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 A large part of my attraction to the MAED program at MSU was the ability to fulfill my 
concentration area of literacy while pursuing an understanding of the role of technology in 
modern education. I grew up before the dawn of the internet age and the internet did not become 
a reliable source of communication or information until the latter half of high school. Certainly, 
things developed quickly from then on. Which is to say, my experience of classroom technology 
mostly topped out at VHS and DVD, perhaps with a PowerPoint presentation or two in there. 
This context aptly characterizes my thoughts on new and digital literacies—on the one hand I am 
beholden to books, on the other I marvel at the affordances of Web 2.0 (for ease of argument, 
let’s consider this term to include all digital communication as well) for reading and learning in 
general. 
 Broadly speaking, my initial investigations (and now my formal inquiry) into Web 2.0 
came out of a desire to meet my students where they are and to give them agency in their 
learning. I started, clumsily, by emailing students directly. While I could generally expect a 
response to the question posed, not a single conversation was ever begun over email. So I 
switched to texting with my tutees. A few things happened as a result: my students learned more, 
they engaged me in conversations not strictly limited to their studies, they took over scheduling 
from their parent, and they stayed in contact with me more often after our studies together were 
through. Such habits with my students depict an aspect of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 
Development that is oft ignored. Students, especially adolescent and adult learners, respond to 
and receive lessons when the teacher considers their interests and allows opportunities for 
students to decide. So there is an emotional-social component to the long-standing theory, to my 
mind. 
 When it comes to digital literacies beyond texting, I am more conflicted. I am, after all, 
an English and Creative Writing major/Philosophy minor. I believe deeply in the virtues of 
sustained, inquisitive reading. I am also, unsurprisingly, partial to literary works over 
informational texts and genre-fiction; a literary elitist, some might say. But I also know that any 
reading activity precedes any higher level reading activity. So while my heart may skip a beat 
when research finds a cursory ‘F’ shaped pattern to digital literacies, I fully understand that such 
a change isn’t inherently bad for literacy broadly. 

Enter fanfiction. My first graduate semester involved studying educational psychology 
via technology and inquiry into adolescent reading practices. This confluence of subjects allowed 
me to dive headlong into the uncharted waters of online fanfiction. Once again my literary 
sensibilities were on guard. But what I found was promising in at least two ways. First, fanfiction 
attracts kids to reading who may not be either strong or frequent readers. In Motoko Rich’s 
article, Nadia Konyk devours and writes some of her own fanfiction, much to her mother’s 
horror. Mom wants Nadia to read books, but Nadia is uninterested in print. Sure the writing 
quality isn’t exactly Dickensian, but interest and engagement in reading is the undying quest of 
teaching adolescents. But the plots of fanfiction are often stolen from popular stories, books, and 
movies. By reading and writing facsimiles of published works (sometimes literary) these 
students are exposed to the essential story grammar of more traditionally respected literature. Not 
only this, but writing fanfictions itself is an exercise in extended, linear thinking. As for any 
concerns about recycled plots and stolen characters, I paraphrase Aristotle—no art is completely 
original. Second, online fanfiction affords many of the social reinforcements and communal 
discussions any proponent of literacy would desire. As R. David Lankes says, “true learning 



happens when books and friends, writing and understanding intermingle in a rich soup of 
participation.” This happens with online fanfiction, quite often unbeknownst to the parents and 
educators of fanfiction readers and writers. What still remains in my own inquiry to fanfiction is 
how to successfully employ it in the classroom, because I believe it could prove to be a 
wonderful way to envelop students within their zones of proximal development in literacy, 
digital or not. 
 As noted in Digital Nation, the efficacy of multitasking is at least illusory if not a 
complete illusion. When the N.E.A. reports a decline in “sustained, linear attention developed by 
reading,” and writer Nick Carr admits struggling to read longer works, the culprit is the 
multitasking, skimming nature of Web 2.0 reading. If, in fact, such skimming and ‘F’ patterned 
literacies could be shaping the cognitive pathways of young (and old) readers, as suggested in 
Digital Nation, then some steps to mitigate those effects would be necessary. Fear-mongering for 
literacy aside, my concern lies in habits of attention. As noted by cognitive neuroscientist Ken 
Pugh, “Reading a book, and taking the time to ruminate and make inferences and engage the 
imaginational process, is more cognitively enriching, without doubt, than…the digital mode.” 
For when our minds become scattered we cannot attend to a singular concept or idea in the 
present moment. This certainly has implications for learning and a pursuit of true knowledge. 
But it also affects our physio-emotional state. Cognitive psychology tells us that frenetic 
attention leads to worry thoughts because we can only hold precious few items in working 
memory. Worry thoughts lead to anxiety. And anxiety precludes further cognitive development. 
So while reading may change because of Web 2.0 it certainly isn’t going to disappear or devolve 
into reading nothing but a series of headlines. But if educators do not carefully address issues of 
sustained, focused attention, Web 2.0 could form cerebral pathways that put different parts of our 
brains in constant competition with one another. This could be detrimental to all learning across 
the lifespan. 

Nick Harkaway describes Web 2.0 as a modern Gutenberg moment. While he may be 
right that decentralizing authority is inherently empowering, Harkaway would go too far to say 
that it is inherently democratic because democracy requires both individual votes and 
representative authority. He also appears to steer away from celebrating Socrates’s vision of 
Gutenbergesque anarchy. Harkaway’s middle ground approach recalls Gardner and matches 
many others in the unit. But one thing is clear, Harkaway, like Rich’s dyslexic student and the 
proponents of Spark notes in Digital Nation, believes pursuing and evaluating information is a 
great affordance of Web 2.0. But the question remains, how is this online reading practice 
different from modernist novels that are told from multiple viewpoints? Isn’t the vast majority of 
the modern literary canon an extended exercise in evaluating sources, questionable narrators, and 
perceptions of truth? What would happen if AP English assigned an online version of Nabokov’s 
infamous hypertext novel, Pale Fire, instead of the printed book? I am grasping at digital straws 
here and (to mix metaphors) slipping down the rabbit hole. 

Surely the glories of all that is Web 2.0 are many, but if ‘F’ reading patterns persist and 
much information is gleaned what does that mean for abstract knowledge? This seems to be, in 
large part, what Gardner was getting at when he argued for the virtues in education. That 
knowledge, properly understood, needs to associate related ideas and concepts from disparate 
arenas; knowledge requires a framework of abstractions where information needs to be stored 
and retrieved.  
 To my mind, autobiographical inquiry is part and parcel of the Jesuit pedagogical practice 
of reflection to which I was exposed in the last two years of my undergraduate degree. 



Essentially, such inquiry is redoubtably beneficial to the autobiographer. Like the work of Paley, 
autobiographical inquiry allows the autobiographer to pick and choose moments of experience 
and explore the broader emotional, intellectual components and their implications. In The Girl 
with the Brown Crayon, the reader is continuously reminded of how Paley chose which events to 
recount and how those events fit into the context of her ending career. Similarly, Mary Catherine 
Bateson pursues highly autobiographical accounts in her anthropological inquiry. In fact, it 
would be a lapse of judgment to describe participant observation as wholly distinct from 
autobiographical inquiry—the Self is ever present. However, participant observation is 
necessarily less personal, and generally more attuned to the variations of culture outside of the 
observer.  

Unlike those of participant observation, the limits of autobiographical inquiry’s ability to 
inform others beyond the autobiographer are plain to see. When an autobiographical inquiry is 
framed as a narrative so personally relevant, such as that of Paley, it offers meek arguments of 
little sway to others in the profession, academics, and policy makers. It wasn’t until Paley began 
to blend her narrative proclivities with direct statements and prescriptions that her viewpoint 
could truly be heard far and wide as something actionable. Perhaps an even better example of a 
work of intellectual heft, prescription, and autobiography is that of Howard Gardner. If I am 
right, it may then be no wonder why Gardner looms over the field of education far more 
ominously than does Paley; her ideas appear as a cumulous clouds, his a midsummer hailstorm. 
Gardner is persuasive not only for making broad, often scientific, claims, but also for his skillful 
use of anecdotes and open questioning of his developing thoughts over time. In other words, 
Gardner’s work attracts a lot of attention with bold, pithy ideas but garners its support through 
adept uses autobiographical inquiry.  


