purport to offer 
learning or information management support, the commons still empha-
sized flexibility across its multiple zones: a “living room style” seating area, 
booths, and tables.

In places that serve as a commons but not always as “public space,” the 
flexibility to organize one’s own learning practices comes with costs, in at 
least two senses. Although these places offer flexible resources designed to 
appeal to many needs and desires, it is generally necessary to invest in food 
or drink in order to occupy space in a coffeehouse, and it is difficult to miss 
the consumer goods that line the Technology Commons walls (see Ryan 
Moeller [2004] regarding the consumer impulses of wireless technologies). 
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This is not to mention how costs for constructing and maintaining University 
places funnel back to taxpayers and/or students. In other ways the cost of us-
ing these commons spaces was more hidden: the usefulness of shared places 
for composing depended upon factors that varied for individuals: their social 
embeddedness, their habits of time use and attention, and their material and 
social access to technologies and discourses. This cost for entry meant that 
some potential users were more likely to have the opportunity to participate 
in the commons than others. Recognizing the “cost” associated with taking 
up shared materials is crucial for understanding the challenges of composing 
in flexible commons spaces. How are students and professionals negotiating 
these costs and where do they run into roadblocks and challenges in assem-
bling the resources needed for composing?

In order to reflect on the complexities of positioning shared social spac-
es as locations for networked mobile composing, the chapter discusses two 
cases of extended writing projects, one of a professional writer in the Gone 
Wired Café and the other from a group of student writers in the Technology 
Commons. These cases focus on the costs of taking up shared resources, posi-
tioning these relative to participants’ perceptions of the spaces in which they 
collaborated.

Dave’s Story

Let’s begin with Dave, who is a research participant I’ve discussed at length.6 
Dave was a professional rather than a student; however, his story is relevant to 
the challenges and costs of transient literacies. A technology consultant who 
writes, teaches, and lends advice to a number of different academic, commu-
nity, and nonprofit organizations, Dave used the Gone Wired Café for many 
aspects of his job, including his personal/professional blog. Dave was also a 
new father with a partner who worked outside the home. Not surprisingly, the 
birth of his daughter had significantly altered many parts of his life, including 
assigning him the new identity of stay-at-home dad. As a self-employed con-
tractor and full-time father, he lacked an official organizational workspace, 
and working at home was filled with crawling and crying challenges: “My 
house is busy with the baby. So really the only time I really can sit is if I ne-
gotiate some time with my wife . . . or when they go to bed.” The Gone Wired 
Café had been a central work location for Dave long before this most recent 

6  I have written about Dave’s case previously focused on the role of social media in 
building capacity for his professional writing identity and career (i.e., Pigg 2014a). Here I 
write about Dave again, but emphasize different details from my interviews with him in order 
to develop a different theme from our conversation: the difficulties that transient literacies 
present for navigating the commons as hybrid space, given individual desires for its use.



47

shift in his personal and professional identity. When I asked Dave about why 
he first started coming to Gone Wired, he mentioned his laptop, the Wi-Fi 
connection, and his work, which had taken a winding path across several 
local organizations in the past several years.

Dave positioned the café as a place for private time. Although he was pre-
paring to “meet with one other group” later that day to discuss an ongoing 
project, he emphasized Gone Wired was a place for time and space alone. 
When he discussed the need for a private workplace, he stressed that finding 
personal time as an independent contractor in which to focus on work was 
an issue with which he was currently struggling. As he put it, “I just have no 
space and time for myself, and I really . . . when I’m here, I just really want to 
be left alone, you know? And not chitchat, you know? I don’t have any time 
for myself unless I make it.” He used the café on Fridays “mostly to write or 
to catch up on things” alone with his laptop, external hard drive, and mobile 
phone. He contrasted how the café offered different affective associations than 
that of his home. While his home was familiar, he felt confined there, adding 
that he was “kind of stuck in the house a little bit more. And more comfort-
able there too, but it still takes me longer to write if I’m there. If I have to write 
a blog there, it will take me a lot more time.”

Finding alone time was tricky in Gone Wired, however, because Dave 
was well established in professional networks of the city as well as in the so-
cial networks of the coffeehouse. While Kim and Ed, for example, were able 
to find privacy upstairs in Gone Wired away from the in-and-out traffic of 
local patrons, Dave found the upstairs space uncomfortable because of the 
temperature. Sitting downstairs, Dave found it almost impossible not to run 
into people he knew from prior work and community organizing efforts. 
This posed problems for Gone Wired’s capacity to support the privacy Dave 
craved when he worked outside the home. He was increasingly ambivalent 
about spending time there. As he put it, “Because I’m not here a lot, if peo-
ple see me, they tend to just come over and think they can talk to me. So 
I’m getting where I want to go hide when I’m here.” Hiding for Dave meant 
working in a small meeting room that was typically not visible to patrons en-
tering through the café’s front door. He described how the pressure to com-
plete tasks during the hours he had available was leading him to feel agitated, 
both with others and himself. As he described, “I think I am putting more 
pressure on myself to get more done, and I think it’s made [my outlook on 
working here] a little more negative.” He described how when heading home 
on Fridays after a day in Gone Wired, he nearly always felt that he did not ac-
complish enough and transferred that attitude to the rest of his life. Relying 
totally on mobile workspace to support his career, he could never easily leave 
his frustration at the office.
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Charlotte, Owen, and Gabriel’s Stories

The second case example is a writing group involving three students named 
Charlotte, Owen, and Gabriel. These three senior management majors had 
been assigned to work together on a large-scale writing assignment, a busi-
ness plan, that required extensive research and invention over a semester. 
While members of the group were relatively close in age, the one woman and 
three men had different racial and socioeconomic status and experiences, as 
well as different prior and current life experiences. The business plan writers 
were collaborating as a direct result of an assignment that required them to 
become a team, rather than because of their own motivation to do so. Their 
course met face-to-face one night a week, and each meeting represented a 
process deadline toward completing the business plan. Working to meet this 
weekly deadline, the group had the opportunity to set the terms of their col-
laboration and their composing process.

When Charlotte, Owen, and Gabriel’s group started working together on 
their business plan, at least some of them had a rather idyllic conception of 
how the collaboration should unfold. Owen, for instance, described the plan 
that he and fellow group member Charlotte had imagined for the collabora-
tion at the beginning of the semester. As he put it, he and Charlotte had “heard 
glorious stories of groups where everyone comes in on Saturday, you’re in the 
library in one of the cubby areas . . . with five computers for about eight hours 
and all just knock out the work, the assignment right there. Everyone’s right 
there. Just reach around and touch someone.” Thinking back on this original 
vision as he approached the end of the semester, Owen reflected, “We'd envi-
sioned that for this group. That hasn’t worked out.”

During the hour-long work session I observed during the last week of Janu-
ary, three group members were huddled around a high-top table with one lap-
top in the BYOT lounge of the Technology Commons working on the market 
analysis section of their business plan. Their goal for the day was to combine 
four individual contributions that had been composed prior to their meeting 
into one coherent draft of the market analysis. If possible, they also hoped to 
align their finished product with two example texts they had received from 
the instructor: one printed in the book and another successful version the 
instructor had provided from a previous course session. This meeting in the 
Technology Commons was the closest they would come all semester to the 
rosy vision of collaboration Owen and Charlotte had imagined. Even on this 
most successful day, however, not all group members could carve out five or 
six hours from their schedules to be in the same place at the same time to com-
plete the plan. Owen and Gabriel were available earliest at around eleven in 
the morning and met in the Business Administration building computer lab—
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where both of them typically completed coursework. They worked together 
on the early portions of the market analysis until Gabriel needed to leave to 
attend a class. When Charlotte arrived on campus a few hours later, she texted 
Owen and suggested he meet her at the Technology Commons because of the 
power outlets, coffee, and large tables. Owen agreed, though he and Gabriel 
both stressed later that the Technology Commons is not a place they would 
typically work—both had visited only once or twice before. Their fourth col-
laborator did not respond to text and email messages inviting him to join the 
group’s work session, though he had contributed writing toward the project. 
The group eventually did finish a draft of their market analysis section before 
the course deadline and submitted it for their instructor’s review.

The Costs of Freedom and Challenges of Flexibility

Using laptops is often associated with flexibility, in ways that are illustrated by 
both the cases that I just described. When Dave left the confines of his home 
and had childcare for his daughter, he felt a freedom to conduct his work 
in ways less constrained by the needs of others. He could compose where 
and when he wanted. The business plan group experienced a similar freedom 
and flexibility in their writing assignment: though they needed to complete a 
particular task, they enjoyed the freedom of organizing its completion based 
on their personal desires. Though Dave and the business plan writers both 
enjoyed freedom, they needed resources to transform their flexibility into a 
tangible composing process.

Let me begin to illustrate by discussing Dave in more detail. For Dave, the 
flexibility offered by freelance work enabled him to be a primary child-care 
provider in his household but simultaneously replaced the stability offered 
by affiliation with a singular firm with the necessity of organizing contract 
positions across organizations in a way that allowed for the development of 
emergent opportunities over time (Pigg, 2014a). Dave is not unique in this 
way. According to some, “flexibility is the modus operandi” of global capital-
ism (Garsten, 2008, p. 14), which means that individuals must be prepared to 
adapt and shift their career goals continually in response to potential oppor-
tunities. This adaptiveness involved ongoing watchfulness and the cultivation 
of “negotiation” and “agility” in creating, maintaining, and reorganizing alli-
ances (Spinuzzi, 2007). As I have argued before (Pigg 2014a), flexibility in a 
career like Dave’s requires him to cultivate a relationship to a range to online 
social media sites that were not provided to him by an employer but instead 
were his responsibility to assemble. However, the same was true for his phys-
ical workspace, creating the need to continually construct hybrid space that 
effectively layered the affordances of online and physical materials.
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For Dave as for many others, this flexibility and construction of space re-
volved around his use of a laptop computer for everyday work. Dave’s laptop 
was a portal to the online resources he used to insure the possibility for future 
action (i.e., more jobs in the future), but also required a built environment 
that served to anchor a production setting for his work. The places that served 
a function as his resource commons were unlikely to be tailored to the par-
ticular needs that he brought to them, however. Twitter was not a perfect 
medium for establishing his professional identity, and Gone Wired was not 
a perfect production setting for his work. Dave was frustrated with the café’s 
flexibility. The fact that Gone Wired served not only as a workplace but also 
as a community hangout meant that he was often faced with people who did 
not share his need for privacy. Through no fault of theirs, Dave experienced 
their presence as a distraction because it did not align with his personal goals 
for the production setting.

Recall that Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder emphasized that a cen-
tral problem of infrastructure uptake is that collections of resources designed 
to be taken up by many different people will always struggle with the space 
between what is generally available and what is specifically needed. In their 
terms, “it is impossible to have ‘universal niches’; one person’s standard is in 
fact another’s chaos” (1996, p. 112). In Dave’s case, Gone Wired’s status as a 
production setting for professional work had begun to feel like “chaos,” even 
though the café functioned well for people like Ed and Kathryn, whom I dis-
cussed earlier. The flexibility offered by the built environment of the café came 
with a cost: it would be used in multiple and diverse ways and might only 
effectively serve one’s goals for a time. Dave’s time for Gone Wired seemed 
to be running out. This issue affects students as well as professionals. In the 
same way that professionals define and orchestrate workplaces and workflow 
routines, students with laptop computers gain responsibility for cultivating 
their end of the bargain to organize their “workflows.” These choices require 
students to work with and assemble resources associated with values and ma-
terials embedded in their immediate physical locations, the disciplinary cul-
tures of their coursework, and their personal routines and habits.

In a similar way, the key benefit of the Technology Commons for Charlotte, 
Owen, and Gabriel was its flexibility: it accommodated their seating, power, 
and noise needs, which enabled them to discuss their project out loud with-
out interrupting others. Its café tables were well suited to group discussion, 
rather than dispersing them across a row of computers side-by-side. However, 
the presence of useful materials did not stop the group from struggling to 
effectively combine them with personal repertoires. When I first approached 
the group, there were stacks of paper, flailing arms, cans of energy drinks, and 
stress-relief toys sitting on the café table where the group huddled. Charlotte 
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began in front of the Dell laptop, which was connected to the Wi-Fi network 
and plugged into a power outlet behind them. She read aloud contributions 
that the group members had composed prior to their meeting, taking feed-
back from Owen and Gabriel and making changes to the official text as they 
debated vision, ideas, and phrasing details. Things had become tense as it was 
around three in the afternoon and the deadline for their section was at the be-
ginning of their course at six. During this process, Owen and Gabriel cracked 
jokes, discussed mixed martial arts, and ultimately annoyed Charlotte to the 
point that she turned her laptop toward Owen and asked him to take over the 
central composing role.

It was not a design flaw in Technology Commons that made the group 
struggle: they had scheduled their work near the deadline and created a 
stressful situation for completing their assignment on that night. However, 
what I want to emphasize is that the group was generally unprepared to col-
laborate well with the materials in the space, even if they were somewhat cog-
nizant of the need to plan and carefully orchestrate a collaboration among 
humans. I have already emphasized that most of the group preferred working 
face-to-face with one another in a way that simultaneously involved compos-
ing separately in a division of labor model and having immediate access to 
one another’s feedback and interaction. However, they did not ultimately use 
this process, in part because the Technology Commons did not help them 
achieve this kind of social arrangement. Looking back on their composing 
session in the Technology Commons that day, Gabriel laughed, “We haven’t 
really met [in person] since because we weren’t really productive. I’m sure you 
could tell by the tape—we weren’t really productive.” Charlotte, herself, ex-
plained: “We agreed not to meet [face-to-face] anymore just because we don’t 
get anything done. Not that we don’t get along well, we do, as people but as a 
. . . like a work . . . a working group? No. We can’t.” In place of a face-to-face 
meeting, Charlotte took responsibility for centralizing interpersonal coordi-
nation via a different kind of commons: a Facebook group, which provided 
options for both synchronous and asynchronous communication and which 
all group members seemed to find more convenient. With Facebook creating 
an archive and online gathering place for conversations and materials, group 
members planned ad hoc face-to-face meetings when necessary by contact-
ing each other through the page. Importantly, as the group delegated project 
coordination to Facebook, they divided the labor of the project differently. 
Instead of working to generate text together, they allowed one team member 
to work more or less independently on each week’s contribution and rotat-
ed this responsibility among the group. Not surprisingly, all group members 
did not contribute evenly. Mediated through Facebook, they enacted a full 
division-of-labor model and collaborated in ways that prioritized their indi-
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vidual convenience. Though the Technology Commons offered flexible space 
for organizing the deliberative approach to collaboration that most of them 
preferred, their ability to mobilize the materials came at a cost: of knowledge, 
time, and access that they were not able or willing, in this case, to pay.

The Conflicts of Individual Desires and Routines

There’s a related challenge at the heart of both Dave and the business plan 
writers’ stories: the individual needs and motives writers bring into commons 
spaces often create problems when they attempt to align them with the ma-
terial possibilities afforded by socially rich gathering spaces. I have already 
suggested, for instance, that the highly individual needs Dave brought with 
him to Gone Wired were at odds with how the café functioned as a com-
munity hub. When the social atmosphere of the place required him to make 
small talk with his neighbors rather than focusing on writing or editing, he 
experienced intense frustration. The business writers’ experience produced 
an interesting parallel: Dave increasingly found himself interested in seeking 
out online commons for shared resources rather than working where others 
could access him face-to-face. If Dave frequently spent time “hiding” in the 
café, he worked to make himself as visible as possible across online spaces and 
valued contributing to the online commons above conversations in the built, 
physical one. To give an example, Dave recently had been invited to deliver a 
short TED-style talk at a popular local conference. Interestingly, Dave was ex-
cited about this opportunity because it would develop his online visibility to 
his dispersed network, rather than because it would better establish an iden-
tity in the local community. He said, half jokingly, “I’m doing it more so I can 
get it on video,” which he knew would be circulated on YouTube and could be 
linked to his blogs and social media accounts.

His needs for professional identity construction were so specialized, so 
individualized, that reaching out to garner contacts for future work was more 
likely successful in the crowd-assembling online commons of YouTube than 
the community-assembling local commons of the neighborhood meeting 
space. His central focus, then, was on what the physical commons offered 
him in terms of resources to be used in connecting through online media 
to communities dispersed geographically. He was not even particularly in-
terested in the online commons associated with his local region because it 
did not effectively support his career goals. For instance, Dave described how 
Twitter was not useful for cultivating local connections because Twitter users 
often posted personal details (“I don’t care that you had a date tonight. Okay? 
That’s for Facebook. Do it on Facebook”). Dave perceived the personal, local, 
friendship-based identity and relationship building that happened on social 
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media outlets to be connected with a local young professional ethos that was 
less interesting to him than geographically distributed affinity networks con-
nected to his personal and professional needs and development. The online 
commons offered something that the local commons could not.

In Charlotte, Owen, and Gabriel’s case, the challenges of individual needs, 
materials, and assumptions worked hand-in-hand with the costs of freedom 
in that each group member brought conflicting perceptions and materials to 
the physical commons. Each member not only had disparate writing styles 
and uneven access to technologies but also different philosophies about how, 
when, and where collaborations should be accomplished. As with any collab-
oration, the group found itself in a situation where these individual trajec-
tories needed to be bridged through negotiations to set an agenda and work 
plan for the group. However, the group seemed to believe that the flexibility of 
the commons itself would be overcome their differences: that the very act of 
being face-to-face together in a location that offered technical materials that 
could aid in completing the task would outweigh the disparate goals that the 
group had for the business plan. Before returning to this central problem, let 
me further outline how individual experiences and goals created problems for 
the business plan group in mobilizing resources available in the Technology 
Commons.

Uneven Access to Mobile Devices

First, uneven access to mobile was a central issue that created challenges for 
the group, and that its members experienced in an immediate way during the 
composing moments I observed and in a more pervasive sense beyond that 
group writing project. For example, when the group worked together in the 
BYOT zone, they used one laptop computer, which was one group member’s 
personal device. As a result of using one member’s personal device to com-
plete the task, not all group members had equal access to see the screen, or 
control what happened on it. This created a difficult power dynamic, enabling 
one group member (Charlotte at the beginning of the session) to feel as if she 
were taking on a larger share of the workload—and other members of the 
group to feel as if their input could not be heard or to become distracted and 
fill time with other interactions. Beyond this composing moment, the un-
even adoption of mobile devices (including both phones and laptops) among 
the group created confusion and tension while coordinating group planning. 
Charlotte, a self-described “constant texter,” was the only student in the group 
who frequently checked her phone. The constant presence of a smartphone 
was not shared among the group, and neither was access to a personal laptop 
that was easy to transport. While Charlotte chalked this up to generational 
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differences (she was between 5 and 12 years younger than her teammates), 
she was also aware of how socioeconomic privilege influenced device use and 
ownership. Speaking about her group, she mentioned, “What I’ve noticed 
with them is none of them really have a good laptop.” She continued, “I’m 
lucky enough for my parents to pay for my school [and] my dad provided me 
with a good laptop.” Gabriel noted that his laptop had been an issue for his 
mobility. While he did have a laptop, he described it as “a little heavier,” which 
made it inconvenient for carrying from his job to his internship to his three 
classes. In addition, he had recently “cracked the screen,” and as a result he 
explained that “now I’ve been using the computer labs a lot more.”

Owen, the third group member, emphasized this uneven access when de-
scribing how working together with personal devices only worked well when 
every group member had access to one, and when the group could draw on a 
social composing program (e.g., Google Docs) displayed on a common screen 
for making individual efforts visible to all. Owen believed that, to effectively 
write the business plan, group members should work both collaboratively and 
individually at the same time. This would allow all group members in Owen’s 
words to be “researching separate things” at the same time while contributing 
to a master document. Notably, this was not a situation easily enacted in the 
section of the Technology Commons that they had chosen for their work, 
where no large, master screen was available. It was, however, precisely what 
the Technology Commons was designed to enable with its flat panel displays 
and café style tables—except that the students either had not chosen this set-
up or had not arrived in time to secure this section of the commons or one of 
the private collaboration rooms.

Different Expectations about what Productive 
Writing looks like with Mobile Devices

In addition to the differences that uneven material access created for mobiliz-
ing the commons, Owen, Charlotte, and Gabriel struggled to effectively car-
ry out team writing because their expectations about time and productivity 
were in conflict. These conflicts involved different expectations among group 
members about what mediations constitute productive time use, as well as 
conflicts when their own expectations about productivity conflicted with the 
realities of working with co-present people. While Owen and Charlotte both 
were committed deeply to arrangements that included all members together 
in a face-to-face gathering space, other group members either had a difficult 
time making this arrangement work or understood time spent working face-
to-face on a classroom assignment to be a waste of time. For example, Owen 
recounted how the tension that had begun mounting during the work session 
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I observed became explosive during the following week’s face-to-face writing 
meeting: “We were sitting across from each other at computer screens, so we 
were looking over computer screens at each other, and [another group mem-
ber7] was really resistant and kind of really rude.” He explained, “He was pret-
ty against the [idea of] everyone getting together and do the same project all 
at once. He thought it was a big waste of time.” While Gabriel was more “low 
key” (in Charlotte’s words) than the student who actively resisted co-present 
group meetings, he too had issues with spending so much time together in 
one place. Reflecting back on the hours spent in the Technology Commons, 
he laughed and said, “Oh, that was horrible.” For him, the issue was explicitly 
related to all that he was trying to fit into the current semester, which was 
making it nearly impossible for him to engage in a five-to six-hour meeting 
with his group members. He explained that during the “first month of school, 
I was a little more free, but then I accepted an internship.” This internship 
was layered on top of a job, at which he worked fifteen to twenty hours per 
week, and two additional senior-level courses. As all his peers acknowledged, 
Gabriel did his best to align with the group consensus about when and how to 
divide the labor of the group and when to meet in person. And yet he was not 
continually available for touching base. From an outside perspective, it is not 
surprising that other group members at times felt that his work was rushed, 
given his schedule and the resulting reality that he generally completed as-
signments during short breaks between scheduled work or classes.

Expectations about how face-to-face time should be spent were also not 
shared among group members, and this created further challenges. For exam-
ple, Charlotte’s preferred approach to revision was to follow the models given 
by the instructor sentence by sentence and line by line, bringing the structure 
and form of their draft material into alignment with the market analyses their 
instructor had provided. Since they were working on her laptop, she spent 
most of the session typing while comparing their initial drafts with the two 
available models. Owen, for one, found this approach of beginning with mod-
els to be limiting because it overdetermined what was possible for them to say. 
From his point of view, sticking so closely to models was not in the generative 
spirit of what the assignment called for: they were supposed to be inventing a 
business and learning to be creative entrepreneurial thinkers, after all, not fill-
ing in a template. While Owen often brought up philosophical issues related 
to their business plan during the work session I observed, Charlotte reflected 
later that she often interpreted his interjections as slowing down the process: 
smart ideas, but not appropriate for discussion in the few hours before the 

7  This group member was not present during the face-to-face meeting that I observed and 
was not a participant in the research.
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deadline. The pace of working face to face was also slowed down by inevitable 
social detours, mostly involving small talk not directly related to the task. 
The group members clearly liked each other socially and enjoyed spending 
time together, and some members were more comfortable than others with 
including social niceties during their meeting. Social interactions unrelated 
to the content created ways for the group to resolve some of the increasing 
stress, but while the group giggled and bantered easily, their time spent joking 
also removed them from the immediate task, which bothered Charlotte in 
particular and Gabriel to some degree (not to mention the member who did 
not attend the meeting and later asserted that face-to-face meetings were time 
wasters). Both the social conversations and Owen’s creative impulses were 
interpreted by some group members as inappropriate uses of time, given the 
duration they had left themselves for composing the draft before the deadline. 
Although she remained good natured during the work session, Charlotte later 
described feeling an urge to constantly manage the direction of the conversa-
tion to keep it on task.

When I asked Charlotte how she would describe her role in the collabo-
ration, she said that she felt like the team manager. Referring to another team 
member, she remarked, “I was trying to focus him, but at the same time I 
know that I don’t have any real control over him, you know what I mean?” 
She elaborated that she felt like she was the team member who “want[ed] to 
get it done,” while he was the team member who thinks, “I have all these great 
ideas” and wants to talk about them. Notably, Charlotte also perceived the 
role of overseeing the group’s written online coordination to be a gendered 
task, and she remarked that women were often assumed to be responsible for 
this work within team projects in her major.

Conclusion: Collaborating with the 
Places We Move Through
As I stated earlier, the challenges that Dave and the business writing group 
faced were not caused by the designs of the Technology Commons or the 
Gone Wired Café. Certainly, the business writing group lacked a focused ap-
proach for organizing collaboration (e.g., Rebecca Burnett, L. Andrew Cooper, 
and Candice Welhausen’s [2013] seven-term heuristic). And Dave was facing 
challenges in locating a workspace and interacting with locals that stemmed 
from unique personal needs that would never be wholly in line with what a 
neighborhood hangout could offer him. What I want to emphasize, however, 
is the lack of preparation or perceived options writers seemed to have for how 
to effectively collaborate in the hybrid space of the commons, particularly 
when their individual habits for orienting to space and materials had to be-
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come temporarily aligned with conflicting habits from other people. While 
shared social places provided resources that aided teamwork and interaction, 
neither technology nor social places alone led to stronger or better teams or 
more fruitful collaborative endeavors. People need strategies for how to work 
with and among both people and materials in the contemporary commons.

Information commons research bears out the point, for example, that the 
presence of a built environment designed for collaboration is not in itself 
enough to initiate interpersonal encounters within those places, particularly 
among strangers or around particular learning tasks. Users of social com-
mons spaces or labs have positioned those places as “cool, hip space[s] with 
computers” in ways that downplay the potential they offer for collaboration 
and collective gathering (Mirtz, 2010, p. 248). Or, as Mark Bilandzic and Mar-
cus Foth (2014) suggested, a physical environment designed for collaboration 
may not explicitly communicate its purpose to users, who often perceive the 
built environment in light of their own desires rather than for the potential it 
offers. That’s worth saying again: users of shared social places often perceive 
a place in terms of their own desires rather than in terms of the potential 
that it offers. As hybrid space layered becomes a new norm for public places 
(Gordon & de Souza e Silva, 2011), librarians and learning center directors are 
beginning to invest in a range of ambient social media, signage, and connec-
tions among online and offline resources to help create lower barriers to col-
laboration among peers and increase the chances that students will connect 
with resources and library staff.

This is important as research has shown that people spend time in shared 
spaces for reasons that range from focused collaboration to serendipitous en-
counters to the experience of working alone among others (Crook & Mitchell, 
2012). Bilandzic and Foth describe five archetypes of users of flexible social 
space: (1) coworkers who want to be away from distraction; (2) the “what 
can I do here” person, who happens upon a space but does not intuitively 
understand its purpose; (3) the “doesn’t care” user who comes for particular 
technological resources but is not particularly interested in meeting others; 
(4) the “learning freak,” who is interested in interacting because she wants to 
learn; and (5) the “I wanna share” user who has expertise in very particular 
domains and would like to meet with others to discuss these particular inter-
ests only (2014). These diversities of interest and spatial uptake layer with the 
differences that emerge from experiences and perceptions about space that 
come from users’ race, class, sexuality, gender, and ability.

Looking forward, the biggest challenge for the interactivity of social gath-
ering places is not the lack of contact experienced within them. With a move 
from public space to commons space as a controlling metaphor for how so-
cially rich gathering places support composing practice, working through 
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how shared places intersect with individual goals requires new ways of think-
ing, acting, coordinating, and assembling for which many participants in this 
study were unprepared. If the commons is to remain fruitful, individuals will 
need to see shared social places not only in terms of their own interests but 
in dialogue with a stewardship that places their own needs and interests in 
dialogue with others’, aware of differential access to materials as well as di-
verse viewpoints about time and productively. The following chapter builds 
on this theme of individuation in order to offer a framework for more closely 
analyzing how users of networked mobile technologies take up resources of 
the commons in everyday practice.
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#
 Chapter 3: Orienting to 

the Mobile Surround

[A] nonrepresentational approach describes literacy activ-
ity as not projected toward some textual end point, but as 
living its life in the ongoing present, forming relations and 
connections across signs, objects, and bodies in often unex-
pected ways.

–Kevin Leander and Gail Boldt, 2013, p. 28

Imagine what you perceive as surroundings when you compose with a net-
worked mobile technology like a laptop computer. You might sense a screen on 
your device. You might be vaguely aware of the backdrop of a wall or other hori-
zon. If you are sitting, a table or other surface might collect objects that partici-
pate in your composing process: a cup of coffee, a stack of papers, books, food. 
Likely, you also sense things that have nothing to do with your writing. For 
example, when revising this chapter at a local Starbucks in Durham, a fellow 
patron brought in a two-foot-tall 1970s tape deck to restore at the table beside 
me. I couldn’t help but turn toward what he was doing. He was using a strong 
cleaning fluid that smelled like alcohol and, as he told me later, was removing 
layers of musty cigarette smoke to try to make the technology functional again. 
People use shared places for pretty much every activity that matters to their 
lives, and this means that unpredictable and unrelated materials can shape the 
choices we make when composing with networked mobile devices. In this case, 
while I enjoyed talking to my fellow patron about his hobby, I had a hard time 
focusing on my writing once the tape deck restoration was underway. I wanted 
to ask more questions. I also had a difficult time ignoring the smell.

Materials like these, even when unusual, are somewhat easy to identify as 
participants in a composing session. But, what about all of the materials that 
are less easy to see. If you take into account the invisible infrastructures that 
impact composing, you would have to think about all that lies below the tip 
of the iceberg: the cultural, social, economic, and technological networks that 
extend across time and space to influence your movements. You’d also have 
to think about your own prior experiences as a writer and technology user 
and how these experiences travel with you into the places where you use your 
laptop. The surroundings that shape networked mobile composing extend 
broadly and deeply across the page, the building, the city, the social sphere, 
and the networked space of the internet.
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Chapter 1 introduced transient literacies as negotiations with places, ma-
terials, people, and values that take place during networked mobile compos-
ing practices, and Chapter 2 examined how shared social places function as 
particular kinds of environments with respect to transient literacies by sup-
porting perceived “flexibility” but actually influencing composing process 
through their situatedness. In Chapter 2, I argued that individuals and teams 
often choose common places for mobile writing based on personal desires, 
histories, and expectations but struggle to effectively align their needs with 
what the place affords. This chapter uses an embodied materialist approach to 
dig further into how individuals interact with surroundings when they com-
pose in the transient commons places that collect people and their mobile 
technologies. In this analysis, I emphasize the role of human perception, giv-
en the strong role that experiences of place play in choices around locating 
mobile composing. My argument thus begins by drawing on Sara Ahmed’s 
(2006) concept of orientations and Lucy Suchman’s (2007) ethnomethodolog-
ical approach to human-machine interactions. Taken together, I suggest that 
a focus on orientations and interactions provides a way to understand com-
posing as an ongoing collaboration between writers and surroundings, while 
valuing how movements across places instill a familiarity with materials that 
influences future actions and perceptions of writing. I further offer a four-
part heuristic framework—materials, proximities, interactions, and sequenc-
es—that researchers and instructors can use to refocus attention on how tran-
sient literacies are enacted in real time. Taken together, these four concepts 
offer language for positioning networked, mobile device use as a complex so-
ciotechnical entanglement pushed forward by many materials (Barad, 2007).

After introducing this framework, I return to the question that I posed in 
the opening paragraph: How do we describe the surroundings that matter to 
networked mobile composing? Although there are multiple ways to parse this 
space, the chapter offers two frameworks unique to composing with networked 
mobile devices. First, I discuss three dimensions of materiality engaged during 
mobile composing. Rather than bifurcating physical and virtual space, I argue 
for thinking through the materiality of mobile composing by examining three 
dimensions that cut across physical and information spaces, as well as both ap-
parent materials and invisible infrastructures. Second, I discuss three dimen-
sions of interaction at which mobile composing practices result in the genera-
tion of complex agentive entanglements. My focus on dimensions of interaction 
takes seriously recent critiques of literacy research that locates the ends of lit-
eracy practices only in textual products. Drawing on Barad’s (2007) concept of 
intra-action, I identify interactional spheres that influence and are influenced 
by networked mobile composing. The commons, sociability, and attention are 
three important interactional agencies co-constructed during networked mo-
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bile composing. By offering these frameworks, this chapter takes a step back 
from the challenges identified in Chapter 2 to lay the groundwork for closer 
attention to how and why individuals turn toward particular arrangements of 
information and materials when they compose with laptops.

Orientations as Links Between People and Surroundings
To inform an embodied materialist approach to researching composing, 

I draw from scholarship across disciplinary boundaries that was produced in 
response to problems and questions that are not my own. As Wiebe Bijker 
and John Law (1992) argued, “a model or theory, whatever its form, is a kind 
of statement of priorities: in effect it rests on a bet that for certain purposes 
some phenomena are more important than others” (p. 7). In this project, I 
have foregrounded theories that help me better understand how bodies move 
in relation with materials that they encounter as they cross spaces and times. 
Thus, I have turned to theories that emphasize human bodies as interac-
tive confluences of histories, locations, technologies, cultural identities, and 
memories. Queer and feminist scholars of color have provided particularly 
compelling accounts of meaning-making from and with the body as a com-
plex intersection of discourses and materials (Spillers, 2003; Williams, 1992). 
Theories in the flesh are a useful starting point for understanding bodies as 
active, living, and interactional processes at the cross-sections of people and 
their surroundings.

Theories in the Flesh

The Chicana feminist concept of a theory in the flesh links body, history, and 
cultural location to processes of making meaning. In the introduction to This 
Bridge Called My Back, Cherrie Moraga (1981) described the concept of a the-
ory in the flesh as “one where the physical realities of our lives—our skin col-
or, the land or concrete we grew up on, our sexual longings—all fuse to create 
a politic born out of necessity” (p. 23). What I want to emphasize here is that 
flesh is positioned as an interaction of various “physical realities” that coinflu-
ence a drive to produce meaning. Importantly, theories in the flesh position 
these physical objects of life (e.g., skin color, land) as rhetorical or discursive, 
at the same time that typically rhetorical or discursive elements of life (e.g., 
social locations, desires) become physical, tangible, and material. Thus, by 
allowing for flexibility in what we understand as an influential or agential 
object, theorists in the flesh are able to understand bodies as produced in the 
intersection of multiple influences, as well as to trace this confluence as cen-
tral to the impulse to act, speak, believe, and make meaning.
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Theories in the flesh influenced later post-positivist realist theories of iden-
tity (Alcoff, 2006; Moya, 2002), which emerged in respond to a backlash against 
“identity politics” in the academy and activist circles. Post-positivist realist the-
ory positioned social and cultural relationships that had previously been under-
stood as barriers to individual rationality instead as agentive objects informing 
the experience and existence of bodies, as well as the potential for critical reflec-
tion and creative making. As Paula Moya (2002) explained it, “different social 
categories of a woman’s existence are relevant for the experiences she will have 
and that those experiences will inform her understanding of the world” (p. 50). 
Social categories and identifications were positioned not only as active but also 
tangible, concrete, and identifiable. Importantly, while social relationships, indi-
vidual geographies, and past experiences become “objects” or physical realities 
in these embodied theories, those objects are not assumed to be static. Rather, 
as Moya emphasizes in her reading of Moraga’s work, experiences change over 
time but interpretations of our own experiences also change, affecting how pri-
or experiences and relationships influence actions. Moya illustrates this idea 
through a close reading of the change over time in Moraga’s understanding of 
her own positionality as a light-skinned person of Mexican descent. This act of 
interpreting and re-interpreting the relationships between self and the objects 
of life is key to a theory in the flesh that is distinct from other feminist stand-
point theories (Harding, 1991). Moya draws a distinction, in particular, between 
theories that “seem to imply a self-evident relationship among social location, 
knowledge, and identity” and a theory of the flesh which “explicitly posits that 
relationship as theoretically mediated through the interpretation of experience” 
(2002, p. 50). Working from this idea, the interpretation of one’s own embodied 
experience becomes an object—an active and agentive object—that can be un-
derstood to influence future choices and actions.

Literacy and composing scholars have largely overlooked the usefulness 
of theories in the flesh and post-positivist realists theories for understanding 
composing practices. Chela Sandoval has argued that the academy has of-
ten positioned U.S. Third World Feminist theories as relevant only to issues 
related to the raced experiences of people of color rather than as generative 
frameworks that can help explore more general experiences. These theories 
are relevant to composing in their unique physicalization of lived experiences 
and their positioning of bodies as confluences that are continually becoming 
and also continually interpreted. At the same time, it is important to keep in 
mind that Moraga and Moya are both discussing lived experiences of trau-
ma that emerged from living a raced life in a racist society. These theories 
thus emphasize that interpretation and generation of meaning is not always a 
learned art, but can arise from trauma. By focusing on “a politic born out of 
necessity,” Moraga emphasizes that composing sometimes is less a conscious 



63

strategic course of planned action but instead an inevitable, tacit response to 
conditions that meet and cross in individual bodies: a form of “making do.”

Michel De Certeau (1984) in The Practice of Everyday Life described how 
mundane interaction with environments and structures of others’ creation—
cooking, walking, renting—position people as producers of new embodied 
scripts. In De Certeau’s terms, production can happen inevitably, as an op-
positional response to contexts and structures that attempt to structure be-
havior. Interestingly, De Certeau articulated these meaning-generative prac-
tices and tactics in behaviors practiced across a culture such as reading or 
walking. Chicana feminism’s theory in the flesh resists a totalizing descriptive 
meta-discourse. It exists as more overtly “multiple” in terms of voice and sto-
ry than the descriptive mode in which De Certeau operates. A theory in the 
flesh is multiple and situated because it lives in bodies and, by extension, in 
accounts of experience. The advantage of seeing theory as living in bodies and 
accounts of bodies is that the objects that are associated through accounting 
for experience are specific, not generalized. As collections, U.S. Third World 
Feminist works such as This Bridge Called My Back and Making Face, Mak-
ing Soul amass stories that explode easy categorization or identification, and 
Moraga explains that “the theme echoing throughout most of these stories 
is our refusal of the easy explanation to the conditions we live in,” but rather 
to explore the contradictions of experience and to respond to the exigencies 
created by their tensions and confluences (1981, p. 23)

This multiplicity and focus on situatedness helps theory in the flesh to 
remain relevant for a project like the one described in this book, despite how 
the spaces and times differ radically from those that were emphasized in Mor-
aga’s or Moya’s work. These texts offer a theoretical grounding for a phenom-
enological approach that emphasizes the role of both environment and inter-
pretation of prior experience on individual choices and actions. Philosopher 
Robert Sokolowski (2000) describes phenomenology as “the study of human 
experience and of the ways things present themselves to us in and through 
such experience” (p. 2). By using the term phenomenology, I am aligning the-
ories in the flesh with research approaches that emphasize “the activity of 
giving an account, giving a logos, of various phenomena, of the various way 
in which things can appear” (Sokolowski, 2000, p. 13). Phenomenological 
thought explores how the experience of the world, coupled with intense re-
flection and accounting for how that experience appears to us, can be a viable 
methodology for knowledge-making. The central methodology of phenom-
enology has typically been understood as Edumund Husserl’s (1970) “tran-
scendental reduction,” a move to radically reflect on how objects in the world 
are understood and experienced. In traditional approaches, this reduction 
initiates radical reflection that involves understanding a separation between 
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the “natural attitude” of experiencing everyday life and the “phenomenolog-
ical attitude,” which attempts to read that experience as a detached observer 
through a process of “bracketing” or setting aside objects in the world in or-
der to reflect on how they appear and are experienced. For Husserl, this act is 
transcendental because it works through “the motif of inquiring back into the 
ultimate source of all the formations of knowledge, the motif of the knower’s 
reflecting upon himself and his knowing life” (1970, p. 97).

Turning to Orientations

A problem for traditional phenomenological methods, however, is that ex-
periences of individuals are often universalized in order to generalize about 
human nature, movement, and perception in ways that lose the situated 
perspectives that emerge from the accounts of Moraga, Anzaldua, and oth-
er collaborators in the queer and Chicana Feminist collections that I have 
described. Sara Ahmed (2006) confronts this problem in Queer Phenome-
nology, which offers an alternative phenomenological approach that resists 
the impulse to normalize experience. Ahmed used the term orientations to 
describe tendencies built over time and through experience, through which 
bodies relate to space, time, people, and materials. Orientations are important 
because they create ways of “registering the proximity of objects and others,” 
and “shape not only how we inhabit space, but how we apprehend this world 
of shared inhabitance, as well as ‘who’ or ‘what’ we direct energy and attention 
toward” (Ahmed, 2006, p. 3). Orientations, Ahmed suggested, create poten-
tial by influencing how bodies extend into the world, as well as when people 
are liable to feel “at home” or what objects are likely to be within their reach 
(2006, p. 10). Importantly, in Ahmed’s estimation, orientations are never neu-
tral but instead constructed through encounters with cultures, institutions, 
and designs that shape embodied tendencies over time.

Although orientations shape practices, we often experience them as in-
visible or transparent. In composing, we often realize that we have developed 
an orientation when we try to change our habit in some way. Have you ever 
noticed, for example, how difficult it can be to type on a keyboard that is not 
the one that you use routinely? The slight difference in spacing between the 
keys or alternative labelings can be enough to throw off your entire process. 
In her extended example of orientations, Ahmed focuses on sexual orienta-
tion, noting how often normative heterosexual and patriarchal orientations 
are assumed and encoded onto bodies. These normative ways of moving ap-
pear natural until we begin to deconstruct how cultures naturalize particular 
ways of being, which could be otherwise. Importantly, then, Ahmed suggests 
that “the body gets directed in some ways more than others,” which means 
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that bodies become habituated over time into normative associations and 
movements (2006, p. 15). In terms of sexual orientation, bodies are frequently 
socially directed in heterosexual directions: for instance, men are most fre-
quently socialized to understand women rather than other men as sexual ob-
jects. To take on a non-normative orientation—to live queerly—means doing 
active work to build new proximities: to put one’s body into proximity with 
other materials that shift, over time, how we move and what appears to be 
near us. Ahmed’s conception of queering orientations builds on individual 
mindfulness or recognizing one’s tendencies but extends beyond recognition 
into an attempt to actively resist socially naturalized orientations. Orienta-
tions to technologies, place, or materials are never “natural” or “pure” in spite 
of the extent to which they become transparent or seem inevitable. Construc-
tions of tendency always shape how we move through the world, even as we 
continually reconstitute them through new interactions. And those tenden-
cies are socially informed, rather than merely individual preferences.

Ahmed’s concept of orientations, positioned in relationship to the theo-
ries in the flesh, offers a useful way to interrogate how people interact with 
surroundings when they compose. Because I am particularly interested in 
human-environment, human-machine, and human-information orientations 
that shape the circumstances of composing when people interact with their 
surroundings, I focus particularly on bodies in relation to and with technol-
ogies and other nonhuman materials. As I introduced in Chapter 1, Suchman 
emphasized how technology use can be understood as an ongoing production 
that takes place when humans and machines interact in specific circumstanc-
es. Placing Suchman’s interactional theory in dialogue with the phenomeno-
logical theories I have just reviewed, I introduce four terms that can shape 
accounts of how mobile composers collaborate with their surroundings. As 
Figure 3.1 illustrates, my framework for understanding transient literacies in 
action focuses on materials, proximities, interactions, and sequences. In or-
der to further elaborate this framework, let me first introduce a story of com-
posing that can serve as an example for what each term can reveal about how 
bodies and surroundings meet in networked mobile composing.

Kim’s Story and a Framework for Transient Literacies
A masters’ student named Kim8 sat on a burgundy vinyl-covered bench seat 
with her laptop resting on the table in front of her. I observed about an hour of 

8  This chapter draws from a case participant, Kim, who is also discussed in Pigg, 2014b. 
My argument in that chapter uses Kim’s case to argue for the embodied and emplaced charac-
ter of mobile writing. This chapter makes use of Kim’s case to illuminate a method and set of 
vocabulary for establishing how transient literacies are enacted in practice.  
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her study session, which involved attention directed toward the screen, priva-
cy protected with noise-cancelling headphones, and stamina maintained with 
a muffin and coffee that she had just purchased downstairs at the barista sta-
tion. Kim was completing an assignment for a theory course for her degree: 
a reading response that asked her to synthesize and reply to ideas articulated 
in four assigned scholarly readings. To complete this task, Kim was reading 
PDF documents on her laptop, taking notes on them, and using these notes 
to draft a reading response that she would later submit to her instructor and 
classmates. While drafting the response, she also moved fluidly among less 
time-consuming literacy events such as reading emails or checking for up-
dates to her social media accounts. She was occupied by the “page” on which 
she typed (a word processing document positioned at the right side of her 
screen to make room on the left side for the PDF course readings she perused 
simultaneously), as well as the positioning of her body in the room. She sat 
in a particular place within in a particular building located in a particular 
spot within Lansing. Her “page,” her laptop, and her body were also shaped 
by cultures and histories that were not immediately visible to an observer. All 
kinds of actors were involved in Kim’s composing process, becoming relevant 
to how and why she wrote in the ways that she did.

As for what made Kim’s environment unique, the materials interacting with 
and around her (including intangible actors such as values and histories) were 
shaped by needs, desires, and inevitabilities that enabled her literacy practices 
to be physically mobile: taking place across a number of locations in temporary 
bursts of time. When I interviewed Kim, she explained that she would never 
have started using the Gone Wired Café as a workspace if not for her decision 
to purchase a laptop computer. As she explained, “Before I had the laptop, I had 
a desktop, so if I was writing, I had to be at home, I had to be at my desk. And 
I had to be, you know, in that space, which was a lot different. Using a laptop, 
I can take it anywhere” (Pigg, 2014b, p. 259). While the idea that purchasing a 
laptop would require an individual to decide where to write might seem like an 
obvious point, Kim described that her newfound mobility also had immediate 
effects on how and when composing took place and what kinds of materials 
were involved. For example, she generally only used digital reading materials 
because, without weight and mass, they were easier to haul around on the move. 
Furthermore, she only took digital notes and annotations for similar reasons: 
she was likely to have faster access to online annotations via her laptop. Since 
she did not read print copies, the digital notes she took shaped her eventual 
draft. Building upon materials such as her laptop, the PDF readings, and these 
notes, she developed and practiced habits that massaged elements of the mobile 
environment into a coalition. The materials interacted as participants in her 
process and sometimes her written product, as well.
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Figure 3.1. Tracing transient literacies in action.

Materials: The Resources of Environments

This book refers to participants in mobile composing simply as materials. 
Materials are agential, vital, active participants in composing: participants 
or collaborators in the sense described across a range of recent socially in-
formed materialist theories of composing (Micciche, 2014; Shipka, 2011; 
Wysocki, 2004). The term allows researchers and educators to position these 
influences on composing as participants, rather than inert objects in service 
of a human subject who puts them to use. To draw on Suchman’s language, 
one advantage of situated action studies is that they enable researchers to 
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“identif[y] the resources by which the inevitable uncertainty is managed” 
in a given case (2007, p. 86). I have chosen the term “materials” here as op-
posed to “resources” in order to reflect the sense in which these actors exert 
their own influence on unfolding scenes, rather than being taken up inertly 
in service of human interests. As the previous chapter established, using 
mobile networked devices for composing is always associated with attempts 
to manage uncertainty and impose temporary stability to flux. Composing 
processes in mobile frameworks involve decisions that could be carried out 
in a number of different ways. For example, when a classroom assignment 
is relayed to a student, there is typically no predetermined method nor pre-
ordained set of materials to follow to complete the task (even if the course 
has an expected genre format). The materials that (or who) become invoked 
as participants meaningfully shape composing’s texture and outcomes. For 
example, a student like Kim might have chosen to script her reading re-
sponse in her car during a commute using a voice recognition software that 
would transcribe her talk into text, or she might have chosen to sit with a 
composition notebook at her desk at home and write the reading response 
in one sitting after having read the articles from printouts collected in the 
university library.

But Kim’s particular choice on that Tuesday in Gone Wired was differ-
ent, and her choice to use a laptop in Gone Wired invoked materials that 
needed to be brought into temporary alignment in order for her writing 
process to be effectively accomplished in ways that met her goals. To re-
turn to Kim’s example in more detail, it is relatively simple to categorize 
some of the materials she perceived as relevant to her composing task. For 
example, she discussed the importance of the built environment that sur-
rounded her, such as the booth where she sat, technologies and interfac-
es ranging from her laptop computer to her headphones to the software 
platforms that provided the “page” on which she worked. However, she 
also referenced ephemeral “structuring resources” (Lave, 1988) that shaped 
the act but were less tangible in the scene, such as curricula, organiza-
tional schemes, categorical ontologies (Bowker & Star, 2000), languages 
and symbol systems, “ordering devices” such as plans, scripts, or routines 
(Suchman, 2007); and gestures (Prior, 2010) just to name a few. While no 
tally of materials that participate in literacy practice can be fully complete, 
Figure 3.2 visualizes and categorizes materials that Kim discussed when 
reflecting on her networked mobile composing practices when I observed 
her. As the visualization suggests, Kim invoked materials that included 
feelings, personal routines, and aspects of the room alongside those that 
take on more physical and observable mass: her PDF documents, laptop, 
and phone, for instance.
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Figure 3.2. Selected materials that participated in Kim’s reading response.

For Kim, then, accomplishing the reading response in the Gone Wired 
Café not only depended on access to readings, a software platform that en-
abled her to read the articles, and word processing software where she could 
see the letters that she struck one-by-one on her laptop keyboard. She also 
depended upon values like the perceived expectations of her graduate course, 
which shaped when and how she approached the reading response. For exam-
ple, Kim’s reading response was a weekly activity with a deadline before class 
began once each week: a temporality set in motion by course constraints. As 
in most cases of academic writing that are not timed tests, her instructor had 
assigned a product (“the response”) that had taken on particular genre expec-
tations as the course progressed as a result of feedback from her peer class-
mates and her instructor. Just as important were materialities that emerged 
from her identity and social positioning as a LGBTQ student. These more 
ephemeral issues became active participants shaping how she went about ac-
complishing the task assigned to her.
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Proximities: The Relative Position of Materials

Infrastructures supporting practice are dynamic: they are relative to a user’s 
needs and circumstances as experienced at a given time. To put this another 
way, materials with the potential to become participants in networked mo-
bile composing practice hold relative positions in place and time that bring 
them closer to or farther from potential action. I use the term proximities to 
describe the nearness or distance of materials as they are positioned relative 
to a mobile composer moving across her trajectories of everyday practice. In 
my prior work describing Kim’s case, I highlighted that proximities to rele-
vant materials must be established in order for writing practice to take place 
even when mobile devices appear to enable use anytime and anywhere (Pigg, 
2014b, p. 261). Here, I want to extend this idea by focusing on how social fac-
tors influence human perceptions of what is near or far from us. As Ahmed 
suggests, discursive and material relationships of nearness and distance affect 
whether or not particular materials become collaborators in our composi-
tions. These proximities are not natural, but are continually culturally and 
socially produced. Suchman describes how “questions of location and extent” 
matter more to situated action research than assumptions about how “mac-
ro” structures such as cultural-historical systems or ideologies affect practice 
(2007). As with the role of plans or purposes, this does not mean that cultural 
artifacts or “social facts” are not meaningful to action. Instead, it means that 
materials are not assumed a priori to be active within a given scene as a result 
of a structuring macro-level institution (i.e., a culture, an economic model, 
a technological structure). Situated action research begins with a local scene 
and observed moment with an eye to identifying what materials are active 
and how they have been positioned, rather than assuming agencies that are 
predetermined by a given cultural or social frame.

To give a basic example of proximities that resonated across cases in my 
research, students described the Technology Commons and the Gone Wired 
Café as locations useful to them in relationship to each location’s nearness to or 
distance from how they walked across campus or traveled across the space of 
the city, respectively. To echo Ahmed’s point again, these proximities depend-
ed upon social positioning; people using a wheelchair to navigate a campus 
or a screen-reader to navigate device screens would no doubt experience the 
Technology Commons or the Gone Wired Café in a different proximity to their 
movements across campus space. Students tended to position these locations 
as useful merely because they were available and/or convenient, and we can 
deduce that they met personal requirements for comfort, safety, or emotional 
needs. Students frequently mentioned materials such as power outlets, coffee, 
comfortable chairs, Wi-Fi networks, computers, and software applications as 
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materials that drew them into the center. Business fraternity pledges Tiffany, 
Nicholas, and Nora, for instance, chose the Technology Commons for complet-
ing a digital video production project because it offered iMovie software. While 
their individual work toward the project had taken place using networked mo-
bile devices (i.e., they recorded individual video clips using their cell phones), 
they needed this software in order to bring their individual online work into 
dialogue. Conversely, students I interviewed who rarely worked at the Technol-
ogy Commons explained its challenges in terms of proximity as well, including 
how it positioned them either too near or too far from materials (e.g., often too 
near to other people, or too far from their homes or classrooms).

Table 3.1 illustrates a few proximities that shaped the use of the Technolo-
gy Commons as a workspace. Many students described using the Technology 
Commons because it was centrally located near classes or parking spaces. Lo-
cated in a central position near the student union and university library, the 
Technology Commons was near buildings where classes were conducted, the 
restaurants and food courts housed in the student union, and parking garages 
where many students began and ended their days on campus. Many students 
chose to write in the Technology Commons because it was convenient to lo-
cations they had come from or would need to reach. For example, sophomore 
engineering major Dean noted that he made locational choices “just depending 
on where I am.” Other students described walking to the Technology Com-
mons after a class that had just ended in a nearby building. For example, Luna 
says that where she studies on campus “depends on the time of day” because her 
courses lead her to particular areas of campus. Luna described using the Tech-
nology Commons on a particular schedule: on “Monday, Wednesday, Friday” 
and “usually after my lab class” where she completed homework with a friend. 
The amount of time spent in the space was also shaped by proximity to dead-
lines created by course schedules. For example, Luna described how on those 
particular days she had two hours between her courses and thus spent around 
two hours in the Technology Commons. Students frequently measured time 
spent in the Technology Commons in this way—as filling in openings or “dead 
time” (Perry et al., 2001) created by course and meeting schedules.

Proximities like these recall Nedra Reynolds’ (2004) focus on how spatial 
practices such as dwelling and navigating link people’s habitation and navigation 
to how they make meaning about it. However, race, class, gender, socioeconomic 
status, and ability affect proximities and personal perceptions of which spaces 
are near and which are far. As Ahmed emphasized and scholars such as Ter-
ese G. Monberg (2009) have explored in writing studies, movements accessible 
to composers depend upon the unique confluence of physical realities that are 
manifested in their bodies. Materials appear as accessible or not to composers 
as the result of the meaning that they take on in relation to particular embodi-
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ments, and systematic oppression denies access to materials. Furthermore, the 
kinds of movements that are culturally valued and accessible often vary based on 
race and gender. Gesturing to Luce Irigaray’s reading of the how acts of building 
rest on “the materiality and nurturance of women,” Iris Marion Young recovers 
a lost sense of dwelling as preservation, an activity she associates with building 
a home through the collection and arrangement of particular objects. The pol-
itics of this work happen when cultivation extends beyond making the home a 
“commodified construction of personal achievement and lifestyle” or is enforced 
upon women as an oppressive, normative labor as in De Beauvoir’s descrip-
tions (Young, 1980, p. 132). It becomes a politics when it involves “maintenance” 
through the arrangement and preservation and use of things that give meaning 
to life and that connect past to present and future (Young, 1980).

For mobile composing, not every student owns a laptop computer, and not 
every student finds shared social spaces comfortable or usable. Understand-
ing proximities as having a discursive dimension is important for less tangible 
forms of access as well. As Kathleen Blake Yancey and Teddi Fishman (2009) ar-
gued, mobile composing requires proximity to ephemeral materials such as so-
cial knowledge. As situated action researcher Michael Lynch (1993) described, 
collections of materials, or “equipmental complexes,” become arrangements 
that “provide distinctive phenomenal fields in which organizations of ‘work’ are 
established and exhibited” (p. 123). In the case of transient literacies, how one 
is oriented to space, time, and knowledge plays a distinct role in shaping the 
material arrangements that will ultimately participate in composing practices.

Table 3.1. Proximities that led users to the Technology Commons

Kinds of Proximities Sample Interview Excerpts

Travel Patterns “I usually just park here at garage A or I and I just make my 
way through the campus [and choose the first available place]” 
(Heijin)
“[I choose to study at] whatever I’m closest to.” (Dean)

Social Relations “Sometimes I’ll just study with people who are in different class-
es just for the company” (Luna)
“We were planning to go to the library, but we were already 
there, so we were like let’s just go and find a place to sit. And we 
had to really study for that quiz. So, we were like well, you know, 
let’s just find a place to sit. And we found that place that was 
empty so we just sat there.” (Sophia)
“Tech commons is like a lot more livelier, I guess, so, not too 
quiet . . . I like to go to tech commons when I’m kind of like, 
kind of tired.” (Max)

Daily Schedules “[I go to the Tech Commons] usually after my lab class” (Luna)
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To continue with the example from the Gone Wired Café, positioning 
proximities as meaningful, relative positionings is useful for understanding 
why Kim accesses different materials in the café from Ed, Kathryn, or Dave, 
whom I have discussed over the past two chapters. To draw again on Kim’s 
example, we might start by discussing how her positioning in time and space 
makes the Gone Wired Café a possible workspace. In her interview, Kim de-
tailed how she lives in the neighborhood called the “Eastside” where the café 
was located and passed by it to get to campus. The café literally existed on her 
trajectory across the time and place of the city, as she uniquely knew and ex-
perienced it. Kim also found herself aligned with the cultural vibe of the cof-
fee shop, which emphasized inclusivity for non-gender-conforming bodies. 
Once she entered the shop, Kim’s location upstairs in Gone Wired with head-
phones sitting alone at a booth positioned her so that her laptop computer 
was in her direct line of vision. Comparatively, she was positioned at a relative 
distance to the incessant social traffic to the barista stand, and was unlikely to 
hear the chatter around her thanks to the headphones. As I have discussed in 
detail (Pigg, 2014b), Kim’s proximities to online incoming social information 
were active as well. Instead of putting up barriers to interaction as she did with 
headphones or bodily positioning, Kim invited information from outside her 
immediate goal-orientation to enter her composing scene. Kim had signed up 
for notifications, desktop alerts that let her know immediately when an email 
or Twitter message was posted to one of her accounts. Thus, the word pro-
cessor screen where she was drafting was interrupted repeatedly by incoming 
information that clued her into how her social networks had been updated. 
Although my example focuses most clearly on tangible materials that can be 
directly observed in her surroundings, metaphorical proximities were also in 
play. Across both observable and more hidden aspects of location, proximi-
ties describe why and how certain materials are invoked during the action of 
transient literacies while others are present but remain inactive or disengaged. 
When materials are near, it is more likely that they will participate in interac-
tions, an idea I discuss in the following section.

Interactions: When Materials Meet

While materials are important to action, proximities create the likelihood 
that materials will be transformed, engaged, or mobilized—in short, that they 
will exercise rhetorical capacity. Situated action researchers often used the 
term interaction to refer to what happens when people related with materi-
als in such a way that shaped their future capacity for action. In Suchman’s 
terms, “interaction is a name for the ongoing, contingent coproduction of a 
shared sociomaterial world” (2007, p. 23). Within situated action frameworks, 
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interactions among materials both depend upon and generate temporary 
negotiated alliances that accomplish action. Suchman emphasized that her 
use of the term interaction for situated action theories built on the idea of 
interaction in the physical sciences to mean “reciprocal action or influence” 
but also in the social sciences to mean “communication between persons” 
(2007, p. 34). In this way, interactions among people and technologies im-
plies working toward a “mutual intelligibility or shared understanding” while 
also influencing and being influenced by the other (Suchman, 2007, p. 34). 
To put it another way, interactions generate agencies. In this way, Suchman’s 
older conception of interaction resonates with the more radical co-involve-
ment suggested by Barad’s conception of intra-action, which I will discuss 
in more detail. For her part, Suchman adapted her approach to interaction 
from the sociological research traditions of conversation analysis, but empha-
sized interaction among humans and nonhumans as co-producing agencies 
as various elements of local circumstances factored into action in unexpected 
ways. Because “circumstances of actions are never fully anticipated and are 
continuously changing,” Suchman argued, plans act in concert with what we 
encounter in particular places and times (2007, p.26). From the perspective of 
situated action research, action could always have been otherwise, as ongoing 
adaptations, transformations, and negotiations shape the texture of everyday 
practice (Suchman, 2007).

Similar frameworks have been useful for translingual literacy studies, 
focusing on the mobility and mutability of language. For example, Suresh 
Canagarajah’s (2013) approach to translingual practice focuses on how lan-
guaging practices depend upon a complex interplay among resources and 
their mobilization. In his terms, “The process of communication also reflex-
ively alters context, changing the terms of engagement and meaning. The 
meanings and forms that are thus created are situational, arising from the 
modes of alignment between participants, objects, and resources in the local 
ecology (2013). Illustrating this orientation, Canagarajah’s study zooms in to 
focus on how what he describes in this quotation as “modes of alignment” are 
achieved in diverse language use scenarios. For example, Canagarajah traces 
how a group of migrant students use strategies and resources from their sur-
roundings to come to an understanding of others’ codes, which often differ 
from their own and thus cannot be predetermined (2013).

To turn back to Kim’s reading response, interactions with participating 
materials in literacy happened constantly—so quickly that it is difficult to 
keep track of them. Through video recording, I was able to trace many of these 
interactions, making it possible to discuss forgotten, ephemeral, or fast-paced 
movements as they unfolded in contingent circumstances. As Pam Takay-
oshi (2016) described, the micro-level practices of digitally mediated com-
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posing are difficult to account for retrospectively. In Kim’s case, as she worked 
through various stages of composing the reading response (and attending to 
other smaller literacy tasks), a range of interactions became pieced together as 
the response slowly developed. Tracing these interactions at a granular level 
enabled me to pay attention to experiences with technologies and surround-
ings that were tacit and would be difficult to recall in a retrospective account. 
For example, during this session, Kim’s interactions with social software were 
so fast paced and threaded through interactions with her word processing 
software that it would have been easy for her to forget how much of her com-
posing time they comprised. As I described in the previous section, she often 
checked Twitter or Gmail as a result of receiving an on-screen text alert. As 
a result, these interactions with social media became braided through her 
interactions with the word processor page. I want to note here that, much 
like Suchman, my framework emphasizes interactions between humans and 
machines and explores composing through the lens of embodied encounters 
with materials. I have purposefully centered human bodies in this framework 
in order to better understand the bodily perspective from which an individ-
ual’s composing practice takes place. However, it would be possible, and in-
deed is necessary, to think about how materials interact with other materials 
in a composing scene separate from the involvement of human bodies. This 
is a limitation to which my current framework cannot speak, and one that I 
trust other scholars working from materialist frameworks are also exploring 
through frameworks such as Thomas Rickert’s (2013) ambient rhetoric.

Sequences: How Materials Interact Across Time

Situated action studies typically represent interactions that unfold during an 
observation of a bounded moment in time, and these interactions are de-
scribed as a series of events (Lynch, 1999). Tracing interactions, then, not only 
illustrates how materials participate in action but also how they are arranged 
into meaningful sequences. Paying attention to sequences of interactions 
can illustrate how trajectories of action take temporal shape as a result of the 
unique circumstances of being in a given place in time responding to what 
has happened before. In Kim’s case, for example, we could begin to look at 
whether and how the interaction of the on-screen text alert was or was not 
likely to influence her to stop composing in her word processing document 
and to check her email or social media. From there, we could trace wheth-
er and how this movement created challenges or new opportunities for the 
reading response she was drafting at the time. When read as linked together 
in sequences across time and materials, tracing interactions provides a way to 
ask new questions about how materials play an agentive role in composing.
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This way of thinking about composing is unusual, but similar techniques 
have been used to understand embodied action in different domains. As 
ethnomethodological scholar John Hindmarsh (2009) pointed out, nine-
teenth-century physiologist Etienne-Jules Marey used chronologically se-
quenced photographs of human and animal movements to understand how 
activities like walking, running, jumping, or pole vaulting took place in real 
time. By capturing a series of snapshots that visualized and sequenced the 
relative positioning of bodies over a time scale, Marey parsed out how small 
movements compiled to form a way of operating that would nearly invisible 
while people were in active motion. Most of us do not stop to think about the 
positions that our bodies inhabit between where we begin and where we end 
an action, and attending to practices as sequences with duration enable a view 
on practice that is difficult to have while in process. Of course, literacy-in-ac-
tion is not precisely the same kind of action as walking or pole vaulting, in 
spite of the similarities that Michel De Certeau has described. Furthermore, 
sociologists such as Paul Atkinson (1988) have argued that privileging se-
quences has led ethnomethodologically informed research to problematically 
assume all action is ordered rather than chaotic.

Figure 3.3. Example of Marey’s embodied sequences.

Composing research tracing sequences of practices have typically focused 
on cognitive processes of expert writers with the goal of describing normative 
sequences of thinking (Flower & Hayes, 1981); however, the use of sequences 
that I am calling for is different. Rather than generalizing example sequences 
into normative models to describe what we should do when we write, I am 
calling for sequences as a tool for understanding the complex interactions 
that take place during situated moments of practice. More than anything, I 
understand tracing sequences as a useful tool in the repertoire of researchers 
and instructors who want to have conversations with people about the precise 
impact of materials such as technologies and elements of environments on 
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their composing. In specific contexts (informed by histories, cultural mem-
bers, and other knowledge held in active bodies), tracing sequences of inter-
action offers a means for understanding how environments and embodiments 
intersect, and as a result, how composing conditions and processes blur. Se-
quences of interaction can illustrate when and how materials are mobilized 
and how they temporarily stabilize embodied, emplaced literacy processes: 
giving texture to composing process that we usually overlook or marginalize.

Dimensions of Materiality: The Spheres 
that Affect Composing
In the prior paragraphs, I have introduced an embodied materialist frame-
work that can offer ways to shape accounts of composing practice, focused in 
particular on human-material interactions. Now I want to return to the ques-
tion of how accounts produced through this framework can inform how we 
understand the surroundings that shape composing with mobile networked 
devices. When people like Kim read and write with laptops in places like the 
Gone Wired Café, materials emerge from different discursive positions rel-
ative to participants’ values, capacities, and social positionings. One way to 
describe the surroundings of networked mobile composing is to focus on how 
these materials relate to the goals of composing that writers bring to their 
use of laptops and other mobile technologies. Understanding how different 
dimensions of materiality intersect when we write with networked mobile 
devices in shared social settings can help writers, educators, and researchers 
anticipate potentially divergent participants that composers must attempt to 
reconcile through the embodied action of composing.

To explain further, I have already discussed how prior research explores 
how participants in a composing process emerge from environments that sur-
round individuals, as well as more hidden dimensions of infrastructure. Take, 
for example, Danielle DeVoss, Ellen Cushman, and Jeff Grabill’s (2005) dis-
cussion of how the materiality of infrastructures affected a multimodal com-
posing course. While creating short multimedia videos in Cushman’s class, 
students’ and instructors’ plans were constrained by the classroom around 
them, the expectation of IT professionals at their university, and students’ 
own choices and preferences. When mobile technologies are used for a com-
posing task, they invite further complexities. Composing’s materials are as-
sembled from across divergent environments or domains, and the immediate 
surroundings in which mobile devices are used often do not harmoniously 
gather materials that are conducive to completing writing tasks. Jason Swarts 
(2007a) highlighted this issue while researching the integration of PDA de-



78

vices in veterinary students’ learning practices. When using a mobile device 
while making rounds, students did not operate in the immediate vicinity 
of all information that they needed to usefully interpret available texts that 
guided their practice. Because information was not assembled in a way that 
formed intuitive context, Swarts suggested that these students operated more 
in “non-places” (Augé, 1995) than in coherent places. Based on his analysis, 
Swarts argued that “mobile technologies short-circuit locative assumptions 
and transfer more of the burden of interpretation back to readers and other 
resources in their environment” (2007a, p. 280). Transient writers are often 
responsible for making their environments, so to speak, because the places in 
which they compose are not already prepared for them.

Figure 3.4. Three dimensions of materiality.

To return again to Kim, the physical surroundings in Gone Wired were 
not designed explicitly to support composing an academic paper. In order for 
Gone Wired to become an effective workplace for this task, Kim needed to 
bridge several gaps. In this case, she used materials such as her laptop (and the 
range of materials to which it enables access), her own knowledge, and other 
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personal technologies as participants that mediated this issue. Closely ana-
lyzing Kim’s and others’ composing processes in places like the Gone Wired 
Café, relevant materials emerged from at least three dimensions of their sur-
roundings that intersect physical and information space, which are visualized 
in Figure 3.4:

1. the production setting or the immediate surroundings,
2. the circulation setting or the context related to a composing purpose 

and audience, and
3. the personal setting or repertoire, or the individual composer’s tech-

nologies, habits, practices, and social positions.

When students compose with mobile devices, they take up materials from 
across these dimensions, which are already complex in themselves. Notably, 
these dimensions suggest that we need to be thinking in more complex terms 
than just the bridging of “physical” and “virtual” spaces during the action 
of mobile composing. Each dimension involves materialities and virtualities 
that emerge from across the multiple dimensions of hybrid space.

Production Settings

The first dimension of materiality important to composing with mobile net-
worked devices is the production setting or immediate surroundings that em-
place composing, inviting interactions with the tangible locale. Production 
settings always involve complex histories, cultures, and social meanings that 
are taken up as tangible materials shaping process. For example, as I have al-
ready described, Kim’s booth created an inscription surface on which to place 
her laptop, as well as a barrier creating space between her body and others 
located around her. Although these tangible materials participated in how 
she was positioned, the values of privacy assumed in the café also allowed 
her to focus her attention almost completely on her screen without offending 
others around her. As I discussed in Chapter 2, this space was also accessible 
to her because of the history and redevelopment of historical buildings in the 
district where the café was located. Food, drink, and power outlets became 
different forms of sustenance, and their availability was uniquely tied to place. 
There were norms and economic expectations associated with the place that 
mattered as well (i.e., if you occupy a table, you should buy something).

Circulation Settings

Second, composing with networked mobile devices always engages a di-
mension of materiality related to an audience or domain where an eventual 
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composition will circulate. The dimension of materiality described by the cir-
culation setting refers to the discourse communities or networks that exert 
powerful influences on composing through issues such as genre conventions, 
appropriate style, and delivery media. When transient literacies are practiced, 
circulation settings are often distinct from production settings, so materials 
from across them need to be reconciled. For Kim’s reading response, mate-
rials from her theory course actively participated in how her processes took 
shape as a sequence of interactions. For example, the curricular expectations 
and timescales in place as norms of the class environment were central to 
Kim’s process. She was writing on that day because the deadline for the course 
followed soon after: all students in class were required to submit a written re-
sponse to readings two days before class so that other course members could 
read them to prepare for discussion. She was able to write in the café to meet 
this deadline because she had portable PDF journal articles and book chap-
ters assigned as part of the course. The expectations and curricular organiza-
tion of the class, then, became important materials shaping her choices and 
processes.

Personal Settings

Finally, a third dimension of materiality invoked in transient literacies are 
personal settings, or the repertoires associated with literacy habits and prac-
tices. Individuals bring technologies, organizing schemas, dispositions, and 
other relevant materials with them into their mobile workspaces, and these 
materials interact with those that emerge from both production and circula-
tion settings. Although “personal,” these repertoires include knowledges and 
gestures shaped by prior experiences, connections to cultures, social norms 
and constructions, land, economic positionings, built environments, and 
technological systems (Haas & Witte, 2001; Sauer, 2003; Spinuzzi, 2003). In-
dividuals’ idiosyncratic technologies, habits, and ways of organizing can run 
counter to or align easily with materials emerging from production and cir-
culation settings. Imagine, for example, how time use habits associated with 
constantly checking one’s social media accounts intersect with the expecta-
tions of time use associated with the deadlines of a course schedule. Imag-
ine then reconciling both of these structuring materials with the rhythms of 
time-use encouraged by a coffeehouse setting, where the norm is to sit in a 
particular location with a cup of coffee for a finite amount of time. The forms 
of practical knowledge that I have called transient literacies involve assem-
bling together materials from across these dimensions.

For an example of a particularly relevant material from her personal rep-
ertoire, Kim’s process took place in the café, drawing on her course materi-
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als, and what she referred to as “her workflow” (Pigg, 2014b). This workflow 
used a number of personal materials—including devices like phones, laptops, 
and social media sites—to bridge gaps among production and circulation di-
mensions. Kim generally began writing by invoking a cognitive and embod-
ied blueprint for how she imagined she would spend her time; in Suchman’s 
terms, this plan became a relevant resource contributing to how her compos-
ing session would take place. What Kim called her “workflow” began with 
checking her social media feeds and interpersonal communication channels 
before settling into more focused tasks. At a more granular level, Kim’s work-
flow for the reading response was ordered purposefully: “so the readings, and 
then the notes, and then the reading response.” Specifically, she opened each 
PDF document one by one in the left-hand side of her screen. While reading 
the article, she took notes by transcribing or cutting and pasting text directly 
from the PDF into a new Microsoft Word document entitled “Notes” and 
marked the page number from where she took each direct quotation. After 
composing one notes document that contained the material she found most 
important from all four readings, Kim moved the notes document to the left-
hand side of her screen and opened a new Word document on the right. Into 
this document, which would later become her response, she cut and pasted 
information from the notes document that she wanted to address (quotation 
marks around all cited material) and began to “compose around” this infor-
mation. While Kim’s response text began by looking like patches of others’ 
quotations, she eventually cut bulky quotations, added elaborations and com-
mentary, and synthesized across multiple readings until there were no traces 
that indicated she had used this technique.

Dimensions of Interaction: Agencies and 
Productions Beyond the Text
While it is useful to think about mobile networked surroundings by focusing 
on the kinds of materials that participate in goal-oriented production of texts 
or other artifacts, recent mobile literacies scholarship argues that texts and 
goals do not alone determine the shape of mobile literacy activity. Leander 
and Boldt (2012) emphasize this point in their critique of design pedagogies. 
They argue for a conception of literacy that does not imagine it as “projected 
toward some textual end point, but as living its life in the ongoing present, 
forming relations and connections across, signs, objects, and bodies in of-
ten unexpected ways” (p. 26). This way of thinking about literacy is consis-
tent with the research approach that I have described thus far, and it opens 
the door for researchers and instructors to think about the different kinds of 
productions beyond text that are generated during mobile composing. I have 
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come to think of mobile composing practices as generating not only texts but 
also dimensions of interaction.

I use the term dimensions of interaction to name a way to take serious-
ly how networked mobile composing practices entangle materials in ways 
that reinvent individuals’ own habits and identities as well as shape the social 
contexts in which action takes place. While Suchman’s concept of interaction 
remains helpful to thinking through this issue, Barad’s use of the terms in-
tra-action and engagement can extend Suchman’s focus on mutual influence 
in order to better understand the new inventions generated when materials 
meet in everyday practices. Barad offers a complex way of thinking about 
matter as both always materially and discursively meaningful, as people who 
use networked mobile devices “intra-act with the matter of their worlds in 
ways in which they are transformed by matter and vice versa” (Jackson & 
Mazzei, 2012, p. 125). Composing continually co-constructs both subjectivity 
and context, supporting a reinventing of oneself and the world. By focusing 
on dimensions of interaction, I intend to name a few slices of context that 
we can understand to be reproduced through networked mobile device use 
and that provide examples of how interactions participate in the “ongoing, 
contingent coproduction of a shared sociomaterial world” (Suchman, 2007, 
p. 23). Based on fieldwork, this book focuses on two contexts for/productions 
of networked mobile composing that are central to the experience of shared 
social space in commons places: interpersonal sociability and attention. As I 
will describe in the following sections, the influence of and production of 
each dimension entangles materials from across production, circulation, and 
personal settings.

Sociability

Sociability, a term I’m using to refer to interpersonal social atmosphere, is a 
dimension of interaction both invoked and composed with and in the pres-
ence of networked mobile technologies. Composing always involves inter-
personal interactions, although this might not be obvious when looking at 
a lone individual sitting in a public place with a laptop. The social potential 
of mobile environments is mediated across platforms (i.e., face-to-face, on-
line, phone lines) as well as across synchronous and asynchronous timescales. 
As a result, as Chapter 2 suggests, the sociability that matters to composing 
might differ from the ideal forms of social contact expected and cultivated 
in public places. For example, when composing with mobile devices, peo-
ple often interact with others through multiple textual forms including text 
messages, blog and social media replies, and instant message communication. 
The people with whom they interact can be associated with the production, 
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circulation, and personal material dimensions of their composing, even when 
those interactions have nothing to do with the production of a given text. As 
a result, composing often blurs the boundaries of social domains and calls on 
people to reconcile social connections from their immediate surroundings, 
personal life, and work or school life. Sometimes these interactions are invit-
ed and centrally important to accomplishing a given literacy task: for exam-
ple, receiving a peer review or consulting a text message that responds to an 
idea. Other times, as the cases I have discussed imply, social interactions that 
become part of composing processes are not easily integrated or aligned with 
our composing purposes or tasks.

Kim, for example, interacts with a range of other people who I describe 
more clearly in Chapter 4 as audiences, collaborators, and eventual influenc-
ers. Some of these people are directly related to the course context; however, 
Kim also threads interactions with different social media outlets through her 
workflow and accesses social contacts that are unrelated to her immediate 
task. The text alerts that I previously mentioned, which keep her updated 
about her social media feeds, are necessary from her perspective for staying 
informed about issues and people that matter to her. Of course, these social 
interactions are not always easily reconciled with interactions that are more 
directly task-related, including the online internet research that Kim accesses 
through Wikipedia. Reflecting on the role that the internet played in her work 
session, Kim said it’s “multifaceted. It’s a distraction, it’s a resource.” For exam-
ple, she commended Wikipedia for providing important collective informa-
tion but understood that introducing it into her work session also brought the 
lure of other places: “I can go look it up and find out more about this writer or 
this movement or whatever it is that I think I need to know about. But at the 
same time, when I open up Firefox, all those other tabs are there too. So it’s 
not just a resource, it’s a resource that I then use to distract myself.” Although 
Kim largely relegated the in-person social potential of Gone Wired to the 
background (i.e., she did not interact with others face-to-face), she struggled 
at times to bring together interactions from personal and circulation settings.

Sociability has already become the subject of debates about the effects of 
mobile device use on contemporary student reading, writing, and learning. 
As I discussed in the prior chapter focused on the changing nature of shared 
social places, students who use phones and laptops in public frequently are 
assumed to be socially isolated. It is important that students develop means 
for accessing people who can provide feedback; texts that reveal shared infor-
mation; and even search engines, online encyclopedias, blog pages, and other 
wired locations that hold collective knowledge. However, the steps that lead 
toward interactions with these kinds of materials, including those completely 
unrelated to a given task (e.g., a Facebook messenger conversation) and those 
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partially or fully related (e.g., co-present friends), often bring proximity to 
social potential that may not align well with the task at hand. As a result, 
cultivating the sociability around composing is central to successful academ-
ic, workplace, and community writing. By more closely analyzing how so-
ciability is constructed in mobile composing situations, educators have the 
opportunity to better understand how students negotiate the often-dissonant 
social contexts that intersect as they cultivate proximity on the one hand to 
“enablers” of their literacies and on the other to the range of social poten-
tial surrounding them. This sociability also has implications for the role and 
function of shared social places, which I have already positioned as a com-
mons where people access shared resources.

Attention

Finally, when students compose with mobile devices, their process depends 
upon and generates attention, or a changing state in which some materials 
appear salient to a writer and others fade into the background. An individual’s 
attentive horizon orients her to materials perceptible and accessible for liter-
acy practice at any given time, and attention describes how a writer assigns 
prominence to those materials in ways that bring them into composing’s ac-
tion. As I describe in Chapter 5, this way of thinking about attention assumes 
it as an ongoing production or invention: something composed. Positioning 
attention in this way opens it up to analysis, enabling us to understand it as a 
performance created in collaboration with places, technologies, and personal 
memory systems and habits. In this way, attention is always a production of 
mobile composing, and it is entangled with the burgeoning online informa-
tion and densely connected interpersonal networks mobile composers bring 
from their personal repertoires.

When literacy activities are supported by mobile devices, materials that 
emerge from production, circulation, and personal settings often are not eas-
ily reconciled in writers’ attention. For instance, Kim described how working 
at home was difficult because materials present in her home space weighed so 
heavily on her focus that it was difficult to ignore them. In her words, “There 
are certain things that I can’t do at home because I get distracted. So the TV’s 
at home, my dog’s at home, all these things sort of either need my attention 
or demand, in some way, my attention. Here I can put my headphones on and 
be in this world.” At the same time, Gone Wired accommodated her body 
and mobile technologies (i.e., providing Wi-Fi and power outlets that would 
allow her to use her laptop) in ways that aligned with her preferences for how 
to do things. Her routines, available technologies, and course assignments 
aligned with what was available to her in the Gone Wired Café in ways that 



85

created workable assemblies. And yet as I have already suggested, using her 
laptop in Gone Wired also introduced new materials that pulled at her atten-
tion and created the need for other kinds of negotiations in her composing 
process. For example, she often ignored people who sat around her in the café, 
even though she appreciated their presence and was attuned to many of their 
movements and actions. Attention is not always so neatly maintained, as Kim 
suggests when discussing her struggles with attention in production settings 
that offer different kinds of resources. Attention is often described as a cen-
tral problem of contemporary university students, and so this dimension has 
already become an important point of tension and contention taken up and 
debated by instructors, employers, and public intellectuals.

Conclusion: New Focal Points
People who set up shop with laptops, smartphones, earbuds, and the social 
configurations that abound in coffeehouses, cafés and other similar locations 
give many reasons for being there (Sayers, 2009). Some need a place to sit 
between scheduled meetings, some need space to support collaborations on 
a “neutral ground,” some desire access to technological infrastructure that 
they do not have in their homes, and some want to get away from people, 
pets, or objects who are difficult to ignore when in their presence. In a sense, 
mobile surroundings are stable: their locations can be located on a map. How-
ever, they are also shaped by situations of the moment: deadlines that are 
approaching, the groups and individuals who happen to be around, the level 
of charge available on a laptop. The time/space of composing in these places, 
then, is always an experience of transience, an impermanent event shaped by 
conflicting forces. Furthermore, the “integrative” quality of mobile technol-
ogies and online social platforms (Levinson, 2006) that are common to con-
temporary writers blur boundaries across domain categories that researchers 
typically use to differentiate lifespheres for communication practice (e.g., per-
sonal, professional, academic, civic). This chapter has positioned networked 
mobile composing as a performance that engages the potential force of mate-
rials, while forging relations that produce new social spaces.

Attention and sociability represent new focal points for what matters to 
composing and provide frames for further exploring how mobile networked 
composing is experienced. These dimensions depend upon one another, as 
well. As Kim’s example in this chapter illustrates, cultivating attention depends 
on managing sociability using shared materials available in the commons. 
The social atmosphere of a place likewise depends upon how shared materials 
are taken up and how attention is distributed. Both of these dimensions of 
interaction furthermore shape the shared social locations that I have identi-
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fied as a commons for mobile composing: how attention is paid and the de-
veloping norms of sociability within places can affect how composers access 
shared knowledge. Although these dimensions are intertwined, the following 
two chapters take them up separately to continue tracing how intersecting 
dimensions of materiality create challenges and complexities for networked 
mobile composers, while responding to ongoing debates about how students 
use mobile devices in daily life.
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# Chapter 4: Composing 
Social Potential: 
Ambient Sociability and 
Mediated Contact

What is the place of those who are physically present and 
have their attention on the absent? At a café a block from my 
home, almost everyone is on a computer or smartphone as 
they drink their coffee. These people are not my friends, yet 
somehow I miss their presence.

–Sherry Turkle, 2011, p. 156

For the past several years, social psychologist and new-media theorist Sherry 
Turkle (2011) has noted a link among computing and social isolation that has 
grown into a common refrain. In the epigraph above, Turkle reflects on this 
connection in the context of a neighborhood café much like Gone Wired and 
the Technology Commons. Scanning the room she shares with other peo-
ple and their technologies, Turkle interprets café-goers’ use of laptops and 
smartphones as a lack of “presence.” She imagines, in turn, that individuals 
like those she describes are spending time “alone together,” a phrase now fre-
quently circulated in the scholarship of humanist critics of public space as 
well as technical and professional communication researchers (Büscher 2014; 
Ellis, 2002; Spinuzzi, 2012 & 2015). Elsewhere in her popular text, Turkle uses 
a different metaphor to describe the social tendencies that surround net-
worked mobile device use. She describes digital natives as “tethered”: bound 
to connections they access through mobile technologies and their networked, 
digital reserves. Although critical of the generation’s device fetishes, Turkle 
explains that the situation is complicated. Being tethered means keeping close 
ties like the one that enables her to converse in real-time with her college-aged 
daughter studying continents away; however, it also conjures images of re-
straint and lack of control. For Turkle, tethered people are “marked absent” 
from physical social surrounds when committed to mobile screens (2011, p. 
155). To be absent in this way, for Turkle, is a tragedy for communities as well 
as for individual emotional wellbeing, which relies upon authentic relations 
with people around us.

Turkle’s remarks highlight the complicated ways that mixed-use, shared so-
cial spaces initiate contact among people who might not otherwise meet, while 
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also reinforcing relationships that are close relationally but far-flung spatially: 
best friends, family members, significant others. These social overlaps must be 
negotiated through ongoing orientations toward and away from people and 
other objects. To use language that I have introduced throughout the book 
so far, Turkle laments how orientations toward digital reserves can represent 
orientations away from people sharing a place such as a café. She perceives the 
tendency to orient toward digital reserves in public places as abnormal, a de-
viation from healthy social behavior. In this way, Turkle suggests an unspoken 
norm: that people located in proximity to one another should first and fore-
most be oriented toward one another, and only after that spatial immediacy is 
achieved, establish geographically dispersed or remote connections.

I have focused on Turkle’s example to open this chapter because her work 
has become well known in both public and academic circles, but the senti-
ment that she expresses is common. The perception that mobile device users 
should connect first with physically co-present people and secondarily with 
distant relations is a perceived norm worth further discussion as it intersects 
with how we interact in social environments that shape our mobile compos-
ing. While writing scholars have long argued that composing practices are 
affected by interpersonal contact, this chapter argues that networked devices 
necessitate a closer look at how we collaborate with social actors to compose 
the social environments that surround us, as well as how writers navigate the 
social potential that intersects when they use mobile technologies. This chap-
ter is an extension and complication of my earlier discussion of commons 
spaces in Chapter 2. Positioning the social contexts of networked mobile 
device use only in terms of negative divergences can lead educators and re-
searchers to misunderstand or stereotype mobile composers. As a result, the 
generation who has grown up with mobile, networked technologies is often 
generalized not only as the most distracted generation but also the loneliest 
one, charged with “attempt[ing] to substitute real relationships with online 
relationships” (Beaton, 2017, para. 13, emphasis mine).

To better understand how interpersonal contact intersects with the mobile 
surroundings of transient literacies, this chapter takes a closer look at mo-
ments of literacy practice that could easily be labeled as nonpresence or so-
cial isolation. By taking a granular lens to interpersonal interactions in these 
scenes, it is possible to see how individuals enact social proximities and social 
distancing that challenge traditional norms of public interaction as well as 
traditional understandings about how the forms of social interaction most 
valuable to writers should be mediated. At times, these new social arrange-
ments develop as a result of a search for privacy. As I have introduced through 
the examples of Ed and Kathryn in Chapter 1 and Dave in Chapter 2, finding 
a place to write is a challenge for many of us even if we have dedicated of-
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fice spaces. We seek places like cafés and coffeehouses to serve as what Kate 
Zabrowski and Nathaniel Rivers called “an oasis for weary travelers” (2015). 
These places offer moments away from the everyday social interactions that 
we want to have but that make it difficult to focus on text: conversations with 
our families, our colleagues, our friends, our pets. When sitting down in a 
coffee shop for composing, some of us do not intend to interact very much 
with those around us: we’ve come here to get things done while we can! How-
ever, even when writers are not actively seeking to distance themselves from 
those around them, people who write with networked mobile technologies 
are likely to end up facing surroundings that are saturated with people but 
that also invite impromptu interactions through incoming emails, text mes-
sages, and social media posts. The experience of dwelling among people while 
“marked absent” from them is central to composing in shared social places.

In order to draw out questions and challenges related to the intersections 
of transient literacies and sociability, the chapter first discusses the practical 
interactions through which social influences on composing were accessed and 
performed in my study. Next, the chapter turns to stories from research in the 
Technology Commons. By reading these stories through the concepts of ma-
terials and interactions introduced in Chapter 3, I describe how interactions of 
varying intensities across different social platforms are braided into the use of 
networked mobile devices in action, in turn producing unusual social dynam-
ics within commons spaces. As a result, I argue that negotiating the interplay 
among salient social actors and those that fade to the background is central to 
information management practices of transient literacies and that this practice 
is meaningful for establishing connections among people who share commons 
spaces. Living among information not only means deciding how to attend to 
the generative and disruptive potential of physical social presence, but also 
requires negotiating the spontaneous and ephemeral social potential that lives 
in digital reserves, or what I call ambient sociability. Ambient sociability is 
characterized by dispersed potential social connection across physical and 
virtual platforms. Understanding this social atmosphere and its relationship 
to how we compose today complicates a simple reading of the mobile sur-
round as positioning people as “alone,” “together,” or “alone together.” The so-
cial interactions that support literacies proceed along multiple proximities and 
pathways, observable in how networked mobile composing’s action often takes 
place across face-to-face, direct communication, and social media platforms.

Composing, Isolation, and Interactions
The idea that social influences matter to literacy practices is a belief that has so 
infused writing research that it usually no longer needs to be overtly articulat-
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ed: it is often an unstated warrant behind more controversial claims. Because 
this is a longstanding issue, it is worth returning to a context for this develop-
ment in rhetoric and composition studies that predates the current challenges 
of networked mobile technologies. We might recall, for example, Linda Brod-
key’s (1984) famous deconstruction of the modernist writing scene: the vision 
of a writer alone in a garret, closed off from the social world and jailed to the 
confines of language alone. Brodkey argued that the stereotypical vision of the 
writer working alone resulted from associating composition and authorship 
with literary production rather than the realities that accompany more di-
verse purposes for writing practice. For Brodkey, this modernist scene “places 
social life on the other side of writing, that which occurs before or after writ-
ing,” rather than a more generative vision that imagine writers as “social activ-
ists” who are part and parcel of the worlds that surround them (1984, p. 397). 
Marilyn Cooper (1986) offered a similar often-cited deconstruction of the iso-
lated “solitary author,” who “works alone, within the privacy of his own mind” 
before he turns over his text to “the world of which he is not a part” (p. 365). 
In Cooper’s model of writing as informed by and embedded in overlapping, 
dynamic social systems, it is “contact” that drives forward our writing: “ideas 
result from contact, whether face-to-face or mediated through texts” (1986, p. 
369, emphasis mine). Cooper’s statement emphasized that the social contact 
that matters to written invention can be mediated and practically achieved in 
different ways: through reading texts that provide access to contact, as well as 
through face-to-face talk.

The Practicalities of Social Interaction

Alongside Brodkey and Cooper, Kenneth Bruffee’s (1984) well-known “Col-
laborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of Mankind’” also associated the 
social turn in writing pedagogies not only with theoretical shifts but also 
with the changing social needs and demands of university students. In the 
late 1970s, Bruffee suggested, college students were struggling and refusing 
needed support because the “kind of help provided seemed merely an exten-
sion of the work, the expectations, and above all the social structure of tradi-
tional classroom learning” (1984, p. 637). As Bruffee explained, university in-
structors and administrators responded to this situation by introducing new 
learning techniques that worked outside of the typical social setup of lecture 
classrooms. In Bruffee’s history, peer learning, group work, and other forms 
of collaborative interaction first emerged as practical responses to students’ 
needs and demands for new forms of sociability, and they were only later con-
nected to and justified by theoretical developments emphasizing knowledge 
as a social construct.
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Building on developing social constructionist theories of knowledge, 
then, Bruffee drew from his practical experience of successful social in-
teractions in writing classrooms to argue that a particular form of social 
contact should be used to support composing practices. He argued that 
students learning to write should read texts that provide access to disci-
plinary knowledge, and then educators should be “engaging students in 
conversation among themselves at as many points in both the writing and 
the reading process as possible” (1984, p. 642). Importantly, Bruffee posi-
tioned the social contact that mattered to composing as enacted through 
dual processes with different mediations for expert and peer interactions. 
In order to access experts, students would read texts, and in order to access 
peers, students would have conversations about those expert ideas. Bruffee 
was clear that the kinds of peer interaction supporting effective composing 
processes in classrooms were connected to the experience of talk about 
ideas, rather than collaboration on other aspects of composing processes: 
“What students do when working collaboratively on their writing is not 
write or edit or, least of all, read proof,” and “What they do is converse. 
They talk about the subject and about the assignment” (1984, p. 645). For 
Bruffee, then, the conversation among peers that best supported litera-
cy development in classrooms was direct conversation, conducted orally, 
among educated peer communities that invoked the “normal discourse” of 
that community. It was not, for instance, two students working in separate 
locations on a shared Google Doc, or carrying on an IM conversation in 
writing. By positioning collaborative learning as a way to overcome social 
isolation and access shared discourse of educated peers, Bruffee empha-
sized talk as a particularly important form of social contact that matters to 
composing.

However, other forms of practical social interaction were beginning to 
emerge as relevant to social theories of composing. For example, Karen B. 
LeFevre’s (1987) Invention as a Social Act published a few years later named 
a range of interpersonal interactions that fueled invention, where that term 
refers to the creation of new texts and ideas. As pictured in Table 4.1, LeFe-
vre articulated several perspectives on sociability that shape assumptions 
and attitude toward written invention. Platonic approaches, for example, 
often assumed the ideal of solitary authors much like those that Cooper and 
Brodkey critiqued. These theories, according to LeFevre, emphasized the 
usefulness of social isolation, emphasizing that an individual should turn 
inward to discover ideas. LeFevre’s “internal dialogue” model fell in line 
with Bruffee’s conception of writing as internalized social thought re-exter-
nalized through writing. However, LeFevre’s “collaborative” and “collective” 
perspectives encompassed forms of social interaction that might extend 
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beyond direct conversations such as those Bruffee emphasized. For exam-
ple, LeFevre’s collaborative model was built on an assumption that social 
interactions are meaningful across relatively long spans of time in which 
texts are created and exchanged. Sometimes interlocutors who participate 
together in collaborative models are co-authors who talk or exchange while 
creating text together. However, LeFevre also emphasized that the social 
influences that shape invention may, from a collaborative perspective, be 
involved implicitly rather than explicitly. She captured this idea by referring 
to relevant social influences as “enablers, resonators, friends, sponsors, li-
aisons, or brokers” and by focusing in particular on “those who attempt to 
assist invention by bridging the distance between inventor and audience” 
(1987, p. 78). In addition, LeFevre emphasized the importance of direct in-
teractions from readers and listeners who complete a chain of meaning that 
does not exist solely with the writer, including user feedback (1987). Finally, 
LeFevre’s collective model of invention focused on the impact of social in-
teractions that happen through tacit structuring forces in culture. Contact 
with these forces not only comes through face-to-face talk or text, but also 
through implicitly observing the norms of others’ behaviors and action. For 
example, in this vein, LeFevre emphasized the impact of language as a so-
cial force, the role of local communities and disciplines as constraints, and 
institutions and ideologies as indirect but steady pressures.

Table 4.1. Karen LeFevre’s schema for types 
of social influence on invention

Platonic Internal Dialogue

Individual is an agent of invention

Invent by recollecting or finding and ex-
pressing content or cognitive structures that 
are innate. Asocial mode of invention; inter-
nal locus of evaluation of what is invented.

Invent through internal dialogue or dialectic 
with construct of internalized other. Inter-
nal locus of evaluation, but influenced by 
social codes and values.

Collaborative Collective

Two or more people interact to invent. Invention influenced by social collectives

Invent by interacting with people who 
allow developing ideas to resonate and who 
indirectly support inventors. Listeners and 
readers receive and thus complete the act of 
invention. Locus of evaluation may be one 
person influenced by judgments of others, 
or a pair or group of people who invent 
together.

Invention is hindered or encouraged by the 
force of supra-individual collectives. Locus 
of evaluation is a social unit beyond the in-
dividual (e.g., an organization, bureaucracy, 
or socioculture).
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I have provided a deep dive into the intersections of social contact and in-
vention to suggest that many writing specialists have developed and internal-
ized beliefs about what kind of social interaction writers should engage. Over 
30 years ago, LeFevre’s schema opened the door to acknowledging that differ-
ent kinds of social interactions shape composing. Writers make contact with 
meaningful social actors through practices that include but extend beyond 
direct talk about topics of interest or reading accepted discourse of a disci-
pline or profession. LeFevre emphasized co-writing, peer review, written au-
dience response, as well as reading and listening to language. LeFevre largely 
left the audience to consider how interactions are established with “enablers” 
of literacy, those “friends, sponsors, liaisons, or brokers” that can be more in-
formally connected than through academic or classroom networks. But what, 
if anything, happens to this contact when it is mediated by mobile devices or 
dispersed across geographies? Do these new developments that remediate so-
cial interaction matter to literacy practices and development? And, if so, how?

Remediating Social Interaction

How has the sociability of composing been affected by technological change 
since Brodkey, Bruffee, Cooper, and LeFevre theorized the importance of 
social contact? For example, would Bruffee amend his focus on “talk” that 
provides access to educated peer discourse to include the “conversation” of a 
chat room linking people at a great distance from one another? What about 
the complexities of social interactions such as those that Turkle describes as 
marking individuals absent from their immediate surrounds? Scholarship 
theorizing the impact of the internet and new technologies on social literacy 
has had to grapple with similar questions, although often in tacit ways. For 
example, the New London Group’s (2000) framework for multiliteracies shift-
ed common assumptions about what kinds of interactions matter to literacy 
performances in a world shaped by the “textual multiplicity” emerging from 
increasing linguistic diversity and competing communication platforms. For 
workplace life, the New London Group emphasized how an emphasis on 
teamwork and collaboration has given rise to the importance of “informal, 
oral, and interpersonal discourse” as well as “hybrid and interpersonally sen-
sitive informal written forms, such as electronic mail” (2000, p. 12). In public 
and community life, they emphasized the complexity of social interactions in 
contexts where standards are no longer centralized and where understanding 
difference is more relevant than identification as a skill “to negotiate regional, 
ethnic, or class-based dialects” (2000, p. 14). Finally, they argued that personal 
lives would change as identities are more complex and performed through in-
formal texts and everyday technologies. In place of the importance of “singu-
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lar national cultures,” it was increasingly the case that communication across 
“less regulated, multi-channel media systems . . . undermind[ed] the concept 
of collective audience and common culture, instead promoting the opposite: 
an increasing range of accessible subcultures” (2000, p. 16). In the world that 
the New London Group described, multiple channels for social contact were 
the norm, and the meaningful communicative interaction that enabled peo-
ple to work, organize, and perform their identities took place across them.

The related New Literacies paradigm championed by Colin Lankshear and 
Michel Knobel (2011) took a step further in positioning the social contact 
afforded by the internet as central to literacy learning, by emphasizing how 
digital environments enabled self-motivated learning nurtured by persistent 
connection to people and information online (see also Gee & Hayes, 2010; 
Ito, 2009; Lankshear & Knobel, 2011). While the term social learning has a 
longer history with Albert Bandura’s (1977) work in cognitive and behavioral 
psychology, Lankshear and Knobel advanced a conception of social learning 
dependent upon the internet and with foundations in contemporary work-
place management theory. Drawing on John Seely Brown and his colleagues’ 
(2011) “Situated Cognition and the Nature of Learning,” Lankshear and Kno-
bel called for teaching strategies that “embed learning in activity and make 
deliberate use of the social and physical context” (2011, p. 215). Lankshear 
and Knobel called these contexts “platforms”: web architectures that they de-
scribed as “arrangements” providing access to “people, websites, written texts, 
and any and every kind of helpful support—as and when they need it” (2011, 
p. 232). In this framework, initiating “contact” was largely understood to be 
the responsibility of the learner, who calls on individual ingenuity to effective-
ly mobilize available resources. In line with their roots in management theory 
and workplace learning, Lankshear and Knobel argued that social learning 
builds on individuals’ inclinations toward “innovation and productiveness,” 
characteristics they believed individuals practiced most genuinely through 
their online interactions with affinity groups in digital networks (2011).

When relevant social contact is mediated by the internet and changing 
global interconnection, collaborative or collective literacy practices are em-
phasized. However, the historical categories used to describe the forms of so-
cial contact that matter to composing are limited in their ability to account 
for what Howard Rheingold (2012) called the changing “shape of the social” 
associated with having immediate access to distant people who may be close-
ly or weakly affiliated. Sociologists such as Barry Wellman (2001) have long 
argued that many individuals in highly developed countries are moving from 
a close-knit community-based organization of social connection to one that 
is more loosely organized. Institutions that historically have grouped people 
into dense, highly interconnected social units based around identity catego-
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ries like church, organizations, or neighborhoods still exist; however, their 
influence may not produce the same bounded sense of social groupness that it 
once did. In its place, Wellman recently joined Pew Internet Research Center 
director Lee Rainie in Networked: The New Social Operating System to discuss 
how an emerging paradigm of “networked individualism” shapes the forms 
and functions of social contact that shape workplace, community, and per-
sonal life. In their words,

It is not the World According to Me—it is not a world of 
increasingly isolated individualists. Rather, it is the World 
According to the Connected Me, where people armed with 
potent technology tools can extend their networks far be-
yond what was possible in the past and where they face new 
constraints and challenges that are outgrowths of networked 
life. (2012, p. 19)

Where a scholar like Sherry Turkle saw social isolation, Rainie and Well-
man saw a radically changed model of sociability: one that is networked rather 
than bounded. Recent social media scholarship also has used the term “net-
worked publics” to describe a similar focus on how emerging social mobili-
zations form when networked individuals come together across geographies 
to address issues of concern (boyd, 2010; Ito, 2008; Varnelis, 2008). Digital 
rhetoric scholarship also took up this social context through a range of schol-
arship that outlines the changing nature of collaboration and crowd-based 
user-generated participation (DeVoss, 2018). This scholarship explored exam-
ples ranging from social bookmarking (Brooke & Rickert, 2012), to YouTube 
Composing (Arroyo, 2013), to textual curation in Wikipedia and other online 
systems (Kennedy, 2016).

The move toward networked individualism, networked publics, and net-
worked collaboration has important implications for how networked mobile 
composing takes place. This understanding of social connection de-empha-
sizes bounded communities as the central organizing social units shaping 
contemporary life and brings more attention to fragmented, fast-paced inter-
actions that build up over time and across collocated communities in digital 
platforms. For online affinity groups such as those described above, this mod-
el of social contact means that contributions from across millions of people 
and far flung geographies can be easily assembled. However, for individual 
learners, the experience of networked individualism means facing increased 
pressure to use networked technologies to initiate contact with these poten-
tially far-flung contacts that might become their “enablers” of literacy, LeFe-
vre’s “friends, sponsors, liaisons, or brokers” (1987, pp. 75-76). Individuals bear 
an active burden for assembling social contexts and initiating social interac-
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tions that support literacy goals across personal, workplace, and academic 
life, rather than relying on assembled and bounded communities with clear 
hierarchies and discourse norms. Digital and mobile technologies, along with 
the social platforms accessed through them, offer a means of reach through 
which social contact can be sought out, established, and maintained. Howev-
er, that coordination is hard work and time consuming. As a result, the ties 
that hold the networked social together are the same ones that scholars such 
as Turkle identify as responsible for social disconnection and isolation among 
digital natives. This paradox is a central tension of the practical knowledge of 
transient literacies.

On the one hand, if the “isolation” observed by Turkle and others indicates 
that contemporary students experience difficulty connecting with others, edu-
cators have reason to worry about students’ ability to access needed social re-
sources. However, on the other hand, there is reason to believe that students in 
highly technologized societies are initiating—and bearing greater responsibility 
for—the interpersonal contact that provides them access to literacy resources. 
As digital devices and online resources become participants in connection, the 
mediated social interactions that support learning may contrast with those that 
supported traditional interactions in classrooms. Important learning contact 
may come through blogs written in cafés, emails composed on smartphones, or 
text messages to collaborators. To better understand contemporary literacy and 
learning, educators need to refocus on the role that interpersonal sociability 
plays in composing through the lens of multiple modalities and mediations of 
interaction, drawing not only on the importance of face-to-face talk but also on 
interactions associated with networked social arrangements.

Usefully, writing centers long have functioned with complex ideas about 
the kinds of social interaction that are meaningful to composing. In writing 
studios and writing centers, environments are often carefully cultivated to 
support social interactions among peers and mentors. For example, studio 
pedagogies have been described as “interactional inquiries” because of how 
they distribute learning across formal and informal social interactions in 
ways that many contemporary students find meaningful (Grego & Thomp-
son, 2008). Multiliteracy centers that actively incorporate digital technologies 
often use similar methods, while also mediating support through online feed-
back and emphasizing the importance of digital genres as important sites of 
learning (Sheridan & Inman, 2010). Educators need new vocabulary to name 
and describe the range of mediated social interactions that matter to com-
posing outside campus environments that actively cultivate literacy coaching, 
social support, and guidance. Furthermore, we need to understand how stu-
dents negotiate the complicated terrain of balancing attention to both screen-
based and physical social interaction.
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Sociability and Transient Literacies in Two Case Examples

To take a step in this direction, let’s now look more closely at how two stu-
dents collaborate with people and technologies to compose sociability while 
spending time in the Technology Commons. As opposed to the prior cases 
discussed in Chapters 1, 2 and 3, both stories here involve students “killing 
time,” rather than purposefully working on coursework. However, both cases 
involve a range of self-sponsored literacy practices.

Micah’s Story

The first student I’ll discuss, mechanical engineering major Micah, entered the 
Technology Commons between two classes. This was his habit. As he put it, he 
would come here to grab a cup of coffee and use the power outlets to charge his 
technologies. While doing so, he would sometimes “study or do coursework, 
but more often . . . [he is] just killing time between classes.” When “killing time,” 
Micah still actively read and wrote on his laptop. On the day that I observed 
them, Micah and a friend were “geeking out,” to use Mizuko Ito and her col-
leagues’ (2010) term for social learning that makes use of online participatory 
culture. In this case, Micah and his friend across town (i.e., sitting in front of 
his own computer screen) were working together on an ongoing game develop-
ment project. The project interested them because they enjoyed playing around 
and learning how to use new software development technologies. Micah de-
scribed their purpose for the project as motivated by learning and participat-
ing in something together rather than by desire to produce an actual game for 
themselves or others. When I observed Micah, he was using his laptop to navi-
gate a range of social-media and direct online communication sites: partially to 
discuss, plan, and work on this gaming project and also just to speak with his 
friends. Micah’s literacy activity, then, aligned well with the self-directed, on-
line collaborative social learning and literacy practices described by Knobel and 
Lankshear. However, as I will discuss in more detail, Micah was not completely 
shut off from the face-to-face social scene around him. He engaged with other 
students who were co-present in the Technology Commons.

Sal’s Story

The second case discussed in the chapter comes from Sal, who sat alone in the 
Technology Commons with his laptop facing toward a group of students he did 
not know. He, like Micah, was taking a break between classes. In his case, killing 
time involved looking at his laptop and using it to shuttle through a site that 
aggregated new online memes. He was checking out the latest content posted on 
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the site and laughing along with what he found funny or surprising. He also used 
the opportunity to send a direct message through the online social marketplace, 
Etsy, to a product seller regarding a sticker he’d been considering purchasing for 
his laptop. Unlike Micah who was working on a particular project, Sal did not 
have any central objective for what he intended to accomplish during his time 
in the Technology Commons. He was not working toward course deadlines or 
projects. Sal’s interactions happened in clusters associated with the smaller lit-
eracy tasks that he was performing, including reading online circulated meme 
content, perusing Reddit, and corresponding with a “social seller” on Etsy. Sal 
did not directly establish contact with those students around him, though he 
sat facing into their group conversation. Still it is possible to understand the stu-
dents around him as direct participants in the mobile surround—and in Sal’s use 
of networked mobile devices to make sense of the world around him.

Interactive Platforms and Sociability
I chose Micah and Sal as cases for discussing sociability because they might 
easily be described as socially isolated in the Technology Commons. Unlike 
many students who used that location to collaborate with others, Micah and 
Sal were both oriented primarily toward their laptop screens and did not ap-
pear to be interacting with students around them. However, taking a more 
granular look at the sequences of their interactions illustrates how they move 
across layers of social channels, while engaged in networked mobile comput-
ing in public places. To illustrate what I mean, I will discuss Micah and Sal’s 
interactions by first introducing three kinds of social platforms that they and 
other students in the Technology Commons and Gone Wired negotiated si-
multaneously while using mobile technologies. These platforms do not repre-
sent all channels through which students access social resources (i.e., books, 
articles, or other assigned resources are not emphasized here). However, they 
name key social spheres that complicate traditional assumptions about how 
meaningful social contact takes place during composing.

Social Media and Platforms for User-Generated Content

Many participants in this research wrote with social media platforms frequently 
during their time using mobile technologies. Participants described social me-
dia platforms as central to their use of shared places and interweaved them with 
attention to materials associated with longer, goal-based literacy projects such 
as the kinds of projects discussed in the first three chapters of this book. This 
finding is not surprising, given what we already know about the high percent-
ages of social media use among those with access to mobile, networked devices. 
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The more interesting questions for transient literacies revolve around why and 
how these platforms were used and what they represented for individuals. For 
participants in this study, social media platforms were only partially import-
ant for contacting already known peers, family members, or acquaintances to 
which they were “tethered.” Many participants actively used social media to 
engage those beyond the boundaries of their known social connections.

Micah and Sal’s examples of social media use during time spent in the 
Technology Commons illustrate this diversity. Micah primarily used social 
media platforms, first, to keep up with people he knew through offline affilia-
tions: university friends, family, and high school friends. Second, he used them 
to access information related to specific personal interests such as fitness or 
game development. Micah browsed Facebook to check who was currently ac-
tive online so that he could potentially chat directly with them. Alternatively, 
he browsed social sites for inspiration or humor. Sal, by contrast, exclusively 
sought encounters in virtual places where he did not already know those pres-
ent. He did not have a Facebook page or Twitter account. Sal reported that he 
distrusted the ethic of “friendship” on sites such as Facebook that led to social 
surveillance at both micro and macro scales. In his own words, he reported 
learning that when he used Facebook, “I was the product and refused to allow 
myself to be marketed and bombarded by advertisements tailored ‘just for 
me.’” Instead, he used social media platforms such as Reddit that assembled 
crowds who did not need to know one another to interact.9

As he put it, “I feel Reddit is the lesser of the [social media] evils, as it 
doesn’t come with the promise of ‘companionship’ and ‘friendship’ that social 
media tries to offer. I can simply retrieve information from a variety of sub-
jects via the subreddits, and be on my merry way.” Sal further positioned his 
impulse toward Reddit as driven by (1) a desire for information, and (2) the 
unknown: “Since it’s a site that is used by people around the world, it provides 
new perspectives and news that I may never have heard about. For example, 
when Edward Snowden first blew the whistle, /r/News and /r/Politics explod-
ed with information about him, and within days, news was constantly being 
circulated about the questionable means of information gathering being done 
by the NSA.” I will discuss the blurred lines among negotiating people and 
information in social media platforms. For now, though, it is important to 
understand that these channels support a diverse range of social “contact” 
that should not be generalized.

9  Reddit is a social news and entertainment site that is organized like a bulletin board 
system. Its threads are called “subreddits” and users post to and lurk in subreddits, most of 
which include links out to other sites. Often these links are links to photos or visual memes. 
Many of them are supposed to be funny, cute, or raunchy, while others are informational and 
link to breaking pop or political culture news.
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Direct Electronic Communication Platforms

In addition to interacting through social media, participants also made social 
contact through online platforms that supported direct and often immediate 
communication. For example, students in the study used sporadic text mes-
sages with friends, family members, peer classmates, and significant others 
to make immediate and later plans. Richard Ling and Bridgette Yttri (2002) 
described how these shifts affect the use of mobile devices for microcoordina-
tion, or the orchestration and planning of meetings and other face-to-face in-
teractions. This microcoordination leads to a state they describe as “hyper-co-
ordination,” where peer groups rely on short, mobile, networked interactions 
and the expectation for reciprocity for affective purposes to retain a sense of 
connection to peer and family groups. Additionally, email also should not 
be overlooked as a central online electronic communication platform—es-
pecially for students enrolled in universities. Finally, many participants on 
laptop computers used IM communication technologies, frequently choosing 
instant messaging (IM) packages connected to their social media or email 
accounts (i.e., Facebook Messenger and the Gmail chat). IM enables partic-
ipants to directly engage with people that they determine to be present and 
active. They often checked in with these people after perusing their feeds or 
inboxes in order to determine whether there were updates to check.

Unlike with social media platforms, it is not surprising that participants 
used direct communication channels primarily to interact with people they 
knew (with the exception of email, which functioned for interactions with 
both known acquaintances and to receive information with unknown others, 
corporations, organizations, and institutions). In Micah’s case, for example, 
the Gmail chat function enabled him to carry on an extended conversation 
with the friend collaborating with him on the game development project. The 
two friends used IM to exchange links to shared materials: the tutorials, ex-
planations, and discussions of game development that they found on various 
social media and content aggregating sites. After watching or reading this 
information, they also used direct communication channels to discuss it and 
make plans. Sal also used direct communication to connect with his signifi-
cant other, as well as to contact an Etsy seller with a question. Though most 
direct-channel use connected participants to known others, Sal again stressed 
using direct online communication platforms to interact with people he did 
not know while using his laptop. Following the same general philosophy that 
oriented him toward Reddit rather than Facebook, Sal was excited about sites 
like Omegle, which in the same fashion as Chatroulette, created a forum for 
accessing strangers. Sal explains, “Omegle is . . . its basis is you talking to 
strangers, it’s, I don’t know if I’d say it’s a platonic sort of relationship. It’s a 
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casual acquaintance, but not really, it’s sort of like being stuck in a room with 
someone random for 30 seconds and saying hi.” Direct communication plat-
forms, however, were typically associated with social contact that took place 
in quick episodic bursts.

Face-to-Face Platforms

Finally, contrary to popular assumptions, participants spending time in social 
places with their mobile devices did interact face-to-face with others pres-
ent. As with social media platforms, interactions with people in the same 
geographical location took place with both previously known and unknown 
peers. Interactions with known friends and acquaintances often followed one 
of two models that align with cases already described in this book. For exam-
ple, students often met purposefully with someone they knew who was a close 
friend, significant other, or acquaintance to spend time. Sometimes these 
meetings were specifically related to course content, as was the case with many 
study participants such as those working together on a digital video project 
for a campus fraternity or students studying together for organic chemistry. 
Sometimes, instead, students met with others to spend romantic or platonic 
friendship time while also studying on the side. Finally, even students such as 
Sal and Micah who entered the Technology Commons alone interacted with 
co-present others; however, their interactions with surrounding people were 
subtle and nuanced, complicating the idea of being “alone together.”

Participants who spent time alone in both the Technology Commons and 
the Gone Wired Café were highly aware of other people present in the room. 
Ed and Kim, to whom I referred in Chapters 1 and 3 respectively, both re-
ferred to this interaction with their co-present social surroundings as “people 
watching,” and described it as a benefit of writing extended projects in a café 
rather than at home, which felt more isolating. However, these interactions 
did not take place in ways that might easily be identified as traditional con-
versations, certainly not in the sense in which Bruffee used the term. Instead, 
interactions were indirect, often more akin to curious but casual surveillance 
than direct interaction. Their social contact was not organized by shared af-
filiation within a community; instead, these were interactions of shared pres-
ence that only occasionally led to more in-depth conversations.

Micah and Sal, once again, provide examples of what this face-to-face in-
teraction among co-present students entailed, as both interacted with others 
sitting near them in the café space. Micah appeared to be ignoring students 
around him who were organized into a group and carrying out an extended 
conversation—until he began to talk with them. The students had been dis-
cussing problems with their computer science coursework. While Micah was 
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studying to become a mechanical engineer, he had extensive computer pro-
gramming experience as a result of his game development hobby and addi-
tional coursework in that area. After listening to students complain for several 
minutes about struggling in computer science classes, Micah interjected with 
advice from his own experience.

As the student responded, Micah tabbed back to Facebook and hovered 
his cursor over pictures of his friends listed on the right-hand column of the 
screen—looking more closely at those who were available for chat. Micah 
clicked another browser tab where Reddit was already open before he looked 
up and spoke more deliberately once again: “Well, you know maybe you’re 
not . . .” He chose his words carefully. “I’m in those classes . . . and a lot of the 
projects we are given just aren’t really covered in the book. You have to figure 
it out.” When the student explained that he was having a difficult time relating 
his coursework to what he imagined himself doing later, he revealed that he 
wanted to be a video-game developer. He said, “I feel like game programming 
doesn’t involve half the things I’m being taught in these classes. I haven’t been 
taught a dedicated game programming class.” Micah looked up at the student 
at this point in the conversation and continued: “Part of me thinks this is 
ridiculous, but then again in the workforce, when you get out and get a job, 
they are going to give you an assignment and you have to figure out how to 
do it.” Micah was looking down at Reddit as he spoke. “And this is kinda . . . 
you know . . . teaching you how to figure things out.” Figure 4.1 illustrates how 
these moments of his discussion with other students were layered with his 
ongoing use of both IM and social media platforms.

Figure 4.1. When Micah interacted with other students face-to-face.
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For Sal, interaction with co-present others was more passive and indirect, 
but still observable. As the group around him simultaneously explored Red-
dit and discussed a number of recent news items they encountered there, Sal 
listened intently. As their conversation turned abruptly from a recent college 
basketball star’s season-ending injury to animal decomposition to sushi, Sal 
responded with non-verbal cues—sometimes by wincing or visibly reacting, 
other times by looking up information on his laptop that corresponded with 
their conversation. As the group took conversational topics and cues from Red-
dit, he listened and visibly reacted. He read Wikipedia entries that aligned with 
their debates, his laptop screen evidence to his spectator involvement and the 
integration of their debates into his own thinking. This interaction with the 
group’s conversation was persistent through Sal’s session. When Sal and I later 
discussed his time in the Technology Commons, he opened our conversation 
by saying that he’d been listening to the conversations of students around him.

Sociability with/in the Mobile Surround

To return to questions about the mobile surround, what are we to make of the 
interpersonal interactions that are central to everyday transient literacies but 
fall outside the norms of direct communication, such as what Turkle might ex-
pect, or collaboration, such as what Bruffee might expect? These interactions 
are not easily separable or discrete in terms of when and how they take place; 
they are messy and overlap in the space/time of sequences of interaction. Like 
other students I have profiled, Sal and Micah were comfortable interweaving a 
range of social interactions that expanded the scene of their learning (i.e., Mi-
cah’s hunt for online gaming resources) or that made it possible to inch toward 
multiple personal and/or professional purposes in short spans of duration (i.e., 
both students’ combining of multiple leisure activities while “killing time”). 
With so many social materials across platforms in close proximity, not all 
could be at the forefront of their perception at once. As a result, an important 
part of Sal and Micah’s basic negotiations when using mobile devices involved 
practices to prioritize when to foreground each of the multiple, overlapping 
social platforms that existed around them simultaneously. Sal, Micah, and oth-
er students created dense social arrangements that brought unrelated contacts 
into proximity. Figure 4.1, which illustrated how Micah interacted with IM, 
social media, and face-to-face peers in the span of just a few minutes, provides 
a good example of this thickness. While working on his game development 
project, Micah used the IM function associated with Gmail to talk about the 
task with his friend; he accessed two development platforms to view and ma-
nipulate code; and he watched a YouTube video featuring a professional game 
developer discussing a new game released at a recent conference.
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Micah used the game development engine, Unity. While manipulating ob-
jects in the visual view and opening internal files related to the project, Micah 
interspersed his activity with discussions with his friend and game develop-
ment partner in Google Chat. Although Micah was already alternating be-
tween the metadiscussion of the project with his friend and the actual manip-
ulation of it within the development platform, he needed still more software 
to make the changes that he had in mind. Thus, he opened a program called 
StarUML, a modeling tool that works in unified modeling language. The pro-
gram creates diagrams that can also generate code to import when building 
different kinds of computer programs. While StarUML began to open, he 
quickly tabbed over to Google Chat and typed in the message box. Micah also 
needed to manipulate code directly, so he opened a text editing program and 
began typing code, using the drop-down menus that appeared on screen to 
add tags directly to the document. During the next several minutes, he tabbed 
between Unity, StarUML, and his text editor.

Sal, too, floated from Tumblr, to Reddit, to his phone, all the while lis-
tening to the students around him. The kind of social contact that influenc-
es students’ composing processes outside the classroom very often involves 
movements across different social platforms nearly simultaneously. I refer to 
this dynamic by the term ambient sociability.

Ambient Sociability

I use the term ambient sociability to describe a context in which potential 
and actual interpersonal interaction exceed the level to which an individual 
can attend at a given time. Literacy researchers and video game designers 
have used the term ambient sociability to describe social presence and aware-
ness cultivated through the use of massive online social systems (Gillen & 
Merchant, 2013; McGonigal, 2011; and “ambient affiliation” in Zappavigna, 
2011). When social media researchers use the term ambient sociability, they 
describe the experience created within virtual game play or the use of a mas-
sive online system like Twitter. I build on this research, but position the term 
ambient sociability to refer to relations unfolding across offline and online 
places. Within rhetoric studies, Thomas Rickert has described ambient rhet-
oric as encompassing the agential conditions of rhetoric often too ephemeral 
to rise to human salience (2013). Rickert explores ambience as a theoretical 
problem for rhetoric studies, theorizing how rhetoric’s emplacement creates 
new possibilities for invention through its own activity.

Through my concept of ambient sociability, I bring attention to the am-
bience in commons spaces when networked mobile devices are used. Under 
these conditions, some form of potential social exchange must always be ren-
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dered to the background when another form or platform becomes the focus 
of attention. Ambient sociability is key to the negotiations of transient liter-
acies, as well as to the ways that the passive social interactions that happen 
in the background of mobile surroundings become relevant to learning and 
development. Ambient sociability provides a new frame from which to read 
to interpret the social interactions that take place when we write with mobile 
devices, often even when students appear to be “isolated.”

Sal and Micah’s stories illustrate ambient sociability. Their interactive se-
quences suggest that they constantly negotiate interactions across multiple 
social platforms to which they have access. That includes people who enter 
the Technology Commons by walking through the door, but also those that 
enter through phones, laptops, social networks, and mobile messages. Neither 
Sal nor Micah entered the Technology Commons to find solitude or privacy 
because they needed to complete a writing project. Instead, they were happy to 
engage others during their “down time,” but saw the primary locations for this 
interaction as online social media and direct communication channels. While 
both students directed attention primarily toward screens, they also frequently 
were aware of social potential outside their laptops and smartphones. Though 
they did not always attend to people within the space in ways that would be 
immediately recognizable as conversation, they were in tune with and often 
responsive to them. Observing their time spent in the café revealed a move-
ment across layered and often competing social interfaces. Their movement 
across these platforms while using their mobile devices produced a rhythmic 
set of social interactions. Across the Gone Wired Café and the Technology 
Commons, participants used a rhythm of monitoring, contributing, and dis-
engaging with people and other social resources surrounding them, creating 
a cycle that is visualized in Figure 4.2 and discussed in the following section.

Figure 4.2. A Cycle of attention to social platforms.
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Monitoring, Contributing, and Disengaging

The literacy demands associated with networked individualism and partici-
pating in networked publics shifts the requirements of how individuals ori-
ent to other people. In order to participate in quickly shifting networks (as 
opposed to more durable communities), it is necessary to be able to move 
quickly, to adapt, and to find ways to interact at once with crowds, parochial 
or close-knit groups, and known close connections. As a result, people who 
participate in online networks tend to shift among and engage different plat-
forms constantly. During this process, interacting with a given social platform 
often moves through phases of monitoring, contributing, and disengaging. 
By monitoring, I refer to an interaction that enables an individual to keep 
informed about the status of a social platform that is frequently updated with 
new information. Monitoring a social platform might involve frequent checks 
of an open browser tab in order to check for new information or notifications 
in a social media feed. However, it might also involve continually “tuning in” 
to the conversations of people located around someone sitting in a shared 
social site. By contributing, I refer to interactions that perform a contribu-
tion to unfolding conversation in a social platform. Again, contributing might 
involve writing a social media comment or “liking” or “retweeting” a social 
media post. However, it might also mean answering a text message or joining 
in a social face-to-face conversation. Finally, by disengaging, I refer to inter-
actions that signal moving one’s attention from a particular social platform in 
order to turn toward another kind of social material. Disengaging might be 
accompanied by a practice that signals actively moving away from a platform. 
For example, an individual might close an active browser tab. Or, disengaging 
might simply mean moving attention away from one given platform and to-
ward another one. For example, for Micah, disengaging from the face-to-face 
conversation around him was as simple as looking down to his laptop with a 
nonverbal gesture. In turn, this allowed him to resume working on his game 
development project.

The linked practices of monitoring, contributing, and disengaging may be 
most familiar as a way to think about how the practices of social media use 
typically take place. For example, social media use generally involves some 
combination of keeping up with changes in a social website’s activity due to 
the influx of user contributions, providing content to a site or adding value 
to the contributions of others through an identifiable action (e.g., comment-
ing, liking, retweeting), and then walking away. These forms of engagement 
are not unlike interacting with print-mediated texts through activities such 
as “consuming” and “producing.” In social media exchanges, monitoring and 
disengaging are central to effectively contributing. For example, anyone who 
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has ever been part of an email list community can identify users who con-
tribute without monitoring—often lumbering into the middle of an ongoing 
conversation without attending to how it had preceded before they arrived. 
Or users who fail to disengage, becoming obsessed with the incoming infor-
mation flow such that they are unable to walk away from it.

These rhythms typically associated with digital participation, however, are 
not limited to how social interactions take place on social media platforms. 
The same kinds of monitoring, contributing, and disengaging take place 
across face-to-face and direct communication platforms as well. Just as if they 
were “tuning in” to Twitter briefly to get a sense of what others were saying, 
Sal and Micah both moved in and out of monitoring face-to-face conversa-
tions around them. As I suggested above, they also drew on materials offered 
by mobile technologies to disengage from interactions with strangers. Posi-
tioning those around them as potential points of information, Sal and Micah 
treated the social platform created by the face-to-face context surrounding 
them much like their social media platforms: as a feed that could be sampled 
and from which it was practical, and even necessary, to occasionally disen-
gage. Sal’s, Micah’s, and others’ passive interactions, when practices together 
in a social place like the Technology Commons, invited a kind of co-specta-
torship. While their attention to people on social media and in present space 
was less purposeful than what might typically be called eavesdropping, Sal 
and Micah each monitored conversations around them.

As a framework for understanding the rhythm of social interaction as-
sociated with networked mobile composing, monitoring, contributing, and 
disengaging suggests an ongoing commitment to participation that unfolds 
over the course of time and involves incremental, dispersed attention dis-
tributed to particular platforms for social contact in small bursts. This looks 
different from the ideal of ongoing focused, direct conversation that is of-
ten assumed to ground interactions among strangers in shared social plac-
es. Instead, monitoring, contributing, and disengaging creates an iterative, 
reciprocal process of continued checking and occasional responding. When 
monitoring and contributing to social networks is conducted through mo-
bile devices, the social contact that shapes literacy practices works itself tem-
porally and spatially through the kitchen table, the bus, and the lecture hall 
in ways that are both incremental and continual. Importantly, this structure 
of interaction does not negate the importance of (or, I would suggest, the 
ability to participate in) the kinds of conversations that Bruffee and others 
associate with community sociability. However, the cycles of networked, mo-
bile participation can begin to resemble an embodied mode of being. Impor-
tantly, monitoring in social media (and perhaps across social platforms) is a 
habit that is difficult to break, leading users through a “drift logic” in which 
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they begin to move without consciously intending to follow traces of online 
activity (Nunes, 2006). Because habits of movement are so important to this 
rhythm, proximities help explain why people develop orientations toward 
particular kinds of social interactions.

Negotiating Social Proximities with/
in Ambient Sociability
What does all of this mean for the interpersonal relations associated with and 
composed through transient literacies? Ambient sociability shifts the central 
keyword associated with the social influence on composing from “contact” to 
“potential.” Where Cooper, LeFevre, Bruffee and theorists of the early social 
turn in composition studies focused centrally on direct social contact as a 
means for accessing resources and discourses, contexts of ambient sociability 
highlight the experience of cultivating and maintaining social potential: cre-
ating the possibility for social contact by constructing and then navigating 
the surroundings through which connections to others can be made. This 
work not only requires the direct contact of conversation or reading, but also 
indirect actions that include checking for updates in discourse and turning 
away from some platforms in order to tune into others. As we can see from 
the examples of Micah and Sal (but also from Kim, Kathryn, and Ed in pre-
vious chapters), students organizing and practicing composing negotiate an 
interplay between the social potential that is foregrounded and focal—the 
center of immediate attention—and social potential that is offloaded to the 
background, ready to be engaged more directly later. Proximities create fa-
miliarity or nearness that position particular kinds of materials as naturally 
in line with our immediate surroundings. As a result, composers often orient 
in familiar directions repeatedly as a result of their position relative to our 
habits of movement. This same dynamic is in play with people surrounding 
us: writers develop ways of moving and negotiating place with technology 
that orient them toward some and away from other forms of social potential.

To continue moving forward, I want to outline two implications of social 
potential for how we understand networked mobile device use. First, indi-
rect social interactions increasingly should be understood as important to 
composing processes. Second, the social potential that enables mobile literacy 
practice increasingly exists in tension with social exclusion and isolation.

The Importance of Indirect Social Interaction

Whether “killing time” or working on focused projects, passive or indirect 
social interactions are important factors in composing with mobile devices. 
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Across social platforms in my study, participants spent more time monitor-
ing than directly interacting with others, looking to social platforms as clouds 
of information that hold promise but incrementally demand attention. This 
describes both anonymous posters on Reddit that offer information on a 
topic of passing interest, as well as collections of bodies encountered because 
of the proximity in a room. While focused, persistent conversation among 
connected people remains an important form of interaction to developing 
ideas and texts, educators and researchers would be remiss to overlook the 
influence of more ephemeral and temporarily important social encounters 
that matter: some of these encounters involve listening and lurking rather 
than directly speaking.

Indirect interactions challenge many assumptions about the kinds of so-
cial encounters that are positive, useful, and necessary for successful compos-
ing. This is particularly true in dialogue with the model of conversation that 
Bruffee suggested be integrated into classrooms as the central pedagogical 
tool preparing students to externalize social discourse. The social resources 
described briefly by LeFevre as “resonances” and “enablers” are emerging as 
important to students in the practice of their everyday lives. Although meta-
phors such as Turkle’s concept of “tethering” assume the net generation avoids 
unknown peer communities because of a preference toward more intimate 
social relations, both Sal and Micah’s practices and perceptions hint at new 
motivations for why individuals seek social potential in common spaces—
online and offline—that assemble unknown people, rather than in smaller 
affiliation communities.

Sal, for instance, articulated an ethic in which individuals understand their 
most meaningful or authentic interactions to happen outside of known peer 
networks because those relationships are so heavily subject to surveillance 
and the influence of networked systems. His purposeful strategies for social 
learning in crowds attempted to escape, if only in small ways, the algorith-
mic “filter bubbles” of homogeneity that come with life in a hypermediated 
and connected society (Pariser, 2011). By seeking out places that acted more 
as an information commons than building (and enforcing) strong awareness 
of known peers, Sal most highly valued interactions that pushed against the 
tendency toward forced consensus and groupthink that he found common in 
peer conversations. The result, in Sal’s case, was to value indirect interactions 
with strangers and with online information that enabled him to apply his own 
information literacy skills when outside the classroom: scrolling through page 
after page of Reddit returns and listening in on the conversations of people 
around him was preferable to feeling bombarded by others’ biases. In Mi-
cah’s case, indirect contact was also at the forefront of out-of-school learning. 
Access to online commons spaces enabled him to work with his buddy on a 
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self-motivated learning project and his interactions in the Technology Com-
mons suggest that he was interested in sharing his knowledge with people he 
didn’t know well. Literacy educators and researchers should be thinking more 
about how these background interactions are formed and managed, as we 
continue to research how students engage more direct communication with 
peers, mentors, and others.

Social Potential in Tension with Social Exclusion

As the opening epigraph from Turkle highlighted, navigating social potential 
across multiple platforms often means appearing disengaged. This is partic-
ularly true when individuals attune to indirect, background social contact 
ahead of direct interactions. When social potential is distributed across mul-
tiple platforms and monitoring becomes just as important as contributing, 
it is easy to begin to imagine why students reading and writing in shared 
social places can appear isolated. The binary of alone/together, however, is 
misleading in its dismissal of the very real stakes associated with presence 
in online, participatory spaces. The roles and identities that students engage 
online are no less real and often just as high-stakes (and potentially risky and 
challenging) as the ones they inhabit in their life lived face to face. It is no 
longer useful to position online participation as a meaningless escape from 
the confines of physical presence: to do so is to undervalue the effects that 
online presence can have on learning, employment, and social relationships. 
Given Rainie and Wellman’s emphasis on the steps individuals must take to 
coordinate relationships and construct social networks that will matter to 
their work, civic, and personal lives, it is no wonder that so many students 
appear glued to their phones. Those who do not take steps to understand 
the unfolding social potential around them or to contribute in meaningful 
ways may also be avoiding potential interactions with positive implications 
for their personal lives, careers, and civic lives. To focus only on any one social 
platform, whether the immediate face-to-face context or another channel for 
communication, is always a risk: it is a shutting down of possibilities incom-
ing from other domains.

In response to the dominant refrain from scholars such as Turkle, it is im-
portant to emphasize that ambient sociability does not mean that students are 
solitary, and the interactions that take place as a result of this context also may 
not be motivated by an interest in avoiding opportunities for contact. Rather, 
ambient sociability means that keeping up with cultivating the potential for 
contact also always means the risk of being inundated with social interac-
tions—so much so that some form of potential exchange is always relegated 
to the background or reserve. This might be the ubiquitous Facebook feed or 
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SMS text barrage entering through one’s mobile phone that fades to the back-
ground during a collaborative work session or conversation, or it might be 
the in-person buzz of conversation that temporarily becomes the background 
when one directs focus to a computer screen. In both cases, it is necessary to 
move back and forth from one to the other and to adjust attention constantly 
(Stone, 2007). Even when attention is directed entirely toward a mobile de-
vice screen, social potential is divided among a collection of mundane texts 
from social outlets. Incoming messages shift continually and how to direct 
attention is not obvious. As a result, what may appear to be “social isolation” 
from the outside may actually be the mechanisms through which individuals 
deal with social abundance, enacting the attention structures that they have 
developed for moving back and forth among always layered social streams 
and different forms of engagement expected across social platforms. At the 
same time, it is important to maintain a sense of the problems and challenges 
that ambient sociability poses for students in everyday life: “FOMO” or fear of 
missing out on life shared on screen is a powerful material that many students 
carry through their experiences with mobile devices.

Conclusion: Rethinking the Sociability 
of Transient Literacies in Action
This chapter has focused on some of the social platforms, arrangements, and 
practices that are central to networked mobile composing to which students 
adapt and adjust as a transient literacy practice. These literacies are meaning-
ful not only because they affect composing in the moment but also because 
they continually invent the social environments that surround networked 
mobile device use. Both within and outside classrooms, these social interac-
tions are frequently invoked as evidence of the social isolation of mobile de-
vice users; however, educators and researchers have reason to challenge some 
of these assumptions.

As educators, we may find that students who have become habituated into 
network-centric social models may perceive direct, focused conversation as 
antithetical to the shuttling social movement across platforms that is central 
to how they must cultivate social potential. With faces downturned to device 
screens, a resistance to direct conversation may be inevitable. As educators 
and writing studies scholars responding to this moment, it is important to 
remember that actively managing social interactions is central to transient lit-
eracy practices. When using networked, mobile devices, the social surround-
ing comprised of both people and information is not an aspect of literacy 
practice that can be assumed but instead one that students must continually 
participate in co-constructing. The act of assembling social influence means 
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making difficult choices about how to orient oneself toward other people and 
information, and this is a risk that plays out across students’ choices about 
participation in both online and offline spaces.

Locating oneself in an environment with high social potential is always 
risky, and this is the case for both online communities and local shared spaces. 
The dynamics of place, mobility, and technological mediation that intersect in 
the ambient sociability of shared spaces like cafés, coffee houses, and libraries 
heightens attention to less explicitly organized social influences that resonate: 
the social potential that exists around us but that it is our own responsibility 
to seek out. Rather than assuming that the only generative social actions are 
those that stem from direct connection with a given community of practice, 
ambient sociability implies a “nomadic thinking” (Creswell, 2006) in which 
resonances that influence may come from outside a community’s accepted 
boundaries. We can see that students such as Sal and Micah interact across 
physically proximal and virtual places to which they connected through mo-
bile devices. Sal and Micah’s examples illustrate how social interactions with 
peers—distant and co-present, direct and ephemeral—are not only mediated 
by mobile devices and networked software but also by lived experiences in 
these kinds of places. Of course, these resonances can be distracting—in both 
the embodied and intellectual sense of the “noise” they create for writers, as 
well as for the common places that we share with others. In Chapter 5, I con-
tinue this discussion by focusing on composers’ co-production of attention 
with their mobile devices and surroundings.
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# Chapter 5: Attention as 
a Thing Composed

What if direction, as the way we face as well as move, is or-
ganized rather than casual?

–Sara Ahmed, 2006, p. 15

Although millennials have been blamed for ruining everything from bar soap 
to the auto industry, the years between 2005 and 2015 saw the population of 
people born between 1981 and 1996 blamed most for lack of attention. With 
the ubiquity of personal computing devices happening alongside the rise 
of social media and the shift of the internet toward user-generated content 
models, attention practices were unquestionably changing. The result was 
pervasive cultural confusion: do ideals of attention exist for which we should 
strive? Do technologies harm these ideals? These tensions could be observed 
in public media accounts, which often depicted the under-35 generation as 
the walking, talking, texting embodiments of attachment to mobile devices. 
Take, for example, a late 2015 example in BBC Online entitled “A Generation 
of Cyberslackers” (Alsop, 2015). The piece opened by describing Alexandra 
Douwes, a 26-year-old entrepreneur who had recently taken steps to detach 
herself from the habit of constantly checking her cell phone. Alexandra ex-
plained that she had difficulty trying to avoid constantly looking at her mes-
sages and social networks. As she put it, “it fe[lt] unproductive to do other-
wise.” The article positioned Douwes as a kind of unicorn: an elusive member 
of the “cyberslacking” generation who managed to beat the odds by breaking 
her constant phone habits. Others, either unlucky or less trained, remained 
affected by how continual mobile phone use was “making it difficult for young 
people to concentrate and stick with demanding assignments at school and 
work” (Alsop, 2015, para. 7).

Distraction is often positioned as a cognitive state to which people are 
“hard-wired” due to the use of technologies, and that wiring is often discussed 
generationally, usually unfairly. A broad interdisciplinary literature has chal-
lenged the myth of the digital native. For instance, contributors to Michael 
Thomas’ (2011) Deconstructing Digital Natives covered domains ranging from 
multimodal texts to internet searching to networked participation while ques-
tioning the appropriateness of assuming digital fluency based on generation. 
If public media examples illustrate tensions around how to interpret attention 
in landscapes impacted by mobile devices, digital studies scholarship also 
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bears out many different takes on the subject. As Howard Rheingold (2012) 
explained, the distraction associated with using mobile technologies can be 
alternately positioned as a neurological problem resulting from the neuro-
plasticity of brain cells (Carr, 2011); a social problem arising from the anxiety 
of needing to be “always on” and available to other people (Baron, 2008); an 
“adaptive behavior” of continuous partial attention through which employees 
try to gain a competitive economic advantage by “constantly scanning for op-
portunities and staying on top of contacts, events, and activities in an effort 
to miss nothing” (Stone, 2007, p. 28); and, a textual problem difficult to avoid 
in the convergent materiality of digital interfaces, whose conflicting fields and 
components invite split attention (Jackson, 2009). These differences matter 
because they position attention as stemming from divergent institutions or 
interfaces, which influence whether we understand attention as a neurologi-
cal condition, social anxiety, required performance in a knowledge economy, 
or an inevitable part of navigating the current media landscape.

The ambiguities related to what we mean when we use the term “attention” 
are compounded because literacy and humanities researchers and teachers are 
often removed from the research on attention as a neuroscientific phenome-
non. Scientific approaches can position attention as a black box to researchers 
and educators in the humanities (Nass, 2010; Ophir et al., 2009). By contrast, 
distraction is often associated with observable embodied interactions and ges-
tures rather than with cognitive function: the tendency to glance down at one’s 
phone repeatedly, to return habitually to social media sites, or to focus on on-
line interactions at the expense of face-to-face ones. As a result, the so-called 
cyberslackers of Alexandra Douwes’ generation are simultaneously labeled by 
their embodiments and reduced to their brains, but not at all easily understood.

In the prior chapter, I argued that the experience of networked mobile de-
vice use can be associated with ambient sociability, by which I mean a context in 
which some form of social potential is continually relegated to the background 
of focus. In this chapter, I analyze attention as an outcome and contributor to 
composing in contexts where ambient sociability is at play. To do so, I empha-
size how attention can be understood as a product composed during the pro-
cess of interacting with networked mobile surroundings. To put it another way, 
attention may be bracketed through a neuroscientific lens, an economic lens, 
or a behavioral lens, but also through a material/rhetorical lens that positions 
it as invented through interactions. To understand attention in this way is to 
imagine it as produced in collaborations that involve both people and materials. 
This stance toward attention opens it up to the expertise of rhetoric and com-
position and digital literacy scholars. It enables us to take this easily generalized 
phenomenon and re-specify it as something that humans participate in with the 
people and materials that surround them. This way of understanding attention 
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makes it possible to challenge the assumption that distraction is the causal re-
sult of a particular technology based on a reading of specific cases.

To begin an example of that work in this chapter, I first further set the 
scene by taking up the recent interest in how mobile devices affect attention 
dynamics in classroom spaces. However, although classroom-based models 
are relevant to understanding how students are attending (or not) to some ma-
terials that matter to composing in some contexts, the vast majority of writing 
practices take place in environments where norms and expectations for atten-
tion are less tightly controlled. While ambient sociability is experienced across 
these locations, mobile surroundings differ and thus shape the materials that 
participate in constructing attention. To provide examples, the chapter traces 
two instances of composing attention, using examples to draw out vocabulary 
for how attention is composed in interactions with surroundings.

Learning from Classroom Device Debates
Positioning attention as a crucial underlying aspect of twenty-first century dig-
ital literacy competence, Howard Rheingold built on the now-familiar concept 
of the attention economy (Lanham, 2006; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003), which 
captured the market-like dynamics surrounding attention in cultures whose 
technological development resulted in round-the-clock information access. 
As Richard Lanham’s (2006) Economics of Attention emphasized, attention has 
become a “scarce resource” sought and cultivated due to the multiplying choic-
es people have for expression, information, and interaction across modes and 
media. Positioning attention as a resource that circulates within markets has 
been a useful conceptual lens for navigating the emerging dynamics of univer-
sity classrooms, where many instructors find that attention is a scarce resource. 
As I described in Chapter 1, networked mobile devices impact environments 
by creating conditions through which unrelated materials interact. When stu-
dents carry networked computers into classrooms, materials within proximity 
of students’ perception multiply exponentially. The supply of materials to which 
one might attend multiplies as the digital reserve surrounds us. Mobile devices 
bring invisible clouds of information front and center in classroom environ-
ments, dispersing the number and kinds of materials that compete for focus.

Instructors often find it difficult to ignore the presence of the digital re-
serve during classroom instruction because it positions their voice as one 
competing in a marketplace of sights, sounds, words, and images. As a result 
of this dynamic, educators disagree about how to adjust and have debated 
their options publicly, which has resulted in fruitful and generative conver-
sations about the limits and possibilities for attention in classrooms. For the 
past 10 years, negotiating how to address classrooms of students with heads 
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turned toward smartphones or hiding behind laptops has become a defining 
part of developing contemporary composing pedagogies, an issue routinely 
addressed when supporting new teaching assistants for instance. Clay Shirky 
(2014) invigorated a conversation about laptops in classrooms by publishing a 
blog entry that explained how he had asked his students to stop using mobile 
devices during class. This was an unanticipated response, given that Shirky is 
otherwise understood to be a technology supporter or even enthusiast. The 
complexity and thoughtfulness of Shirky’s posting set off a wave of replies 
from across academics and public intellectuals. To name a few, digital human-
ities scholar Dave Parry (2014) admitted to making similar decisions for simi-
lar reasons; The Shallows author Nicholas Carr (2014) took the opportunity of 
Shirky’s post to echo his longstanding refrain that mobile devices lead to de-
stabilized classrooms and reduced learning; and Steven Krause (2014), a dig-
ital writing scholar and educator, suggested that teachers should respond to 
the impact of mobile device distractions by changing their methods. Krause 
suggested that instructors lean less heavily on lectures, “be more interesting,” 
and decenter themselves as classroom focal points (2014).

Figure 5.1. Simplified models of classroom attention orientations.
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This public discussion and debate has shaped how many educators under-
stand the intersections of attention, literacy, and mobile devices and offers a 
useful jumping-off point for any teacher examining the range of possibilities for 
how well informed, technologically savvy educators are addressing the attention 
economy in university classrooms. Within the debate and from the position 
of a market framework, researchers and instructors generally disagree about 
whether decentering the focus from a central teacher and students toward the 
wealth of resources (related and unrelated to course content) contained across 
the physical classroom and the digital reserve affords positive opportunities for 
learning. My perspective on the debate is somewhat different. For me, the “de-
vice debates” illuminate how educators have focused on the dynamics of class-
room settings to the detriment of caring about attention outside them.

Behind common stances in classroom device debates often lie assumptions 
about what kinds of materials should be central in students’ perceptions when 
they participate in classroom learning. For example, as Krause suggests, mobile 
devices are often framed as problems in classrooms because they interrupt cen-
tralized focal objects of the classroom, such as a teacher’s body or course lecture 
slides. Mobile devices in other cases are constructed as moving student focus 
away from peers in a classroom setting or from shared course texts (i.e., text-
books or reading printouts). By contrast, educators who applaud integrating 
mobile devices during class time tend to position them as supporting a dynamic 
of attention that is central to their pedagogical stance, such as the social learn-
ing dynamics I discussed in Chapter 4 that ask students to draw on networked 
mobile devices to connect online while practicing online research or design. 
Emerging pedagogies (e.g., active learning pedagogies, makerspace pedagogies, 
or pedagogies of play) often purposefully attempt to distribute and maintain 
classroom attention in ways that differ from traditional “sage on the stage” 
models. Across these possibilities, instructors design pedagogies that cultivate 
particular kinds of attention and, quite naturally, plan and carry out activities 
that regulate students’ attention: moving them toward particular attentional dy-
namics that they understand to foster learning.

Classroom guidelines and technologies participate in this regulation of at-
tention by enforcing and incentivizing forms of attention that instructors (or 
programs, or universities) understand as ideal. Syllabi statements banning lap-
tops or mobile phones or calling for restraint in personal device use during 
classroom moments are just one kind of guideline that acts in this way: par-
ticipation grades, content quizzes, peer-learning projects and other daily class-
room practices function at least in part to orient students toward embodying 
and living the forms of attention that instructors or programs believe will best 
lead to their learning. The growing number of educational technologies that en-
force attention dynamics in classrooms through surveillance also play a role in 
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maintaining normative models of attention. For example, I have received email 
advertisements that promised to “reduce distractions” during class by provid-
ing a way to keep students from “texting, playing and going into Facebook.” The 
computer application, the email continued, is helpful because it “automatically 
tracks those using their phones during class (especially the sneaky ones you 
can’t see or don’t notice)” (email communication, Flipdapp.co, 2016). While this 
is a rather extreme measure of maintenance, all course experiences urge stu-
dents toward particular ways of attending: as if there are imaginary targets to-
ward which instructors aim students through classroom values, standards, peo-
ple, and technologies. Generally, this is a positive way for instructors to think 
through the objectives of their classroom presence and goal setting.

In reality, we know that the actual practices of attention inside classrooms 
never meet instructors’ ideals. Students have always stared out windows, 
passed notes to friends, and daydreamed about lunchtime or what will hap-
pen after class. Students are active agents who in Michel De Certeau’s (1984) 
terms tactically react against the strategic norms of official spaces such as 
classrooms, and often for the better. For example, writing instructors have 
long recognized that students create their own lively “underlife” that exists 
parallel to teacher-initiated conversations (Brooke, 1999; Mueller, 2009). This 
underlife not only connects students socially but can also extend and enrich 
learning. Attention ideals are at best useful myths that inform the practices, 
standards, and values of classrooms; however, they are never completely real-
ized in practice.

Attention and Literacy Beyond the Classroom

Although “perfect attention” by the standards of pedagogies will never be 
achieved in practice, literacy instructors are well served to take attention dy-
namics seriously in classrooms that are shaped by mobile networked devic-
es, whether this means banning laptops or taking measures such as teaching 
meditation or other focusing techniques while integrating mobile devices 
(Rheingold, 2012). The recent changes that mobile devices bring to attention 
in classroom spaces may be more pervasive, disruptive, and subject to control 
by profit-motivated marketeers and interface designers than “distractions” 
of staring out the window or daydreaming. However, even the most “decen-
tered” or “student-centered” classrooms are distinctive environments for at-
tention, where attention is explicitly regulated through guidelines that sanc-
tion particular norms. Curricula, educational technologies, and classroom 
expectations act in Lanham’s (2006) terms as situated and local “attention 
structures”: designed texts, interfaces, technologies, and other mediators that 
actively shape how attention is garnered and received in a particular context.
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Normative models of attention associated with classrooms, however, are 
limited in predicting or supporting how attention is performed outside them. 
Classroom rules, standards, and incentives do not automatically travel with 
students to regulate their attention in all the other meaningful places of stu-
dents’ lives, particularly in commons spaces. For example, even if a student 
consistently performs attention to the slides of a course lecture in ways that 
align with a teacher’s expectations, she may not pay attention in the same way 
when working alone on her laptop computer in the shared space of a coffee 
shop. The attention produced through the practice of composing with net-
worked mobile devices, then, may differ substantially across environments. 
In particular, places that lack explicit guidelines for attention or surveillance 
technologies such as distraction reduction software may lead students to as-
semble different kinds of materials. Distraction-reducing technologies, of 
course, are not unique to academic contexts. In 2007, Stone suggested that 
this issue was already leading to the development of a number of tools and 
technologies designed to mediate the cognitive overload associated with bur-
geoning information and the need to continually check for new opportunities. 
Many of these software packages create incentives for ongoing focus or elimi-
nate the possibility to orient away from a given online task or writing window. 
To use Paul Prior and Jody Shipka’s (2003) terms, students writing outside 
classrooms work with their own “external aids and actors” and continually 
make mundane decisions that “shape, stabilize, and direct consciousness in 
service of the task at hand” (p. 44). Tools that mediate attention are important 
external aids for contemporary students writing outside of classroom spaces.

Alex Reid (2014) made a related point in response to Shirky’s post about 
laptops in the classroom, arguing that modes of attention assumed in tradi-
tional classrooms differ dramatically from those expected in many contem-
porary workplaces, where employees are less frequently expected to perform 
in stable hierarchical trajectories. By contrast, Reid argued, today’s employees 
are expected to chart their own course toward advancement through collab-
oration, risk-taking, and lateral movements. In other words, the importance 
of carefully constructing attention does not end at the borders of classroom 
walls; it only begins there. Attention is composed across the range of environ-
ments students inhabit temporarily, including on- and off-campus locations 
(Delcore et al., 2014). While popular discourse and instructors’ own attention 
often focuses on students’ multitasking within classrooms (Flanagan, 2014; 
Weimer, 201;), educators have been less concerned with how students con-
struct attention across the other places that line learning pathways, from hall-
ways to park benches to freeways to libraries to dorm rooms. Ironically, given 
our constant focus on mobile devices in classrooms, it may be that formal ed-
ucational spaces are students’ least challenging environments for maintaining 
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attention because instructors put so many technologies, standards, and social 
expectations in place to guide them. If attention is significant to learning and 
connected to materials across different situated environments, it is important 
to think beyond classrooms to survey the impact of shifting technologies and 
information access on how students assign focus. Understanding transient lit-
eracies requires educators and researchers to think more carefully about how 
attention is constructed during hours outside those that instructors observe 
(and to some degree control). Rather than focusing exclusively on intervening 
to alleviate distraction in classrooms, educators also must help students un-
derstand how attention is intertwined with literacy across environments with 
different materials, resources, and expectations.

Literacy educators enacting mobile pedagogies, unfortunately, have tra-
ditionally applied assumptions about attention that emerge from classrooms 
to understand composing practices beyond them. Amy Kimme Hea (2009) 
illustrated that pedagogies that integrate mobile devices often rest on assump-
tions that students will possess values, responsibilities, and skills that will lead 
them to use devices in ways that align with university classroom expectations. 
Students were often expected to take charge of the process of their learning 
as well as their ability to use devices in the right ways, to stay on task and/
or avoid risky or criminal behavior (Kimme Hea, 2009). Although we of-
ten directly observe students struggling with information saturation in our 
presence, as Kimme Hea describes, instructors also often tacitly proceed as if 
students will use technologies outside classrooms according to our assump-
tions about how they are most ideally suited to shape their learning. Students 
are thus “expected to control their own learning through the internalization 
of standards” but also to “police themselves in relationship to sanctioned lap-
top use” (Kimme Hea, 2009, p. 210). It is not realistic to expect that students’ 
practices of attention outside the classroom will derive from norms expected 
within them. By learning from how students manage attention when compos-
ing in contexts of ambient sociability, we can begin to understand the hab-
its and values of individuals using networked mobile devices and how these 
practices have impacts beyond personal literacy development.

Composing Attention in Two Case Examples
With a few exceptions, little research on composing has extended beyond the-
orizing composing to trace how attention is practiced in collaboration with 
the materials in writers’ environments. Literacy educators have offered sever-
al terms to describe forms of attention that impact reading practices, however. 
N. Katherine Hayles’ (2008, 2012) well-known concept of “hyperreading,” for 
instance, positioned skimming and scanning as potentially useful emergent 
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practices that contrast with close reading techniques. Daniel Keller’s (2013) 
concept of “foraging” also described a common reading practice in which 
students appear to stake a haphazard movement through a text but actually 
read in a non-linear, “gathering” fashion that identifies relevant and useful 
bits of text more efficiently. Practices such as culture jamming and meme cir-
culation described by new literacy scholars Lankshear and Knobel (2003), 
remind us that composing practices are also developing from attention dy-
namics students practice outside traditional classrooms. At the same time, 
composition scholar Richard Miller has blogged about how ways of thinking 
aligned with wandering (that appears distracted) may actually be welcome 
manifestations of a humanistic, creative mind (qtd. in Keller, 2013). In Miller’s 
estimation, some reading, writing, and thinking practices easily elided with 
non-attention could be central to the open-minded thinking trajectories that 
many composition scholars hope to encourage.

Examples like these are useful for understanding attention as a dynamic 
that affects composing practices in information-saturated contexts. However, 
we need more examples that focus on the detailed processes through which 
attention is composed. To elaborate, I now present two examples from the 
Technology Commons. In each case, I first introduce participants’ stories 
along with basic time-use interaction sequences, which reveal preliminary 
information about the kinds of materials that become participants in com-
posing attention during two different instances of composing with a laptop. I 
then analyze what these sequences of interaction suggest about how materials 
moved in and out of students’ focus during the time observed. After present-
ing these interactive series, I turn toward a more detailed discussion of how 
attention is invented in collaboration with the mobile surround in each case.

Ann’s Story

The first example I discuss is a criminal justice student named Ann, who often 
used the Technology Commons between classes to socialize with her boyfriend 
and friends. Ann was a white female student who grew up in a small town on 
Florida’s east coast, about an hour’s drive away from UCF’s campus. She had 
completed her introductory general education courses at a community college 
less than thirty minutes away from her home and transferred to UCF after fin-
ishing there. During moments between other scheduled campus activities, Ann 
looked for comfortable places on campus to sit and interact socially for a few 
moments while also getting short homework assignments completed when pos-
sible. When I first approached Ann, she was reclining with sneakers propped 
on a coffee table in a secluded area of the Technology Commons: a small nook 
outside the PC lab that included a large round table and seating for five or six 
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students. As she explained when we chatted later, she didn’t understand her 
time in the Technology Commons that afternoon to be a study or homework 
session per se. She positioned it as mainly for socializing, where she would “go 
on the internet and talk to people” to relieve stress between classes.

In spite of this “downtime,” Ann had made the decision to keep one par-
ticularly challenging course, Archeological Sciences, in the back of her mind 
even while killing time. As we discussed that current course which was a re-
quirement for her criminal justice degree, Ann explained, “So I have completely 
different habits just for that class. My other classes I can usually like study for 
a few days and I’m okay. That class I have to study constantly.” While Ann was 
waiting on her boyfriend and friends to arrive, she accessed a course assign-
ment, read an assigned article, checked her course management system for as-
signment information, all while checking her social media feeds. She described 
her activity this way: “we had a test maybe in a week and I was checking to see 
if anybody had posted questions about what they didn’t understand. Because 
I wasn’t understanding.” Since interacting with friends and maintaining some 
focus on Archeological Sciences were both important goals, she moved across 
social media sites where she monitored peers’ activity but also positioned Ar-
cheological Sciences as a constant presence. As Figure 5.2 suggests, Ann was 
interacting among many different kinds of materials during the 50 minutes 
that she agreed to participate in an observation. The darkest black areas repre-
sent the time that she spent looking at Facebook, the medium gray shows time 
that she was reading a PDF document that her instructor had uploaded to the 
course management system. There are also substantial chunks of time devoted 
to Reddit, which are visualized in white. When her boyfriend entered the scene 
of the observation thirty-five minutes in, her attention also changed quite dra-
matically as she spent more time talking with him and less time with her laptop.

Figure 5.2. Ann’s informal study session as a sequence of interactions.



123

Dean and Carly’s Stories

The second case example involves Dean and Carly, who were enrolled in three 
courses together during the spring 2013 semester. During my observation, 
they studied and completed homework together in the Technology Com-
mons for a digital imaging course. Dean explained that when they worked 
together that day they were still “getting a feel for the class and how to study 
for it.” To speed this process along and have some fun in the process, the two 
had decided to combine their respective strengths and energies toward com-
pleting a tutorial together before each taking a required quiz for the course. 
As Dean explained, “She has a graphic design background and I have a web 
design background. So between the two, it helped a lot.”

Figure 5.3. Ten minutes of Dean and Carly’s study 
session as a series of interactions.

As Figure 5.3 illustrates, Dean and Carly’s sequence had as many twists 
and turns as Ann’s, though the two students largely remained “on task,” work-
ing together toward a series of more or less shared tasks required for their 
course. Notably, working together at the same time and side-by-side created 
an atmosphere in which they shared access to personal technologies. During 
their study session, they read a class PowerPoint presentation for information 
and watched related tutorial videos about Photoshop on which they would 
later be tested. Initially Dean displayed the course PowerPoint presentation 
on his laptop screen while Carly searched the web to find out whether there 
were existing notes online that identified key concepts related to the partic-
ular functionalities of Photoshop they were studying. When they turned to-
ward the laptop screen to begin watching the tutorial, Carly and Dean shared 
one set of earbuds. However, Carly simultaneously scrolled through Google 
search results looking for relevant corresponding information, later pulling 
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up the course management system and e-textbook to cross-reference con-
cepts explained in the video tutorial.

Unlike a textbook, video tutorials did not provide a surface-level method 
for “skimming” or easily transporting key concepts into notes nor open word 
processing documents. As they watched a video, then, Dean describes that he 
and Carly took advantage of the ebook’s “extensive search function,” to read 
the chapter at the same time they watched—not linearly, but by skipping to 
and around key concepts covered in the video. As he put it, “The ebook has 
a very nice search function. So, we’d try to find it very quickly. So, we’ll find a 
keyword or a key phrase, and then we’ll read around it to get context.” While 
watching the video, searching the web, and scanning their course e-textbook 
for relevant and related material, they also chatted with one another to identi-
fy important concepts or to discuss when something was confusing.

The Thick Sequencing of Transient Literacies
What do these two stories suggest about the attention/distraction of students 
once they leave the normative expectations of classrooms? To answer this 
question, let’s start with a basic description of what materials appear to be in 
focus for students during their study sessions. In both cases, these sequences 
are not linear in the sense that neither Ann or Dean and Carly practiced a 
planned, ordered, series of events designed to accomplish one narrow pur-
pose. Instead of narrowly focused, these sequences could be described as 
thick or expansive: they wind together threads of interaction from across do-
mains while making forward progress toward a study goal. To further explain, 
I will now explore the kinds of materials these sequenced literacy interactions 
bind together. As I argue below, both of these students practice attention in 
ways that depart from normative models of practiced attention assumed in 
classrooms in at least two ways.

Thick Sequencing that Combines Multiple Goals

Ann’s case involved a student during a relatively “relaxed” time in her schedule 
that enabled her to multiply the number of goals that she could work toward 
at the same time. This session was “thick” because it was loaded with interac-
tions and materials that served multiple—and potentially conflicting—per-
sonal motivations. This way of distributing attention made sense from Ann’s 
perspective in the moment because she was not working toward any particu-
lar time constraint that pushed her to finish a given task imminently. By con-
trast, her goal with regards to coursework was simply to keep her mind con-
tinually engaged with the class that was most challenging to her. Recall that 
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she felt she needed to study constantly for Archaeological Sciences, rather 
than simply completing her homework and moving along. The more relaxed 
schedule associated with killing time enabled her to distribute her attention 
among purposes, so that she could keep in the course in her immediate realm 
of thought as often as possible. She thus capitalized on what she understood 
to be down-time in her schedule to bring in materials from the course that she 
felt required her constant engagement. From her point of view, any time that 
was “free” in her schedule warranted at least a brief nod to materials from this 
course, which she felt that she should be studying for constantly.

Clearly, Ann was as devoted to keeping an eye on her friends through 
social media as she was to keeping her course in her mind. She also spent a 
great deal of time in perusing Reddit, reading several threads that she said 
she tends to check daily. Together, then, Ann made use of the variable inten-
sity of moments of time in her schedule in order to thickly organize attention 
across personal and academic interests. Similar attitudes toward time use 
were described by many participants in the Gone Wired Café and the Tech-
nology Commons, who discussed experiencing literacy- and learning-di-
rected time in varying degrees of intensity, where factors ranging from their 
current affective state to the nearness of academic deadlines affected their 
likelihood to intertwine materials associated with multiple literacy goals in 
short proximity.

Thick Sequencing That Expands the Scene

Dean and Carly’s case, like Ann’s, involved students working using attention 
tactics to increase the efficiency of their use of time. However, the “thickness” 
of their sequences worked differently. They too appeared to be enjoying one 
another’s company, but their conversations and direct social interactions were 
limited to the topic of completing the one literacy task that they were working 
on together: learning content delivered via a course instructional video and 
preparing to be quizzed on the content to meet an online course deadline. 
Their study session was thick with interactions not because they were trying 
to accomplish different goals but instead because they combined individual 
attention capacities (and associated materials) in order to expand the scene of 
their learning. Instead of layering attention toward their goals in personal and 
professional domains, they layered a range of technologies and interactions 
into the space of the study session in order to increase the number of resourc-
es present to help them absorb and grasp course material. They understood 
this to be a reasonable and effective way of distributing attention in order 
to efficiently and effectively meet the demands of the assignment—passing a 
content quiz—that had been assigned to them.
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Dean and Carly’s side-by-side laptop screens enabled a way of paying 
attention that fell outside the norms of what instructors might expect from 
students working with digital content provided to them in online or hybrid/
blended courses. Dean described how mediating attention through the dual 
laptop setup changed their study practices:

Two people can search for the same topic in both screens as 
opposed to being dependent on one screen. Um, what we did 
for that time is we kinda split up the things. Because obvious-
ly everything in the video isn’t important—just key concepts. 
So we watch the video and then tell each other what the key 
things were. To save a little bit of time there.

When they divided videos, one of them watched the tutorial and “t[ook] pic-
tures of it,” and then he or she described the content of the video to the other 
so that both could read relevant sections from their course text to better un-
derstand the highlighted functions. As Dean put it, “I was watching a video; 
she was watching another video. So, I would pull up all the key concepts of, 
say, video A and she would have video B. And we would take out all the stuff 
that wasn’t really that important. And then we’d just tell each other the main 
points.” Whether Dean and Carly watched videos together or took screenshots 
from them to share with one another separately, Dean preferred analyzing the 
video to simply reading a chapter alone or watching a video linearly because 
it helped him understand how to prioritize information and highlight key 
concepts. It was also, from their perspective, possible to do more in a shorter 
amount of time by working together to expand the scene.

Dean stressed, of course, that the pair did not work together every time 
a video was assigned because the coordination of schedules required them to 
figure out how to be in the same place at the same time. That level of coordinat-
ed work was not always worth the payoff for a particular video and the effort 
required to mediating their attention together. Dean admitted, “Normally I just 
watch the video by myself—it’s easier.” However, time was of the essence for 
both students, at least in how they perceived their situation, and working to-
gether enabled them to make their time denser without losing individual focus.

Ambient Sociability and Attention

Ann and Dean and Carly’s cases have interesting implications regarding the 
relationship among literacy, mobile devices, and attention outside classrooms. 
The sequences of interaction that comprise these selections of their practice 
suggest that students outside the classroom are, indeed, paying attention in 
ways that many educators would understand to fall outside classroom norms. 
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When they fail to “police themselves” in Kimme Hea’s terms by using mobile 
devices in ways that do not align with normative expectations, instructors 
may read students’ behaviors as motivated by “sneakiness,” laziness, or a desire 
to avoid deep thinking (2009). However, these two stories suggest something 
different. Both Ann and Dean and Carly purposefully make use of distributed 
interaction patterns, in ways that are not simply multitasking. As Keller de-
tails, neuroscientific studies suggest that multitasking typically leads to worse 
performance on tasks than would be experienced when working only on one 
task at a time. Although moments in these sequences of interaction align with 
descriptions of multitasking identified by researchers such as Gloria Mark 
and Melissa Niiya (2014), Keller has argued that applying the concept of mul-
titasking to literacy practices requires us to account for the ways in which “not 
every task” associated with literacy “carries the same cognitive load” (2013, 
p. 103). That is, complex composing tasks almost always require braiding to-
gether many different practices and text types, so that drafting an academic 
assignment often requires something like constant switching across multiple 
activities and texts (see e.g., Blythe & Gonzales, 2016). In these examples, al-
though we might think of the students switching among multiple tasks, it is 
also possible to instead interpret their activity as attempts to make the time 
available to them more densely filled with useful interactions. Their ultimate 
purpose was to fill more interactions into a given time in order to accomplish 
a study goal: Ann was using her laptop to keep a tab devoted to materials from 
her tough course even when “killing time,” and Dean and Carly drew on one 
another’s existing knowledge and technologies to expand their learning scene 
with more materials designed to help them learn content.

I am purposefully withholding judgment about whether Ann, Dean, or 
Carly would have been more or less successful if they had performed atten-
tion in more “expected” or “sanctioned” ways. That is, I am not suggesting that 
Ann is more successful in her difficult course because she has found a way to 
continually attend to it rather than devoting, for example, an uninterrupted 
hour each day to reading course materials. Neither am I suggesting that Dean 
and Carly know more about graphic design because they found a way to bring 
resources from the internet and their course etextbook into immediate prox-
imity with the experience of watching course tutorial videos. Instead, I want 
to emphasize that students have formed purposeful assemblies from materi-
als around them as ways to navigate the constraints of learning outside the 
classroom. Rather than working among a flood information that they struggle 
to control or which threatens to overtake them, these three participants de-
scribe themselves as working in purposeful ways to integrate complex mate-
rials toward the ends of their goals. Indeed, it may be that these students are 
still novices in constructing attention structures in collaboration with their 
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surroundings. However, they do not appear overwhelmed by expectations of 
reciprocity associated with being “always on” and available. In fact, as I will 
discuss later, Ann appears a bit bored by the available information from her 
social connections. Although their environments are infused with a great deal 
of potential incoming information, the thick sequences of attention in these 
two cases read as more self-imposed and strategic than reactive.

Notably, across both cases these students are driven primarily by the de-
sire to squeeze every available possibility out of time (Wajcman, 2015). Ann, 
Dean, Carly, and other participants in this research did not want to waste 
time—when completing coursework, when socializing, nor when learning 
new material. The ability to manipulate time by making it thick and dense 
with interaction is partly what these students understand to be the unusual 
constraints that mobile technologies afford them with respect to composing 
attention related to academic coursework. Another participant named Max 
stated it outright while discussing how he attempted to condense study ses-
sions for his calculus class by working with a peer who understood the ma-
terials better than he did: “I hate wasting time thinking about like, all right, 
why can’t I figure this out?” Rather than “spinning his wheels” on his own, 
Max wanted to get to a point of understanding faster and thus partnered with 
his friend Luna who had more experience with Calculus. Like Max, many of 
the students I encountered during this research were increasingly (and per-
haps counterintuitively) driven to expand the materiality of scenes around 
them because of an intense desire for temporal efficiency, even in moments 
that might appear unproductive. That is, their networks of proximal materials 
tended to spiral outward as they attempted to fit more into available moments 
of time. Within this task fragmentation, students described making active 
choices about literacy tasks that required high individual concentration and 
those that could be completed in the presence of others with whom they are 
socializing. For example, Luna worked in particular campus locations when 
her work is not pressing: “it’s time of day and like, whether I actually like 
really need to get things done . . . or if I can socialize.” The Technology Com-
mons, for her, was a place that invited a social element that separated it from 
more spartan locations on campus that invited more quiet study. As a result, 
students across the situated case examples in the Technology Commons and 
the Gone Wired Café staged personal settings for transient literacies to bring 
maximum potential and flexibility.

How Proximities Shape Attention
To take a step back now from these sequences of interaction, we can ask 
questions about why these sequences developed in the ways that they did. In 
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scenarios where large amounts of information are available through mobile 
devices and networks, why do given students orient toward certain materials 
and not others? What makes Ann likely to use her laptop to integrate her 
coursework into her downtime? Why do Dean and Carly combine technol-
ogies together in order to come up with a new way of moving through as-
signed course material? The attention that is constructed during composing 
has roots in its participating materials. Much in the same way that students’ 
traditional written products such as essays are informed by their histories, 
student’s attentional performances take shape as a result of how they have pre-
viously interacted with worlds around them, including by the ways in which 
repeated locational movements have become sedimented into familiar ways 
of moving. These ways of moving shape the materials likely to surround them 
when they travel through places that matter to them.

Ways of paying attention outside classroom spaces follow from and con-
tinually reconstruct experiences: those bodily habits, boundaries, and path-
ways that become repertoires. To understand how attention is composed in 
information-saturated landscapes, educators need to know more about how 
people build proximities to environments and materials. For an example rel-
evant to the current discussion, Ann emphasized that she habitually found 
herself traveling across the same social media feeds in the same way, even as 
they became increasingly boring and therefore annoying to her. Much in the 
same way that she plotted familiar pathways through social media landmarks, 
she also used the Technology Commons frequently as a “regular” because 
of comfort and convenience. Ann even began spending her less scheduled 
time in the Technology Commons because it was located on a pathway that 
she frequently took across campus. Recalling her first time stopping into the 
center, Ann recalled that she noticed the workspace shortly after it opened 
when walking along a usual route with her sister. Discussing the first time 
she entered, Ann said, “Me and her were walking by, and we said, ‘Oh, what’s 
this?’ And we went inside and we were like, ‘Wow, this is really cool.’ So we 
just started sitting in there. And now I sit in there. Again and again.” Across 
my research, I found that students used the Technology Commons as a result 
of one or two scenarios: either they were using it for the first time at the re-
quest of a friend, or they used it repeatedly as a result of creating a habit that 
put the center on the pathways that they usually took across campus. These 
students who used Technology Commons frequently understood it to be on 
their daily trajectories: it shared a perceived proximity to pathways, materials, 
values, and people on their horizons.

At the level of scope of their movements across campus, proximities shaped 
what places were likely to be salient to students participating in this research: 
their pathways across campus and across the cities in which they lived build-
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ing a likelihood that a particular location would become meaningful to them. 
These locations, in turn, influenced what materials would become available 
and shape the interactions of transient literacies in action in a given space 
and time. However, individuals’ proximities and pathways also functioned at 
smaller levels of scope: at the granular level of sequencing where we are more 
likely to discuss attention.

Proximities and Materials: A Detailed Example

Perhaps another example would be useful for returning to how proximities 
work hand-in-hand with attention, particularly as it intersects with net-
worked technologies and digital reserves. To stick with Ann’s study/social 
session that afternoon, it is possible to see how the university course man-
agement system and interfaces to which it was networked directly affected 
which materials rose to and fell from her focus. For example, when attempt-
ing to access the materials related to her difficult Archeological Sciences 
course, Ann accessed the university’s central web portal, which offered ac-
cess to the university course management system, along with other online 
resources. She waited for the relatively (and typically) long load time for the 
portal to open. However, this site was a temporary stop, a place accessed in 
order to go somewhere else. From the front portal, she clicked on the link 
that opened the university-supported course management system (running 
the Canvas platform) where many instructors host online courses or the on-
line components of mediated or face-to-face courses. The front page of this 
second portal listed recent activity across courses in which she was enrolled, 
including updates made by instructors or contributions made by other stu-
dents. Ann glanced at this page briefly and ran her cursor over the link to a 
discussion board that was displayed there, clicking on the “Assignments” tab 
at the top of the page. “Assignments” was where she would find links to the 
online course material from across classes—but most importantly today for 
Archeological Sciences.

When the “Assignments” page opened, Ann then clicked on the first as-
signment at the top of her page. Opening it took her to a case study assign-
ment from archeological sciences called “Case 4: Detection & Recovery of 
Children.” She paused on this screen, which contained a prominent link to a 
PDF file and a set of bullet points describing the significance of the reading. 
She moved her cursor rather quickly to click the link to the PDF file that was 
in the center of the screen. And waited. Her cursor changed back and forth 
from the customary arrow to the brightly colored pinwheel that Mac users 
know means that the computer is processing (and often overprocessing). The 
gray progress bar on the URL line of her browser crept forward. Ann was 
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clearly annoyed by the wait. She took a drink of her smoothie and put the cap 
back on—still no PDF. She smoothed her hair and crossed her arms, staring 
ahead at the idle screen. Still no PDF. She looked to the table at her right and 
began reading her printed notes. She didn’t notice when the PDF, a chapter 
from a book that had been scanned and loaded into the course management 
system, finally appeared on the screen. By then, she had become invested in 
her print course notes in a spiral notebook, and she flipped the page to con-
tinue reading. A few minutes later, she looked up and jumped a bit when she 
realized the PDF document had opened. Because it was a chapter scanned 
from a book and uploaded, the PDF file was a series of two side-by-side 
pages from the chapter, and the opened file displayed the first series of pages, 
which presented the title, authors, and a brief conceptual table of contents 
for the chapter.

These are insignificant minutiae of Ann’s day, to which she did not likely 
give much thought and to which literacy researchers would often not pay 
much attention. However, these familiar and transparent pathways, in this 
case for accessing course material, not only shape attention in the moment 
but also inform how she is likely to move through the world in the future. 
Ann did not take time to think about why she clicked on certain links in 
order to access her PDF readings; these movements were merely operations. 
However, this short operation of accessing and beginning to read a PDF file 
from her course management system was meaningful, to echo the chapter 
epigraph, for illustrating how the mundane ways that “we face as well as 
move” can be understood as “organized rather than casual” (Ahmed, 2006; 
p. 15). In turn, even short temporal gaps—when the PDF was loading or the 
course management system failed to open quickly—were meaningful to the 
materials that entered the scene. During these lapses in time, Ann was driven 
to fill her moments with as many materials as possible and tended not to sit 
and wait just staring at the computer screen. She chose to engage in another 
activity rather than simply “wasting” time. These breakdowns in the flow of 
time opened the door for the “thick sequencing” of time that I have already 
described. Over time, Ann had become accustomed to turning toward par-
ticular materials over and over again. Mark Nunes (2006) has called this a 
“drift logic,” in which movements in online space lead to wandering outside 
intended places rather than a logic of efficiency of movement. These actions 
seemed natural, so much so that she barely recognized that she was mak-
ing them. However, her actions were also greatly impacted by the nearby 
materials that lined her pathways, making proximities an important facet 
of attention. Proceeding forward from this materially rich understanding of 
attention requires shifting toward ways of valuing attention as a construct 
that is not only affected by brains but also by bodies.



132

Building Proximities as an Extension of Mindfulness

I have emphasized Ann’s example and the relationship of proximities to at-
tention because this intersection represents a new issue for digital literacies 
instructors and researchers to consider. A common approach to supporting 
attention is to emphasize mindfulness. In Net Smart, for instance, Howard 
Rheingold (2012) discusses making students aware of attention by helping 
them become more conscious of their choices during moments in which 
they have the choice of whether or not to react to—or interact with—a given 
stimulus. To use his language: “I can suggest a simple, powerful idea: you can 
learn to be aware of how you shift your attention when your phone buzzes 
or your laptop screen beckons” (2012, p. 36). He continues by announcing 
that “introducing a little mindfulness where previously there had been none 
can be insidiously irrevocable” (2012, p. 36). Mindfulness, as positioned by 
Rheingold, brings conscious awareness to attention choices that have be-
come tacit or transparent. This means not checking a cell phone or social 
media feed merely because it has become an automatic behavioral response 
but rather because it is a purposeful, desired action given one’s purposes and 
circumstances.

Mindfulness provides a useful framework to issues of attention and mo-
bile device use by teaching people who have grown up with smartphones 
and laptops to shift to more consciously monitoring their existing habits 
and personal repertoires during moments of use. However, if we think of 
mindfulness in dialogue with the examples presented thus far in this chapter, 
shifting to a more conscious and aware use of technologies would only shift 
so much about how attention was invented in each instance. Ann, Dean, 
and Carly were not “unaware” of their technology interactions. Instead, they 
were “oriented” in particular ways to their technologies, which affected the 
kinds of interactions they were likely to have. We might recall the example 
in Chapter 2, for instance, in which Kim is likely to check her email during a 
composing session because she has created a desktop notification alert that 
sends a small banner across her screen when she receives an incoming email. 
In these situations, the phenomenological experience of materials in one’s 
surroundings matter to attention.

As I explained in Chapter 3, Sara Ahmed in Queer Phenomenology uses 
the term orientations to describe the tendencies, built over time and through 
experience, through which bodies relate to space, time, people, and materi-
als (2006). Orientations influence what materials are in the immediate sur-
roundings and describe one way that discursive (constructed through en-
counters with cultures, institutions, and designs) and material (constructed 
in matter) realms are experienced together in human movements. Mobile 
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composers experience complicated orientations that have been shaped by 
prior experiences. The rhythms, pacing, and intensities that emerge from in-
stitutions, experiences, communication technologies, patterns of consump-
tion, participation in workplaces, and a range of other life experiences peo-
ple encounter in everyday practice shape their pathways and expectations of 
how time should be conceptualized and managed (Glennie & Thrift, 1996; 
Sharma, 2014). Richard Ling (2004), for example, described how temporal-
ities associated with using watches and clocks vary significantly from those 
associated with mobile devices. In turn, people oriented toward one or the 
other devices tend to organize their approach to time differently.

Orientations and proximities are useful lenses for thinking through the 
shape that attention takes, especially concerning the thick sequencing of in-
teractions. By teaching students not only to practice mindfulness but also to 
read and potentially reconstruct proximities and orientations, digital literacy 
instructors have the opportunity to help students become more aware of the 
designed nature of materials that weigh on their perceptive capacities and 
to become purposeful about cultivating their nearness to or distance from 
them. This way of thinking about intention and purpose repositions the at-
tention that matters to literacy as more than an internal phenomenon shaped 
by conscious control. Instead, our embodied movements matter, as they put 
us into particular positions with reference to the agential environments and 
materials through which we move. Understanding the constructedness of 
embodied movements is important, for instance, for addressing the very real 
concerns that Shirky and others have suggested are associated with how of-
ten social technologies are designed to capture and maintain attention for 
marketing purposes.

To compose and to live attention differently, students will need to orga-
nize new proximities, which in turn shape alternatives for how, what, and 
when materials enter salience. These alternative proximities and orienta-
tions may mean constructing new surroundings that reduce the need for the 
“constant checking” or the continuous partial attention (Stone, 2007) that 
keeps students glued to mobile phones. However, helping students construct 
alternative orientations will also mean helping students extend beyond the 
normative expectations of attention commonly habitualized through class-
rooms with lecturing teachers and/or PowerPoint slides at the front of the 
room. Ann, Dean, and Carly may suggest that many students are already 
pushing far beyond those norms of attention in their transient literacy prac-
tices. Ignoring the range of students’ attempted attention innovations may 
leave educators out of touch with the realities of their lived experience, but it 
may also leave educators out of touch with the changing realities of attention 
outside the relatively unusual dynamics of classrooms.
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Conclusion: Attention and Lived Composing Practices
Attention, from the perspective developed in this chapter, is active, embod-
ied, performed, and mediated. It is composed. Its compositions are shaped by 
designs external to the brain and performed in dialogue with them, emerging 
in relationship to environments, materialities, and infrastructures. Because 
it is in part a product of how we orient to materials around us, attention is 
central to networked mobile composing. Because the number of potential 
materials to be taken up is always greater than what can be noticed, studying 
attention provides a means for understanding students’ naturalized values as 
lived through their orientations to materials and the places that gather them. 
Ann, Dean, and Carly’s cases emphasize thick sequencing, as students make 
use of many materials, and sometimes multiple goals, in order to expand the 
potential of their time. This thickness is characteristic of other students in 
the study as well, suggesting that a feeling of overwhelm at the amount to be 
accomplished is a central tension of life with mobile devices. Individuals are 
continually staging environments and allowing proximities that they establish 
to shape what comes into the action and what fades into the background.

In spite of this thickness, “distraction” does not quite capture the com-
plexity of the staging and braiding that enables the sequences of interactions 
I observed through research. Rather than the result of a simple generational 
divide or changing hard wiring of the brain, these thick sequences exist at 
complex intersections of materials. People carry in some of these materials, 
and some of them exist as a part of the public commons that is available in 
the places they have decided to dwell. Importantly, when these materials are 
braided together into the thick sequences of transient literacies, the practices 
themselves are agentive in creating habits that affect future attention practices.

These constructed proximities over time become orientations that are 
individually unique, while still deeply culturally and ideologically inflected. 
How people move depends upon how they are situated but also to the mean-
ing that they have assigned to situations. What we find in our focus is individ-
ualized, even while affected by social forces. That means that some regulars 
and sporadic visitors find the Technology Commons difficult for establishing 
deep focus and concentration, while others seek it out for respite. That also 
means that social media can be easily regulated for some students and overly 
burdensome for others.
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# Chapter 6: Conclusion – 
Reorienting to the Realities 
of Mobile Composing

I am struck by how transient are the images of myself as a 
writer when compared to the seemingly immutable picture 
of the author limned by the scene in the garret.

–Linda Brodkey, 1984, p. 396

Student practices like those I have traced in this book challenge educators to 
reposition ourselves beyond the vantage point typically afforded to university 
instructors: to pay attention to and care about the unfamiliar pathways that 
students take through even the simplest writing tasks. Most students chart 
their own course through writing assignments, inventing their own processes 
of composing just as much as their own products. Those processes are heav-
ily influenced by the materials that surround students—those that have been 
taken up into their habitual routines for writing, as well as those that they 
encounter as the result of making decisions about where and when to write.

Electronic mobile composing devices do not create this situation. By con-
trast, composing has long been transient and transitory; pens and pencils and 
notebooks supported writing along life’s pathways long before smartphones 
and laptops were integrated into many people’s everyday lives. However, the 
presence of networked devices expands the surroundings composers can eas-
ily reach in transient locations. In addition to co-present people and mate-
rials, composers have proximity to the expanse of the internet. Mixing this 
abundant information into the social and material context of local places has 
direct effects on composing, in part by shaping agencies such as sociability 
and attention that are constructed by interacting materials.

Rather than focusing attention only on screens or on movements through 
space, understanding composing under these conditions requires looking 
across geographical and informational orientations to the multiple materials 
that anchor composing choices. I argue that doing so will require us to inter-
rogate normative models of both attention and sociability as they intersect 
with composing processes and conditions. Instead of positioning interactions 
among co-present people as a “general good,” we will need to see them instead 
as “means to aid particular kinds of work” (Heerwagen et al., 2004, p. 525). 
Furthermore, we will need to look beyond the concepts of “distraction” and 
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“multitasking” in order to develop new language for describing the practic-
es of writing with and in the presence of burgeoning information. We will 
need to think about when and how strategic detachment from mobile devices 
can support moments of relative “social quiet” for contemplation, as well as 
understanding when abundant sociability can expand the potential for com-
posing connections. Users of networked mobile technologies are invited into 
new forms of collaboration that will benefit from strategic reflection and hab-
it-building.

With the goal of supporting future research and teaching practices, this 
concluding chapter connects what I have learned about composing with net-
worked mobile technologies to a broader framework for composing. After 
reviewing key insights from research participants, I momentarily step back 
from the focus on mobile networked technologies by arguing for a concep-
tion of composing based in bodily rather than cognitive intention, where em-
bodiment is understood as contingent and interconnected with time, space, 
and technology and where movement, location, and positioning matter to 
composing experience. I argue that this way of approaching composing de-
mands that we look beyond the classroom, decentering school environments 
from the central place we often assume they have in composing practice or 
indeed composing learning. I introduce this idea in order to argue for a mod-
el of composing learning or development that is more aware of bodily habit 
and routine across contexts. From this perspective, writing learning becomes 
more than a cognitive practice of metacognition or a social practice of appren-
ticeship. In addition to social and cognitive dimensions, composing learning 
has a physical, spatial dimension that relates directly to how composers devel-
op relations of familiarity and habit with places, materials, and information. 
These relationships become participants in composing, such that learning 
to write differently often means explicitly changing habits of movement, lo-
cation, and proximity. While Nedra Reynolds (2004) and Terese Monberg 
(2009) have made similar arguments about writing development, I want to 
reposition the spatial proximities that matter to learning as always existing as 
hybrid spaces experienced across multiple social and informational domains. 
The information domains that accompany mobile device use can no longer be 
positioned as distractions from the real movements that take place in physical 
space, but instead should be understood as integrated with physical materials 
in composing practice.

To illustrate, I weave my ideas about composing with a final research nar-
rative about a student named Ray. Ray, an African-American male health sci-
ences major, used campus social spaces for gaming as well as writing for his 
composition course. I anchor this concluding chapter to Transient Literacies 
in Action with Ray’s case because I ended my analysis convinced that Ray’s 
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activity in the Technology Commons epitomizes the complexities and con-
tradictions of habits, routines, sociability, attention, and interactions among 
information domains and resources that are enmeshed in transient literacies. 
Those of us who encounter students in higher education institutions often 
glimpse only a limited view of these practices that can be clouded by our po-
sitions of power in classroom settings and assumptions about when and what 
kinds of sociability and attention are appropriate to writing learning. After 
reading Ray’s experience of movement across university spaces, the chapter 
draws on this narrative to broaden the scene of where transient literacies mat-
ter. I conclude with a closer look at how transient literacies intersect with 
contemporary academic, workplace, and community literacy domains.

The Conditions of Networked Mobile Composing
To begin, I want to review some key insights from research participants. First, 
and most simply, paying close attention to networked mobile composing re-
veals the ways in which composing relies upon dynamic, shared resources 
experienced across physical and online environments. Composing with a 
laptop is always a cross-domain experience. It means moving within densely 
interconnected physical and information space, and it means invoking per-
sonal repertoires alongside materials, attitudes, and values that emerge from 
elsewhere. This is a relatively simple idea on the surface; however, the way that 
we discuss composing tasks and situations frequently highlights the material 
dimension of composing that describes where and how writing will eventu-
ally circulate. For example, we tend to think of social media posts as “digital 
writing” or as research papers as “academic writing,” failing to account for the 
way that social media posts are composed in physical places that are impacted 
by how attention has been redirected to online spaces through phones or lap-
tops or how research papers are composed with technologies that place their 
production in close proximity to online information and platforms. These 
kinds of categorizations are useful, but obscure the realities of the conditions 
of their production.

Participants in this research situated a range of “academic” and “digital” 
genres into hybrid spaces, though they frequently discussed physical and on-
line spaces as separate rather than interconnected. Take, for example, Kim in 
Chapter 3 who chose Gone Wired as a workspace for academic composing 
purposefully as an alternative to her home and campus office because of its 
ambiance, as well as its ability to create temporary privacy. She had an intu-
itive sense of what each physical place offered and could position herself in 
ways that enabled positive interactions. Things became more complicated for 
Kim and others, however, as they began to position shared social spaces as 
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layered with information spaces. Planning composing as an activity invoking 
both online and offline materials was more complicated for the students in 
this study. Ed, for instance, noted that he came to Gone Wired to study but 
frequently found himself surfing the internet instead.

Students also struggled to find ways to work across physical and online en-
vironments when composing as groups. For example, recall that the business 
students Charlotte, Owen, and Gabriel discussed in Chapter 2 had a difficult 
time bringing their multiple individual habits and assumptions into align-
ment when composing a business plan together. As we know from Amanda 
Bemer, Ryan Moeller, and Cheryl Ball (2009), students composing in flexible 
shared social places of the university often do not configure their environ-
ments in ways that might best support their needs. This case study suggested 
that they likewise may be less well prepared to reconfigure the interpersonal 
dynamics of collaboration, as layered in physical and information spaces. As 
I argue through their case, students are often unprepared for how bringing 
the wide-ranging materials of composing into alignment requires methods 
of negotiation that are more complex than a frame for collaboration based in 
shared presence or simply “showing up in the same place.”

If my research reveals that online and physical information realms are 
complexly interconnected in composing, an implication of this idea is that 
“presence” in composing is also complicated. Presence, by which I mean the 
condition of being in a place, cannot be defined only by co-location in physi-
cal space when we experience life across online and physical spaces. The par-
ticipants in this study reveal the ways in which being in a place for writing 
is a complex exercise of negotiating multiple social channels. While writing 
with laptops, participants such as Micah and Sal in Chapter 4 gesture to how 
presence continually shifts as composers sense and monitor physical and on-
line places simultaneously. Recall that an important part of Sal and Micah’s 
basic negotiations in Chapter 4 when using mobile devices involved practic-
es to prioritize when to foreground each of the multiple, overlapping social 
platforms that existed around them simultaneously. Ann, discussed in Chap-
ter 5, demonstrates how this passive social contact made coursework present 
during moments when she was socializing. Thus, “presence” looks different 
when we carry networked mobile devices: the same ties that scholars such 
as Sherry Turkle (2011) identified as responsible for social disconnection and 
isolation in face-to-face presence are simultaneously creating the potential for 
online connection.

Participants in this study further illustrate how the experience of being in 
time compounds for composers alongside the experience of being in space. 
Participants in the research were consumed by strategies to manipulate time 
by making it thick and dense with interaction. Much in the same way that 
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social learning theories emphasize what Colin Lankshear and Michel Kno-
bel (2011) called “innovation and productiveness,” the students in this book 
use layered spaces in time to expand the scene of their learning. Rather than 
thinking in linear paths, they were constantly looking for ways to get there 
faster by expanding the horizon of possibility in a moment. For example, in 
Chapter 5, I discussed how Ann, Dean, and Carly sought to make time “thick-
er” by multiplying the channels and potential resources that participated in 
their composing in a given moment. The presence and potential of mobile 
technologies enabled ways of orienting to coursework that would be unlikely 
to happen without them: the continual monitoring of class content for Ann, 
and the expansion of a learning scene through the dual laptop setup for Dean 
and Carly. As these spatial and temporal practices become second nature, 
composers may find themselves overwhelmed by layering more materials or 
interactions than can be fully engaged. In addition to cultivating social poten-
tial, networked mobile device users also need to be prepared to make overt 
decisions about when to disengage from one or more of the multiple channels 
through which they interact with others. For students in this research, plan-
ning to disengage from people they knew or from co-present others appeared 
to be easier than disengaging from online contacts.

Resituating Composing Learning Through 
a Focus on Bodily Intention
These lessons about the temporal, spatial, and informational experience have 
implications for composing that extend beyond an interest in networked mo-
bile devices. Participants’ practices emphasize how what writers do when they 
compose is a matter that depends upon material participants in dialogue with 
their own orientations and tendencies. Composing movements are often ha-
bitual—the ways that we move can be carefully calculated, but often emerge 
from more pragmatic lived realities connected to convenience, access, sched-
ules, comfort, and perceptions and realities of acceptance. While this issue 
has been of interest to writing researchers and educators as it relates to how 
to keep attention in the classroom when students use mobile devices, we have 
not done enough to think outside that context to the problem (and opportu-
nity) of understanding composing’s materiality outside of it. As dimensions 
of materiality beyond the classroom become entangled in composing, we are 
seeing arrangements that create new interpersonal and attentional contexts. 
At the same time, people are constantly adjusting and changing as they move 
through the world with technologies, developing with and alongside them.

These conditions point to the need for a conception of writing learning 
that is more engaged with how experiences of navigating information-rich 
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spaces leave legacies of prior experience and tendency written onto compos-
ing bodies. Because people’s composing processes are continually in a slow 
process of becoming with technologies and the infrastructures that support 
them, we need ways to understand the slow bodily learning that participates 
alongside cognitive changes and social apprenticeship in how composers de-
velop. This necessarily will mean decentering the classroom as central to our 
inquiries into writing development. Classrooms are sometimes meaningful 
and memorable to our becoming as writers, but they represent only slivers in 
the expanses of experience that add up to inform a moment of action in the 
present. Caring about composing from this perspective means that we need 
a better understanding of how composers become with technologies, as de-
vices, platforms, and their social positioning likewise change and enable new 
possibilities. In short, I am arguing for an approach to composing that situates 
composers as more fully embodied, where embodiment is not separate from 
space, time, and technology. To explain what I mean, I now turn to a final nar-
rative from a research participant named Ray, emphasizing a process of mate-
rial apprenticeship in his transient literacy practices where his movement in 
information-rich spaces outside the classroom provide a metaphor for the act 
of becoming with technology-rich environments.

Ray’s Story: Habits of Movement, and Building Transient Literacies

Ray squinted through thin, silver-rimmed glasses as he leaned back and ad-
justed positions in the chair he had been sitting in for hours. His battle was 
set to begin. Crossing one leg over the other, he waited for the opening screen 
that would soon display the text, “Injustice: Gods Among Us,” over the top 
of a city skyline, gray streets set off by purple sky.10 As the title screen trailed 
away, two arch-enemies entered the screen: Superman and Lex Luthor. This 
clash, just one confrontation in a long history between the two characters, 
transpired on a flat panel display screen supported by an X-box game sys-
tem in the Technology Commons. Normally the screens set into the walls of 
the learning commons displayed weather conditions, hours of operation, and 
brief instructional programming; however, on this day space administrators 
had connected an X-Box game system to this screen. According to a yellow 
post-it note affixed to the console, the game system was open for public use 

10  Injustice: Gods Among Us is a video game developed by NetherRealm Studios and 
copyrighted by Warner Brother Entertainment Inc. Released by the creators of Mortal 
Kombat, this “fighting game” used legendary DC Comics characters like Batman and Wonder 
Woman to populate battle scenes. Players could maneuver a character through the game’s 
storyline or play a battle mode that entailed one-on-one fights between characters in “arenas” 
or story environments.
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until 3 p.m., when the Commons reached peak usage hours. And, so at noon 
on a Tuesday, Ray sat in a small chair usually paired with the café-style tables 
across the room. Someone had placed the chair in front of the display screen 
about three feet away—close enough for the relatively short cable on his wired 
personal game controller to reach the game system. Although the room was 
full of other students, Ray was playing Injustice alone, his focus intense on the 
screen as he gripped the game controller.

Ray typically played video games alone, located among other students 
dotted on couches and café tables across the large room. These were other 
students mostly tuned into collaborative projects or their own technologies. 
While he sometimes met people in the Technology Commons who wanted to 
join him, Ray shared that his participation in gaming was less motivated by 
any desire to interact socially and more connected to his love for the game: 
for his desire to practice, in the sense that the term means enacting an activity 
repeatedly with the goal of honing an ability or craft. At first I was unsure 
about whether to include activities like Ray’s in my analysis. After all, Ray was 
not using a laptop. However, gamers were a ubiquitous presence in the Tech-
nology Commons whenever space administrators hooked up the X-Box and 
left it connected for students to use during open hours. The gamers’ presence 
also invoked tensions I have referenced throughout this book: Was this an ap-
propriate use of a shared university commons space, one that university and 
space administrators should support? Or just a waste of time?

Cultivating Habits of Movement

I decided to look more closely at what Ray was doing while he played Injustice 
through the lens of my interest in transient literacies. I’m not a game studies 
scholar and do not have much experience playing video games, so my observa-
tion came from the perspective of an outsider. However, what I noticed imme-
diately was the game involved routine sequences of interaction that involved 
engaging with materials in the game world to build the potential for new forms 
of movement. While Injustice was far from a “learning game,” it engaged Ray 
in what James Paul Gee (2003) in What Video Games Have to Teach Us About 
Learning and Literacy referred to as the “active learning” of gameplay.

Let me explain. The gist of Injustice is that it is a fighting game in which 
users battle an opponent by controlling a character or avatar of their choice. 
To locate fights, players also choose an arena in which to conduct their battles, 
a meaningful task because different environments for fighting create the pos-
sibility of interacting with different possible materials gathered in the varied 
places. Each arena contained a different set of “interactables” or materials in 
a scene that could be manipulated to one’s advantage (e.g., cars, robots, and 
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a plane rudder in the Metropolis arena) and thus shaped the possibilities for 
how to gain advantage in a given battle. Furthermore, each environment also 
included different “stage transitions” that moved a battle from one place to 
another internal to the environment.

Watching Ray for over an hour of gameplay was interesting because he 
often replayed battles in which he had previously failed, now armed with new 
knowledge about the possible interactions of the environment. If Ray lost a 
battle within a particular environment, he would enter the game scenario 
again with the new memory of how the skills and materials in this particular 
arrangement might intersect in practice the next time. Of course, things were 
not exactly the same when he entered an environment for a second time, but 
there were certainly overlapping dimensions of the experience that could in-
form what he understood about sequencing interactions. For example, when 
he re-played a battle among Wonder Woman and Solomon Grundy for the 
second time, Ray did not precisely retread the steps of his prior fight. Instead 
of maneuvering to the right side of the Hall of Justice and using the stage 
transition to relocate characters, he pushed Wonder Woman to the left toward 
two statues that could be used as props. This time he won, which meant he’d 
proceed on to a different battle next time.

Intuitively, Ray went about orienting his avatar to each battle’s arena’s cho-
sen environment by moving in ways that enabled him to continually test each 
form of knowledge, to sometimes succeed and sometimes fail, and then to 
return to the scene again with a clearer sense of the potential for materials, 
movements, and interactions. Ray picked up new knowledge about each bat-
tle setting and environment through practice and, in so doing, began to ori-
ent to each environment in new ways. He honed his movements (through an 
avatar in this case) through training as he repeated sequences of interaction 
with small differences (Hawhee, 2004). When he became bored, succeeded 
repeatedly, or found himself continually failing, he changed up the combina-
tion and tried out something else.

In the same way that I learned something about how students negotiate 
face-to-face interactions with strangers by paying attention to their social me-
dia use, I found myself reflecting on how the knowledge that students develop 
about places and materials of composing could be described in terms that 
are similar to the way that Ray proceeded through the game. Ray negotiat-
ed the potential of constructed material objects and architectures, invoking 
and mobilizing their potential as just one part of what it meant to play. Kurt 
Squire’s (2007) learning heuristics for fighter games helped me understand 
more about the kinds of practical skill building that are associated with be-
coming an expert at this kind of game: someone who practices the game as 
an art rather than as a “buttonmasher.” While I admit to reading this activity 
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through my own uninitiated lenses, I began to see in Ray’s game play an illus-
tration of how we build the practical knowledges of navigation and location 
that I have described in this book as transient literacies.

Learning to Move

By enacting the repeated strategy for gameplay that I have just described, Ray 
learned to move within the game through an intricate but implicit trial and 
error system. By continually interacting in similar but slightly different ways, 
he built many kinds of knowledge that helped him begin to predict the sorts 
of interactions that were likely to take place when he engaged elements of 
the game. As he played, he was first building knowledge about the capaci-
ty of the avatar he had chosen. Each character was associated with different 
strengths and weaknesses and playing within a particular embodiment meant 
taking on the material constraints of that avatar. Likewise, all opponents in 
the fight were embodied differently and also worked within their individual 
constraints. Turning outward, Ray was also gaining a knowledge of what ma-
terials each environment offered that could be taken up and used by those in 
the fight. He was learning about the arrangement of the setting and its rooms, 
the interactables that were included within them, and where to find them. In 
order to be an expert fighter, one needed to understand the capacity of those 
materials relative to the strengths and constraints of one’s own avatar and the 
opponent’s. Interacting with those materials also sometimes changed the en-
vironment itself in meaningful ways, and so it was important to understand 
how those reactions might alter the fight. Finally, Ray learned how to position 
one’s avatar within the time and space of the setting in order to access interac-
tions, as well as to avoid potential danger.

It is possible that I have stretched the metaphor of Ray’s gameplay too 
far, but my point is not to reflect on Injustice as a game. Instead, I would like 
to shift to a more speculative mode in order to suggest that we think about 
students’ acquisition of transient literacies through a model that works a bit 
like Ray’s gameplay. That is, students often develop routines of spatial and in-
formational navigation and location through informal trial and error. In this 
model, they internalize the capacity of places and their materials as they inter-
sect with their own strengths and weaknesses, picking up bits of knowledge 
about where they can plug in laptops or whether they can find the quiet sec-
tions in a large, open room. This learning is rarely articulated, but instead is 
picked up implicitly. Students develop and carry embodied knowledge about 
the relationship between their own practices, the capacity of environments 
and materials, and specific ways of positioning themselves that lead to inter-
actions with materials that support their goals.
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Of course, there are significant differences between the stakes of the tri-
al-and-error approach to learning that Ray enacts to build embodied knowl-
edge as he plays a fighter game and the realities of learning about the capacity 
of materials, environments, and one’s own resources as a composer. For one, 
the video game allows for failure in ways that composing choices often do not. 
When Ray realizes that a given strategy is not working in the game, he loses 
a battle and starts that game over. However, when students fail to gain access 
to needed materials or mobilize materials that do not perform in expected 
ways, the stakes associated with failure in writing are much higher. As the pre-
vious chapters have illustrated, different kinds of danger are associated with 
testing out the capacity of ourselves and our surroundings when composing. 
For students who work with(in) the mediated attentional, social, and spatial 
dynamics this book describes, strategies for planning and orchestrating prac-
tices cannot be positioned an avoidable “add-on” to the important cognitive 
work of literacy. Without these coordinative practices that might easily be dis-
missed as lower-level skills (i.e., “time management,” or “getting organized”), 
students cannot achieve literacy practices.

Furthermore, the metaphor is limited in a different way. Game players 
often do not rely on their embodied movements alone to build a practical 
knowledge of how to move through a game space. Instead, they conduct me-
ta-play moves: they read guides, they talk to friends, they watch others, they 
check Wikis. In short, they enter into a vast online and physical informa-
tion expanse that enables them to get new perspective on the possibilities of 
gameplay. In other words, their movements do not have to be isolated from 
alternative co-existing experiences and perspectives that can alter their own 
understandings in ways that create interventions into habits and routines. We 
are not stuck in habits forever. Composers learn through bodily habit and 
intention, but also need the opportunity to gain alternative perspectives on 
their orientations and proximities—to learn what other people do, to under-
stand alternative technological platforms, to get outside their prior experi-
ence of the game.

Getting Outside the Game

This is where we can turn back to the embodied material approaches that I 
cited in Chapter 3. Recall that Paula Moya (2002) argued that interpretation of 
experience can become an object that participates in our ongoing becoming, 
shaping who we are and how we operate. In addition to learning transient 
literacies through a trial and error experience of interaction with places and 
technologies, composers can also get outside the game so to speak, through 
reflections on their own orientations and/or experiences with alternative po-
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sitionings. In classroom learning, study projects that ask students to explicitly 
focus on mapping their use of time, space, or materials create the possibili-
ty for making interpretations of experience agentive objects in our ongoing 
development as composers. Outside the classroom, our networked mobile 
devices can help with these self studies. Both Apple and Android mobile 
phones, for instance, offer time tracking capabilities that can help compos-
ers better understand their use of their phone in general and applications in 
particular. Furthermore, the vast range of available productivity software can 
push composers into new kinds of habits and orientations to their technologi-
cal platforms in ways that encourage reflection. As we talk through these ways 
of interpreting experience and potentially ask students to use them in classes, 
it is important not to resort to normative conceptions of how time should 
be spent while writing. Instead, these tools should be positioned as ways to 
gain new perspective on experience. Furthermore, it is important to talk with 
students about the data, privacy, and surveillance implications of these tools.

As for Ray’s ability to get outside the game, I learned much from our con-
versation about his transient literacies outside the game and, in particular, 
his movement through campus spaces. In particular, his academic writing 
coursework was mediated across a range of shared university social environ-
ments that were likely invisible from the perspective of his instructor and that 
were both physical and online at once. At the level of his movement through 
campus, completing his academic writing coursework enacted an uptake of 
multiple shared social environments and materialities afforded by the uni-
versity: not only the university library where he put fingers to laptop keys 
but also the Technology Commons where he prepared himself to focus. The 
environments and materialities that mattered to his composition course ex-
tended beyond those we might expect from the vantage point of an instructor 
(i.e., in his case, the library). During the summer I met him, Ray set up shop 
in the Technology Commons three or four times a week for a couple of hours 
at a time to play video games like Injustice. He was enrolled in two courses 
during that summer session and understood his video game moments (or 
hours) in the Technology Commons as directly related to what would come 
next in his day: heading over to the library next door to do homework on his 
laptop. In particular, Ray said he used the Technology Commons for “relax-
ation” directly after his two-hour-a-day, five-day-a-week, six-week summer 
first-year composition course. He had made a habit of stopping in the Tech-
nology Commons after his class. He would play on the X-Box when available, 
or socialize on his laptop when it was not. Afterward, he would head to the 
library to complete the work due for the next day. On the day I had videoed 
him, he said that he had “just wanted to take a little break before I started 
working on my essay.” Places like the Technology Commons were important 
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to his routines for completing academic coursework even if no visible materi-
als connected to his essays were present there. Although he did not elaborate 
about why and I did not push him on the point, Ray told me that he did not 
keep a game system in his campus dorm room. The Technology Commons 
served as a location where he could play within limits imposed by the com-
mons rules and the general public accountability associated with shared and 
not owned resources. He also mentioned that his current summer course was 
his second attempt at first-year composition, and that he felt that he would be 
more successful this time around.

Ray had just finished his first year as a student at UCF. Had his current 
orientations developed out of a trial and error of his first year spent attempt-
ing to navigate the demands of coursework in different ways? Had he initially 
kept a game console in his dorm room? Had he initially struggled with how 
to integrate academic coursework with the interests and the activities that felt 
most comfortable and “relaxing” (in his words) to him? What did it look like 
when Ray used his laptop now for writing his essays for first year composi-
tion? Had he similarly cultivated habits of mind and body that enabled him to 
focus when moving within the space of the device screen? If so, could we have 
better supported his experience in transitioning to university-level academic 
writing? And what can we better do to support students of color like Ray who 
may face invisible barriers to entry to some academic spaces? How do we bet-
ter support students whose bodies orient differently from the norms assumed 
by contemporary space designers?

Intervening in the mundane ways of operating that are developed and in-
grained through personal orientations is rather unusual territory for com-
posing pedagogies. As I’ve already suggested, instructors can engage with 
transient literacies by helping students better understand the important role 
that materials play in their own composing habits and repertoires, with the 
understanding that learning outside the classroom affects what happens with-
in it. This kind of engagement takes the step of helping students alter their 
own personal settings and repertoires for transient literacies through process-
es that ask them to think more deeply and consciously about the kinds of 
knowledge like those listed above, as well as to practice the kind of ongoing 
negotiation and adjustment that Ray illustrates.

While engaging with students’ personal repertoires is important for litera-
cy educators and researchers, this is not the only important site for interven-
tion. If we broaden the lens, another way to change Ray’s performance would 
be to take on the role of game designer (or space designer) and to change 
the kinds of materials he can access and how they function. Thus, it is also 
important to think about transient literacies from the perspective of space 
design. The impacts of learning spaces were long underresearched (Temple, 
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2008); however, increased attention to the changing learning needs and social 
demands of contemporary students has meant a burgeoning transdisciplinary 
literature on learning space design, as well as increased interest on how plac-
es beyond the classroom impact composing (Carpenter et al., 2015; Kim & 
Carpenter, 2017). Literacy and writing researchers and educators increasingly 
have a responsibility to become involved with campus, workplace, and com-
munity space design choices, as the arrangement and elements of these places 
participate directly in composing learning.

A related implication of these realities is that literacy educators must pay 
closer attention to how places, and the materials, technologies, and infor-
mation that gather in them, become associated with values and subtle “stan-
dards” of use that impact students’ literacy practices (Lampland & Star, 2009; 
Star & Ruhleder, 1996). While this project was limited in that it did not explic-
itly focus on LGBTQ people, disabled people or people of color, it did allow 
students to disclose identity categories if they desired and these aspects of 
personhood did impact what spaces were available, useful, or usable to them. 
The standards that develop in places create unexpected divides—particularly 
for students who lack access to the latest mobile technologies or to knowl-
edge needed to effectively negotiate the so-called freedoms enabled by the 
potential for movement. The designers who arrange literacy environments 
and/or who imbue materials with potential for interaction play an import-
ant role in shaping the potential for how transient literacies take place. Thus, 
supporting transient literacies also involves working directly to design better 
environments and materials for supporting mobile work, learning, and orga-
nizing, as well as better environments and materials for learning about how 
to practice transient literacies. As we design spaces for work and learning, 
creating designs that help enact more awareness and better trajectories will 
require designers to address some common challenges for the design and use 
of social places.

Adjusting Our Frames of Reference
I have argued that caring about transient literacies means decentering the 
classroom as the center of our composing worlds. Thus, I want to move for-
ward by discussing a larger set of domains for transient literacies. The inter-
twining of physical and information space in composing practice is not just 
an issue for composition classrooms. As mobile networked technologies such 
as laptops complexify composing, composers will need to create processes for 
composing in contexts where practices will always be in tension with other 
“modes of ordering” that conflict with their goals (Knox et al., 2008; Law 1994; 
Law & Mol 2002). Transient literacies will be important to students across the 
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domains of academic, workplace, and community life. For this reason, it is 
important to understand how the experiences of effectively negotiating spac-
es and information are crucial across university, workplace, and civic spaces.

University Space Design and Use

Academic writing educators, researchers, and administrators increasingly 
must pay attention to varied environments where academic literacies take 
place: not only classrooms but also in the offline and online social locations 
where students dwell. As students traverse the university, physical and virtual 
classrooms anchor student social networks held together by course rosters, 
but the writing required to participate in classrooms takes place beyond them 
in dorm rooms, apartment buildings, common areas, student unions, librar-
ies, and other flexible, temporary workspaces. Though we know that students 
use these common places in a variety of ways, relatively little research has 
focused on how students move across the university through shared, tech-
nologically rich common spaces for completing school tasks (Rossitto & 
Eklundh, 2007). Increasingly, the strategy for contemporary academic insti-
tutions, libraries, and university writing programs has been to decrease in-
vestment in hardwired desktop computer labs and increase the investment in 
“BYOT,” or bring your own technology labs (Hochman & Palmquist, 2009; 
Miller-Cochran & Gierdowski, 2013). Furthermore, as universities have be-
come more aware that students seek flexible space for the informal learning 
that accompanies coursework (and that such spaces are important for univer-
sity financial concerns related to student recruitment and retention), many 
have advocated for student commons areas or learning spaces that have been 
designed to be occupied temporarily for study, projects, and extracurricular 
activities (Temple, 2008). Many university libraries, in particular, have been 
redesigned as information commons centers where students work individ-
ually and collectively while located with others (Forrest & Halbert, 2009). 
Other relevant campus design trends include a move toward active learning 
classrooms, where traditional lecture halls are transformed into decentered 
spaces that lack front lecterns and support active student reading, writing, 
and speaking during courses (Oblinger, 2005).

These university environments invite students to use mobile technologies 
for literacy practice and by definition require students to organize mobile lit-
eracy environments that will support their goals. In so doing, they also invite 
the movement across online and offline spaces that is central to students’ uses 
of these devices. To support students who practice academic writing in these 
spaces, educators need to become more aware of their opportunities and chal-
lenges. Furthermore, designers and administrators of such spaces need more 
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insight into actual practices within them that extend beyond student satisfac-
tion surveys. Research has already shown that responses to these remedia-
tions range from ignoring them to actively taking advantage of one or more of 
their affordances, while downplaying others (Bilandzic & Foth, 2014). Tran-
sient literacies require better investment in ambient social media, signage, 
and other resources that lower barriers to collaboration among peers and in-
crease the chances that students will connect with resources (Hemmig et al., 
2012). Given the influence of environments, materials, and infrastructures on 
literacy practices, the design of and experiences of social places should be-
come the direct concern of academic writing educators and administrators, 
not just library and university facilities committees.

As the previous sections suggest, transient literacies redirect academic 
writing teachers, researchers, and administrators to how literacy is shaped by 
the materials, locations, and technologies that are accessible to students, giv-
en their unique social and cultural positioning. Teaching students academ-
ic composing means cultivating a new sensitivity to and investment in the 
environments that surround students when they produce academic course-
work outside the classroom. Paying more attention to embodied habits or 
bodily intentions, as well as their constructions and constraints, should rank 
alongside the new focus on issues such as the importance of “dispositions” on 
literacy learning (Yancey et al., 2014). The possibilities for how students expe-
rience place depend upon what is accessible to individuals as they approach 
them (i.e., based on race, gender, sexuality, employment status, abilities, and 
so forth), as well as how they have oriented to the places of their literate lives. 
Furthermore, possibilities for places shift and change as locations are shaped 
and reshaped by the social networks and institutions that assign them mean-
ing.

In addition to thinking more about where students complete academic 
writing and what technologies support them, it will be important to consider 
how students access social resources that shape composing in online spaces, 
as well as how they disconnect from social spaces when they are dangerous, 
lead to fractured thinking, or surface-level engagement with tasks. Many stu-
dents are learning these skills through practice and without explicit training, 
and in doing so, are also shifting the way that they interact with other stu-
dents. As Charles Crook and Gemma Mitchell (2012) describe, many students 
seek opportunities to complete coursework alone in atmospheres where oth-
er students are also working separately. The need to find “blank space” fuels 
many individuals’ movements into commons spaces; however, the same ideas 
apply to interactions in online spaces. To simply identify students as “distract-
ed” by online spaces can downplay how important these social dimensions 
are to students’ experiences.
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The particular tools and assignments that can support students in this way 
could vary significantly. For example, like many instructors, I have designed 
and taught a first-year writing class that is organized around places of the 
university. In this course, students read about the impact of place on a range 
of practices and then conduct original research within the place that focuses 
on describing the impact of materials in that place on the literacy interactions 
there. If I were teaching this course again, I would not only ask students to fo-
cus on articulating the social interactions, meaningful materialities, and hid-
den infrastructures associated with campus places but also focus on how the 
assemblies of online places work hand-in-hand with these places in everyday 
experience. My goal would be to hone students’ attention not only to devel-
oping a knowledge of places and their capacities, but also to thinking in more 
complex ways about the intersections between online and physical space.

Workplace Design and Use

While it might seem strange to think of college students in this way, many stu-
dents share something important in common with professional and technical 
communicators: a lack of official sanctioned place for completing composing 
tasks that are essential to their roles. Professional and technical communica-
tion educators, researchers, and administrators need to understand transient 
literacies, as more and more professional writing takes place outside tradi-
tional office environments, on the move or in redesigned social open offic-
es that require actively cultivating temporary foundations to ground literacy 
practices. Dave’s case in Chapter 2 highlights how many professionals bear 
a burden of assembling the social contexts that will ultimately lead to their 
career advancement or sustainment. In his case, this means both cultivating 
social potential by maintaining contacts with those who will potentially read 
and sponsor his writing (see Pigg, 2014a for a more detailed discussion) and 
cultivating enough privacy and social distance from others to arrange a pro-
duction setting that means that achieving writing is possible. Both of these 
moves are coordinative, existing often invisibly alongside the important work 
of composing the texts that will eventually be taken up as the valued prod-
ucts of his knowledge work. Workplace researchers have long understood that 
professionals do not only work in personal offices anymore (Büscher, 2014; 
Costas, 2013; Czarniawska, 2014; Fealstead et al., 2005), but we need more 
focus not only on how these professionals navigate their lack of office space 
but also with how they use online spaces in tandem to anchor their careers.

To elaborate, whether resulting from self-employment, the opportunity 
to telecommute, or the spatial reorganization of offices, many professionals 
organize their productivity in shared places that layer disparate social inter-
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actions, technological and communication infrastructures, and rhetorical 
demands. For telecommuters and other mobile workers, the locational co-
ordination of completing work practices will be an ongoing struggle in com-
ing years. As research participants who took part in Clay Spinuzzi’s (2012) 
study of co-working suggested, coffee shops may not be the most conducive 
location for professionals to maintain this balance, particularly for knowledge 
workers who live in urban areas and can financially invest in the co-work-
ing environments he describes. Furthermore, while the cubicle may still be 
the prototypical in-office workspace, organizations are redesigning offices to 
support and provoke new kinds of movement. Across recent innovations in 
office design, places increasingly must support worker flexibility by providing 
temporary dwellings for a user population whose needs shift with the task to 
which they are attending at the moment. Thousands of organizations are thus 
realizing changes to physical office space that were planned, predicted, and 
theorized with the first signs of large-scale ubiquitous computing.11 In 1999, 
Norbert A. Streitz and his colleagues worked from a framework in the field 
of Computer Supported Collaborative Work (CSCW) to describe the impact 
of having desktop computers become the primary (and often the only) infor-
mation source in an office space. In order to relieve some of the problems of 
centralizing all information in this way, Streitz et al. suggested augmenting 
physical space so that it provides more spatial flexibility and mobility, while 
offering technological configurations that “go beyond desktops” (1999, p. 122).

Google’s offices may be the most famous example. The 1.1-million-square-
foot GooglePlex in Mountain View, California, has no private offices and 
combines a mix of semi-private and communal workspaces with cafés, court-
yards, and green roofs (Goldberger, 2013). In a similar vein, the Washington 
Post online (2013) documented the new Washington, D.C., offices of Accen-
ture, a consulting, technology, and outsourcing firm that designed new offices 
“with the millennial worker in mind.” Accenture uses hot desking or hoteling. 
Employees reserve temporary office spaces that fit temporary needs; their 
available choices range from large conference rooms to smaller collaboration 
suites with café tables. When working “alone,” Accenture’s employees might 
sit on opposite sides of a long conference-style table wearing headphones and 
attending to separate projects. According to the managing director of the 
firm’s Washington-area office, Accenture settled on this flexible, social office 
space as a result of the demands of “20-something workers.”

Both examples align with a broader movement toward designing collabo-
rative workplaces to support organizational team processes, while offering the 

11  Office Snapshots, available at http://officesnapshots.com, offers an archive of these 
emerging office space designs. The archive offers a glimpse into how offices are responding to 
the needs of mobile, distributed work.

http://officesnapshots.com
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potential for more personal flexibility. Scholarship in ubiquitous computing 
from the 1990s imagined that workplaces of the future would come stocked 
full of technologies built into the environment (such as smart desks and smart 
walls). While research and design to augment workspace continues, person-
al mobile devices largely support professional writing that takes place across 
hotdesks, open offices, and remote workspaces. The public health crisis of 
2020, for example, shifted the use of mobile workspaces from a situation ex-
perienced by few to one that was suddenly the reality for workers who had 
long depended on offices to structure their workflows and practices. Mobile 
devices enable individuals to transform settings typically associated with one 
kind of activity into one that’s appropriate for others—even when those places 
do not intuitively support their use (e.g., Laurier’s 2004 example of “doing 
office work” while driving). As many new converts to working at home have 
experienced, redesigning a workspace around mobile technologies also im-
plies new demands on employees. For example, Accenture’s office does not 
include desk phones because “employees are set up to do all of their phone 
communication over the Web.” The reconfigurations also mean that employ-
ees must actively seek privacy when they need to devote focused attention to 
tasks without interruption. Although offices are trending to emphasize col-
laboration, open office setups in which colleagues work side-by-side in large, 
undivided rooms can be detrimental to worker productivity and satisfaction. 
Large-scale survey research (N = 10,500) commissioned by the design firm 
Steelcase found that 98 percent of the most highly satisfied surveyed workers 
were able to concentrate easily in their workspaces and 95 percent could find 
distraction-free places to work with teams; however, 31 percent of workers 
overall had to leave their offices to find adequate space to complete work tasks 
(Congdon et al., 2014). While the movement in office design has been toward 
designing toward access to other people, design for collaboration also has had 
the unintended effect of pushing workers and their work outside the office.

Professional and technical communicators have the opportunity to con-
tribute knowledge about the demands of networked mobile composing that 
can shape the design and administration of workspaces. Furthermore, stu-
dents preparing to enter contemporary workplaces need to understand these 
dynamics and to prepare for composing within them after graduation. Within 
organizational office design, John Peponis et al. (2007) argued that workplace 
design for knowledge-intensive work must support users’ access to two kinds 
of cognitive resources: people with diverse expertise and needs and the “ma-
terial inscriptions” that are constructed, circulated, and accessed as part of 
knowledge work. They suggest that users of space need to be able to intuitive-
ly interpret the relationships among space designs and work processes, and 
these relate to co-presence, co-awareness, and interaction patterns. Two mod-
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els are often used to attempt to support this access: 1) a flow model in which 
offices mirror the flow of communication and information associated with a 
task or 2) a “serendipitous communication model” in which informal spaces 
for interaction are highlighted in ways that encourage individuals to interact 
without plans. Peponis et al. advocate strongly for the first of these two choic-
es; that is, tailoring spatial designs to activities rather than expecting that in-
formal space will in of itself generate the kinds of communication necessary.

With this in mind, professional writing courses at the undergraduate level 
are another important site for having students think through how the kinds 
of materials that become participants in their composing will be central to the 
possibilities for what and how they read, write, think, and communicate. As 
a grounding for professional writing pedagogy, teaching future professionals 
to prepare to compose with environments that continually change represents 
a full turn from professional and technical communication pedagogies based 
on a twentieth century industrial production model, which needed students 
prepared to enter and fit into highly organized and controlled hierarchies 
where they responded to knowable situations and executed predetermined 
protocols (Henry, 2000; Spinuzzi, 2015). In this context, the closed and un-
ambiguous network that Jim Henry called the “hermetic environment of a 
classroom” provided a spatial academic training ground that disciplined stu-
dents for the grammar and correctness that mattered most to success. The 
paradigms for success associated with twenty-first century knowledge work 
differ significantly from this emphasis on correctness, and coordination is 
central to creating the conditions through which successful workplace writ-
ing can take place.

Although social workspaces are a matter of choice for some, they are a 
matter of necessity for others, particularly during moments of public health 
crisis or for technical and professional writers who work in contract posi-
tions and seek modular, flexible space to support multiple projects and tasks 
(Hart-Davidson, 2013; Spinuzzi, 2012). Between telecommuting, non-tradi-
tional offices, and independent careers, it is important that future professional 
writers understand the importance of transient literacies to everyday profes-
sional and technical writing practices that students are likely to experience 
at some point in their careers. As more professionals become responsible for 
coordinating their methods and practices, the domain of personal knowledge 
management may also become increasingly important. Personal knowledge 
management focuses on “helping individuals to be more effective in personal, 
organizational, and social environments” (Pauleen, 2009, p. 221). Frequently, 
personal knowledge management is associated with effectively using techno-
logical resources to facilitate productivity, which increasingly means individ-
ual and organizational attention management (Davenport & Völpel, 2001). 
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However, personal knowledge management also includes lifelong and social 
learning, as well as an interest in “the development of skills and attitudes that 
lead to more effective cognition, communication, collaboration, creativity, 
problem solving, lifelong learning, social networking, leadership, and the 
like” (Pauleen 2009, p. 222). These are the kinds of skills that will increasingly 
create a foundation for effective writing on the job. Having students map rele-
vant networks and resources rather than focusing merely on the reproduction 
of genres introduces coordination in powerful ways for students, who can 
simultaneously become better connected to the materials that support work-
place literacies in fields that matter to them.

Community Space Design and Use

Finally, transient literacies directly impact community literacies. Mobile 
device use directly impacts civic and public spaces, which are increasing-
ly commercial, personal, and atomized (Welch, 2008). Cafés, coffee shops, 
bookstores, and other kinds of socially shared spaces long associated with 
conversation and community gathering are often becoming more private and 
are inhabited for relatively long periods of time for personal or professional 
reasons. Thus, coffeehouses and other locations that may not be explicitly de-
signed as workspaces are often mobilized for professional or academic activ-
ities because they can support moving people, mobile technologies, and their 
interactions. Community literacy educators, researchers, and administrators 
need to understand transient literacies in order to better support community 
exchange, given the shifting realities of how contemporary young people in-
tegrate civic and community concerns into their saturated lives and inhabit 
community environments that have shifted due to the impact of networked 
devices. These shifts are more complex than many of us have understood, as 
cell phones and internet networks support new positive forms of public and 
community interaction (Hampton et al., 2015; Jennings & Zeitner, 2003) but 
also have negative effects as well (Purdy, 2017).

On the one hand, it is not surprising that cafés, coffeehouses, and other 
traditional community locations often become crowded with readers, writers, 
and collaborators who are also workers or students: individuals huddled over 
laptops taking advantage of clean space, wireless networks, and available sup-
plies of caffeine. The rise of telecommuting and remote homeworking, which 
I have already mentioned, has enabled workers to make use of such spaces 
while conducting their business by logging into organizational networks from 
remote locations of their choice (Fealstead et al., 2005; Halford 2005). Remote 
employees using coffeehouses for work have become so ubiquitous that mass 
media publications have begun to promote cafés as central to productivity 
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and efficiency. For example, Conor Friedersdorf ’s (2011) “Working Best in 
Coffee Shops” in the Atlantic not only links coffeehouses with the relatively 
recent rise of internet-based telecommuting via the web but also describes 
how coffeehouses offer writers a sense of deadline (they do close, after all) 
while also exposing them to being monitored by others in public. With oth-
ers holding you accountable, it seems more important to “look busy,” Frie-
dersdorf suggests. Wesley Verhoeve’s (2013) “Why You Should Work from a 
Coffee Shop, Even When You Have an Office” in the popular online business 
publication Fast Company cites a lack of distractions and the community that 
develops around coffeehouses as stimuli for creativity. For those who would 
rather not leave home to experience what makes coffeehouses so useful, mo-
bile device applications such as Coffitivity and Hipstersound even transport 
the environmental factors of cafés into personal workspaces. These mobile 
apps simulate the ambient sounds of cafés in order to help individuals supple-
ment any workspace with the perfect level of audio intensity, or what they call 
“enough noise to work.”

Students are taking over coffeehouses for writing, as well. In addition to 
my own prior research in this area (Pigg, 2014a, 2014b), Katie Zabrowski and 
Nathaniel Rivers (2015) use multimodal autoethnography to depict coffee-
houses as respites that stimulate academic thinking. As they state, “writers 
are nomads in search of a place, and coffeehouses are an oasis for such weary 
travelers.” Michael J. Faris (2014) further describes the appeal of coffeehouses 
for academic writing in a narrative for the College Composition and Commu-
nication special issue on “Locations of Writing.” He argues that coffeehouses 
“offer something that the isolation of an office cannot: a lively, social atmo-
sphere with ambient sounds, movements around that serve not to distract 
but to help me focus, and my own ability to move” (2014, p. 22). Drawing on 
the social mapping service, FourSquare, Faris mapped his recent (impressive) 
composing practices across coffee shops spanning two countries and at least 
six U.S. states. Even when coffee shops have “regulars” who visit them often, 
they are continually inhabited by new people who become actors in continu-
ally changing scenes.

Transient literacies require new ways of encouraging civic and public dia-
logue in these shifting environments. Coffeehouses are different places in the 
morning, when patrons stop in to grab a quick cup of coffee (Laurier, 2008), 
than during evening hours, when others stop by to spend a few hours catch-
ing up with friends after work. Of course, cafés and coffeehouses differ from 
sanctioned offices or university social places because their informal hot desk-
ing system is grounded by a different economic imperative. Cafés generally 
do not have strong economic motivation to support individuals’ productivity; 
these businesses succeed financially only insofar as they can support them-
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selves through the “rent” they collect from individuals who buy their goods 
when they claim space within them. However, plenty of cafés and patrons 
are willing to comply with this unofficial contract. Thus, locations that are 
not officially institutionalized as domains of work become sites for workspace 
because they allow autonomy for individuals to enter, stay for a while, and use 
the place to their own ends. However, the freedom to take up new spaces for 
literacy, whether as a student or a professional, leads to challenges, as neigh-
borhood spots once positioned as anchors for face-to-face conversation 
are increasingly re-envisioned as places for personal work or leisure.

For a small way of inviting students to think through these issues, I sup-
ported students in a rhetoric and civic engagement class in conducting re-
search to trace, map, and visualize the places of the university that support 
civic rhetorical action. To frame this class-wide investigation, students read 
about contemporary challenges to public space and organizing, as well as the 
fears that civic engagement is declining among younger populations. This as-
signment challenged students to articulate the kinds of materials associated 
with supporting contemporary civic life so that they could identify relevant 
places on campus where these materials might be found. Students then pro-
ceeded to visit relevant places associated with civic engagement, to define 
how they were meaningful. Their final step was to share and map these places 
on a public online shared networked map that would articulate these linkages 
and connections.

In spite of how we address these issues, it is clear that community and 
civic literacy practices will be affected by the changes to place and sociability 
associated with transient literacies. The question of how to keep places more 
conducive to civic and community concerns, while also enabling people to 
use the social potential of networked mobile technologies will be increasing-
ly important to civic and community literacy. Already, scholars such as Na-
thaniel A. Rivers’ (2016) have argued for using geocaching and other locative 
media interactions as a means for engaging students in the complex relations 
among public rhetoric and place, and writing and literacy scholars will need 
to continue to teach ways to help students become more aware of how envi-
ronments are intertwined with public and community literacies. Alongside 
this issue, community literacies will continue to contend with the challenges 
of organizing affiliations in contexts where personal desires drive many peo-
ple’s turn to common places. Sociologist John Urry (2007) linked mobility 
to emerging “interspaces” where “groups come together, involving the use of 
phones, mobiles, laptops, SMS messaging, wireless communications and so 
on, often to make arrangements on the move” (p. 12). The social interactions 
that characterize the community commons are taking different forms, and 
often laptops are supporting face-to-face contact. Keith N. Hampton, Oren 
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Livio, and Lauren Sessions Goulet (2010), for example, stressed that Wi-Fi us-
ers in public parks often use their laptops intentionally for active participation 
in the public sphere. In order to both create new places that support face-to-
face contact among community members and to help people make new social 
connections, community literacy researchers, educators, and administrators 
will need to directly address these blurred boundaries.

Conclusion: New Collaborations
While new environments are being continually designed to support mobile 
technologies, the presence of shared social space oriented to mobile technol-
ogies does not guarantee accessibility or usefulness, much less collaboration, 
increased participation, or decentralization. However, just as clearly, the pres-
ence of a cell phone also automatically does not mean students’ inattention or 
the inability to focus. Throughout the preceding chapters, Transient Literacies 
in Action has explored how students orchestrate literacy practices in educa-
tional and extracurricular landscapes affected by networked, technologies 
that move with them. The analysis has suggested that in order to understand 
the practices associated with these technologies, we must look beyond devic-
es and their users into the complexly mediated mobile surround that shifts 
and is shifted by mobile practices. These environments matter. For example, 
it is qualitatively meaningful that students like those portrayed in the open-
ing scenes of Digital Nation are using laptops (often for Facebook and online 
shopping, according to their professors) in classrooms, which shifts the build-
ing blocks for literacy in those environments in ways that affect the attention, 
sociability, and resource needs of the students composing with them. As soon 
as the students in the film open up those laptops, they are faced with negoti-
ating potential from across social spheres, which might include information 
deemed interesting, amusing, or that has been programmed to appear in the 
scene based on prior choices. The environments cultivated around them are 
temporary and depend upon ongoing interactions that both construct and 
change the materials around them. These changing environments have im-
plications for how students interact with academic, professional, and civic 
contexts.

While I was writing this book, my next-door neighbor opened a new 
coffee shop in a nearby part of town that was experiencing revival. Its loca-
tion reminded me of the Gone Wired Café. He and his partner had rented a 
commercial space that had been vacant for some time along a well-traveled 
north-south corridor. I asked him whether he was seeing much mobile work 
there. “Everyone wants to work,” he told me, obviously disappointed. “They’re 
all mad that we don’t have Wi-Fi. But just because it’s a pretty space, doesn’t 



158

mean it’s for your work” (personal communication, 2015). Only a few months 
after the café opened, he was still avoiding adding the Wi-Fi network, trying 
to preserve a hub for leisure and conversation. But he already realized his 
business was affected by the common use of cafés as a workspace. He navigat-
ed the design of the space realizing that both the livelihood and ambiance of 
his café depended upon it.

His experience resonated with what I have learned about how many of us 
position third places that traditionally have been so important to community 
life. On the one hand, we want them to be pure and free from the intrusions of 
our technologies, but on the other hand, to exclude the social potential that is 
enabled by those devices means another kind of void, in which we lack access 
to the tools that many of us use to get involved with and learn about our com-
munities. To be sure, there are real problems associated with how people and 
information are blurred when so much social contact is mediated by mobile 
composing and its technologies. Even my own use of the term “materials” to 
include both people and technologies as participants or building blocks in 
literacy practices has the effect of blurring the differences among relation-
ships with people and those with devices. As both human and textual social 
resources are increasingly blurred with and experienced as “information,” it 
becomes easy to dehumanize people—to treat them as objects of information. 
For example, in Chapter 5, Micah and Sal often treated people around them 
almost identically to their technological feeds: an issue and potential problem 
that I want to suggest is actually more complex than mere “alone together-
ness.” John Seely Brown and Paul Duguid (2000) associated this attitude with 
what they call an infocentric approach to information design: the problem of 
conceiving of relational work merely as “information handling.” When the 
importance of social interaction is underemphasized, the long-term success 
of projects can suffer. As they suggest, desks are useful for more than prop-
ping up laptops, offices create learning environments through social proxim-
ity, and work patterns are difficult to disrupt once in place. The environments 
around information processing tools shape capacity to use these tools. In this 
case, the attitudes that led to a difficulty in collaborating on a team writing 
task (Chapter 5) may arise from similarly blurred boundaries among people 
and information.

Across contexts for literacy practice, researchers and educators will in-
creasingly need to account for how the digital reserves that follow us through 
life are more than backdrops behind the “real” activity of literacy. Social me-
dia and other online information platforms actively participate in literate ac-
tion; they co-constitute it. Many students bring a seemingly infinite collection 
of virtual places into connection as they read, write, and collaborate. These 
places are accessible whenever they carry the appropriately charged hand-
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held or wearable computing device in a place that offers connection to one 
of many types of wireless networking connections. It can be easier to imag-
ine contemporary students exist on a completely different plane from their 
instructors, with different tendencies and maybe even different brains. The 
more challenging but richer way forward will be to perceive, care, and engage 
with composing habits and environments differently, knowing that none of us 
can predict the changes that we all face as we practice literacy in contingent 
worlds. Certainly, navigating the public health crises of 2020 has been a re-
minder that at any moment we may have to reform habits that support atten-
tion and sociability in composing in response to events beyond our control.

With the movement from the cubicle to the coffee shop and from the 
classroom to the commons, everything depends upon what happens to ma-
terials when and where they interact. Importantly, different bodies interact 
with places and the materials within them differently. There is no general-
ized distracted, isolated, or indifferent student body, just as there is no ideally 
and perfectly-positioned student consumer, fully packaged with the correct 
BYOT (bring-your-own-technologies) spirit and tools. The realities are much 
more complex. Ray and the other students I have chronicled represent new 
faces of academic, professional, and community literacies today. Luckily, we 
have every opportunity to learn with them.
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# Appendix

The research reported in this book comes from two case studies that were 
approved by the institutional review boards at the universities where I was 
affiliated during the research. Both case studies used similar data collection, 
coding, and analysis, which had two goals:

1. Better understanding the places and operations of transient literacy in 
situ by observing and video recording individuals and groups spend-
ing time using networked mobile devices in shared social places, and

2. Contextualizing the use of these materials and purpose of these in-
teractions through qualitative interviews, including general questions 
about space use, technologies, and social contacts for composing 
practice as well as specific questions related to the specifics of their 
time spent during prior observations.

Choosing Sites and Participants

I chose these two sites because of familiarity, as well as because they repre-
sented different relationships to transient literacies. The Technology Com-
mons was a designed environment for temporary university learning, while 
the Gone Wired Café had no official relationship to mobile work. Different 
demographic groups also tended to use each space. My choices for recruit-
ing individual participants differed to some degree in each site. At the Gone 
Wired Café, I approached four individuals who I saw observed working rou-
tinely over a number of weeks in the café. My cases thus focus exclusively 
on individuals who had incorporated the coffeehouse into their work rou-
tines, and three of the four cases were graduate or professional students (Ed 
and Kathryn [Chapter 1], Kim [Chapter 3]) with in addition to one working 
professional (Dave [Chapter 2]). In the Technology Commons, I recruited 
individual participants to fit with patterns of place, technology use, and social 
positioning that I observed frequently over several weeks, while also attempt-
ing to choose a diverse set of cases in terms of gender and race. This meant 
that several case participants were not routine or regular users of the center.

Data Collection

My data collection methods were similar in both sites. Both involved an initial 
observation phase. During six weeks in 2009, I conducted participant obser-
vation within the Gone Wired Café for five days a week at varied times of the 
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day. During participant observation, I observed the café’s macro activity, not-
ing prevalent technologies and software, observing when the café contained 
the most people writing, and determining where individuals who wrote often 
located themselves. I sat at different locations of the café, recorded observa-
tions, and composed several hundreds of pages of handwritten field notes, 
which I later synthesized in typed research memos. During six weeks in 2012, 
I worked with a research assistant to conduct similar observational research 
in the Technology Commons. During this observation, we made use a more 
systematic observational approach—the “sweep method” (Given & Leckie, 
2003)—which allowed the two data gatherers to observe in similar ways. The 
sweep method, in particular, enabled us to account for the number of people, 
technologies, and social arrangements that were present in the learning cen-
ter at particular moments of time for several weeks. Using a shared analytical 
tool, we “swept” each zone of the Technology Commons, and we both also 
collected handwritten or typed narrative field notes about spatial use during 
participant observation, which we synthesized into typed research memos. 
The goal of this phase of research was to serve as a preliminary guide for fa-
miliarizing myself with each place, its materials, and its users before turning 
toward more specific cases. This phase was invaluable in later analysis of both 
video and interview data.

Following the observation phase, I recruited individuals in both sites will-
ing to participate in case research. I found most individuals to be surprisingly 
open and willing to share their routines and their time with me. As I told 
those who agreed to talk with me, I regularly work in public places, some-
times for writing extended prose but more often for taking care of other sym-
bolic tasks (checking email, transcribing interviews, discussing writing with 
others or some time to look at social media) and I almost always do that work 
with virtual and material resources for information and social support. Gone 
Wired and the Technology Commons attract writers who find these spaces to 
be useful or comfortable, even if temporarily, when others would not. Thus, it 
is important to remember that this research traces those who already choose 
these locations for their work. Each case study participant was engaged in 
multiple writing projects, routinely communicated with people geographical-
ly removed from his or her current physical location, and used social media 
either moderately or extensively during time spent working.

After identifying participants and obtaining consent, I filmed a work or 
leisure session participants conducted at the café or social learning space. My 
decision to videotape and analyze participants’ practice was motivated by sit-
uated action research. The goal in videotaping was to access both on-screen 
and off-screen practices. I disturbed individuals as little as possible and posi-
tioned the external video camera positioned to capture a view of their laptop 
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or other computing device screens, the artifacts present on their tables, and 
their bodies within the space (from behind). This enabled me to observe and 
analyze how individuals encountered and manipulated various physical and 
virtual objects within their workspaces at multiple levels of scope, to capture 
tacit practices that potentially would be overlooked in retrospective self-re-
ports, and to record conversations and immediate social encounters.

After analyzing work sessions, I contacted case participants to schedule at 
least one and sometimes more semistructured, stimulated recall interviews. 
Four videotaped participants from the Technology Commons did not respond 
to interview requests and thus were only included in analysis of observations. 
During interviews, questions addressed habits for organizing work space and 
time across locations, practices and motivations for working in the particular 
site, as well as specific details related to operations I analyzed in video record-
ings. These questions expanded the story of the interactive sequences that 
participants exhibited in their work and leisure sessions by contextualizing 
their micro movements within their personal perceptions, which helped to 
highlight what I would later identify as both proximities and orientations.

Data Preparation, Coding, and Analysis
For participants at both sites, I transcribed interviews, fieldnotes, and the di-
alogue of filmed work and leisure sessions when applicable. For textual data, I 
segmented conversational data by conversational turns and fieldnotes by sen-
tences. For embodied data in video format, I watched video sessions closely 
and repeatedly and segmented the actions of work sessions into sequences, 
noting the amount of time spent in each action. I entered these data into a 
relational database for further coding procedures.

I practiced two kinds of coding. The first was a thematic coding of both tex-
tual and embodied data. During this analysis, I categorized materials taken up 
during the action of literacy, as well as forms of interaction among materials. 
These categorizations led me to the dimensions of interaction and materiality 
presented in this book. Second, along with analysis for themes, I also time-
mapped work sessions to trace sequences of interaction. For the purposes of 
this analysis, I drew on Slattery’s (2005, 2007) analysis of central mediating 
artifacts or resources that held participants’ attention during unfolding action 
as a way to make Lucy Suchman’s interactional approach more tangible. I used 
these coded work sessions to create visualizations of writing activity at the mi-
cro level. These visualizations identified patterns of use for networked technol-
ogies such as microblogs (i.e., Twitter), social networking sites (i.e., Facebook, 
LinkedIn), blogs, and email as well as other material resources like word pro-
cessing programs, phones, and other external technologies.
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Drawing on qualitative fieldwork across a coffeehouse and learning commons, 
Transient Literacies in Action traces how 22 writers practice transient literacies 
with their phones and laptops while engaging in composing activities that range 
from seminar papers to amateur video game production. Reading across these 
cases, the book offers a glimpse into how composers navigate complicated 
atmospheres of ambient sociability, in which they integrate multiple social 
channels simultaneously by monitoring, participating in, and disengaging from 
social contact. Their movements to navigate intersecting social resources, in turn, 
produce new models of attention that depart from linear, hierarchical models. 
Based on this phenomenological insight into contemporary composing experience, 
the book concludes by arguing for more emphasis on embodied movements and 
orientations to supplement popular metacognitive approaches to writing learning.

STACEY PIGG is an Associate Professor and the Director of the Professional 
Writing Program at North Carolina State University, where she researches digital 
and networked writing practices that shape work, learning, and engagement. She 
teaches courses in rhetoric, professional communication, and digital writing and is 
a core faculty member in NC State’s Communication, Rhetoric, and Digital Media 
Ph.D. program. Her scholarship has been published in top journals in writing studies 
and technical communication, and she has received a Nell Ann Pickett award for 
best article in Technical Communication Quarterly. 

“This book makes a valuable contribution to writing studies, particularly by making 
very plain to teacher–scholars how mobile technologies constitute the experience 
of writing, rather than act as an appendage to that experience. I will assign chapters 
of it in a Theories of Composing graduate class as well as first-year composition 
when we talk about writing processes and tools. The accessibility of the writing 
makes the book appropriate for both contexts—no small feat!” 

— Laura Micciche, University of Cincinatti
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