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Abstract

A deficit view of rural language learners’ out-of-school literacy practices has permeated
formal educational and language policy globally. Intergovernmental organizations like the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, for instance, have often por-
trayed rural learners in Global South countries as having literacy deficits if their language
sRills are not in alignment with the practices valued in school contexts. These deficit re-
presentations are often instrumentalized as a tactic to oppress and exclude rural students’
literacies and language traditions from educational policy and curricula. Throughout this
article, the authors — both language educators researching young people’s diverse lite-
racy practices — aim to address and combat such problematic omissions. Following a
sociocultural, multiliteracies frameworR, we analyzed two semi-structured interviews and
accompanying artifacts to feature the literacies that a 14-year-old rural Colombian youth
engages with daily. Results illuminate the myriad language practices honed outside of
formal learning contexts, including family-based literacies, oral and embodied forms of
communication, analyzing and composing with multimodal texts, and developing critical
sRills with digital texts to question national power relations and forge activist identities.
The authors discussed the benefits of an expanded view of literacy — particularly for edu-
cators — in hopes of contributing to equity-based research advocating the recognition and
inclusion of rural students’ vernacular literacies across formal learning spaces.
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Resumen

A visao do déficit tem sido uma abordagem comum para a pesquisa sobre o letramento
dos estudantes do campo, que, infelizmente, continua a permear as politicas educacio-
nais e linguisticas em todo o mundo. Por exemplo, organizagoes intergovernamentais
como a Organizagéo para Cooperagdo e Desenvolvimento Econémico frequentemente
retratam alunos rurais em paises do Sul Global como tendo déficits de alfabetizacao se
suas habilidades linguisticas nao estiverem alinhadas com as praticas valorizadas nos
contextos escolares. Essas representagoes de déficit sao usadas contra estudantes
rurais cujos letramentos continuam sendo excluidos da politica educacional e dos cu-
rriculos. Este estudo de caso qualitativo aborda especificamente essas representagoes
problematicas de déficit. Seguindo um quadro sociocultural de multiletramentos, analisa-
mos duas entrevistas semiestruturadas e artefatos para identificar os letramentos com os
quais um jovem rural se envolve diariamente. Os resultados indicam que essa juventude
rural se envolve em uma miriade de letramentos que incluem a participagao em formas de
comunicagao baseadas na familia, orais e corporificadas, analisando e compondo textos
multimodais para aprofundar a compreensao entre contextos e explorando habilidades
digitais criticas para desenvolver uma identidade ativista e questionar relagoes de poder
nacionais. Discutimos as implicagdes de uma visao ampliada de alfabetizacao para edu-
cadores. Esperamos que este estudo contribua para a pesquisa de alfabetizacao baseada
em equidade que defenda o reconhecimento e a inclusao de letramentos vernaculares de

estudantes rurais na escola.

N.> 92

La vision del déficit ha sido un enfoque comun para la investigacion de las alfabetizacio-
nes de los estudiantes rurales que, lamentablemente, continGia impregnando la politica
educativa y linguistica en todo el mundo. Organizaciones intergubernamentales como la
Organizacion para la Cooperacion y Desarrollo Econdmico han retratado a los estudian-
tes rurales en los paises del Sur Global como estudiantes con déficits de alfabetizacion si
sus practicas generalmente carecen de las habilidades para participar en las practicas tra-
dicionales de alfabetizacion valoradas en la escuela. Estas representaciones deficitarias
se utilizan contra los estudiantes rurales cuyas alfabetizaciones siguen estando excluidas
de la politica educativa y los planes de estudios. Este estudio de caso cualitativo aborda
especificamente tales representaciones deficitarias problematicas. Siguiendo un marco
sociocultural de multialfabetizaciones, analizamos dos entrevistas semiestructuradas y
artefactos para identificar las alfabetizaciones con las que se involucra a diario un joven
rural. Los resultados indican que este joven rural se involucra en diversas alfabetizacio-
nes que incluyen 1. Participar en formas de comunicacion familiares, orales y encarnadas,
2. Analizar y componer textos multimodales para profundizar la comprension en todos
los contextos y 3. Aprovechar habilidades digitales criticas para desarrollar una identidad
activista y cuestionar relaciones de poder en el ambito nacional. Discutimos las impli-
caciones de una vision ampliada de la alfabetizacion para los educadores. Esperamos
que este estudio contribuya a la investigacion de la alfabetizacion basada en la equidad
que aboga por el reconocimiento y la inclusion de las alfabetizaciones vernaculas de los
estudiantes rurales en la escuela.
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Introduction: Living Literacies

What is literacy? Many will offer up a few main concepts in response to this
seemingly simple question: reading, writing, and interpreting texts. While
seemingly facile in nature, defining literacy as a set of learned cognitive
skills and abilities to be acquired and performed has become universalized
within societies globally. Yet, over the past forty years, understandings have
expanded from the cognitive to the sociocultural to capture how literacy
is a meaning-making tool that all employ to participate across distinct
domains, cultures, and contexts (Corbitt et al., 2022; Kalantzis & Cope,
2020a; Vygotsky, 1978). Manifested as a set of diverse practices — such
as specific ways of thinking, speaking, writing, dressing, and behaving
across varied settings — literacy is continuously influenced by powerful yet
abstract elements like ideologies, identities, and discourses (Gee, 2015;
Pahl & Rowsell, 2012; Street, 1984; Vea, 2020): knowing to include emojis
and abbreviated words while sending a text to a friend, understanding the
inappropriate nature of a joke through observed glances, and maintaining
a respectful tone when speaking to a higher-up at work all require a set of
context-specific, literacy-related understandings.

As these examples illustrate, exploring literacy through a sociocultural
lens shifts focus away from the individual toward the interactions and
learning that occur across the spaces they navigate. Rather than a set of
abilities forged in a formal educational setting —such as writing a structured
essay or email, interpreting a canonical text or online advertisement, or
sharing ideas with teachers and peers during a class debate— literacy
encompasses the daily practices people engage in across their varied life
domains, such as home, school, or work (Kalantzis & Cope, 2020; Pahl &
Rowsell, 2012). These sociocultural influences on language begin at birth,
when all individuals inherit a “primary Discourse” from their native home
and environment. This primary Discourse takes shape through socially
mediated patterns of “using language, other symbolic expressions, and
‘artifacts,” of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and acting that can be
used to identify oneself as a member” among a group of people (Gee,
1996, p. 13). However, individuals also gain “secondary Discourses” and
subsequent membership in varied “Discourse communities” over their
lifetimes that continuously impact literacies and senses of self (Gee, 2015).

According to linguistic and literacy scholar James Paul Gee, one’s
ability to access, understand, and produce literate texts within and across
such Discourse communities influences the composition of “identity kits”.
These kits are composed of specific ways of “behaving, interacting, valuing,
thinking, believing, speaking, and, often, reading and writing” (2015, p. 4).
Carried across contexts, one’s identity kit will help them gain and maintain
access within specific social spaces:
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Being a member of a family, a peer group, a community group or
church, a drinking group, a classroom, a profession, a research team,
an ethnic group, a sub-culture, or a culture requires ‘rites of passage’
to enter the group, the maintenance of certain behaviors (ways of tal-
king, valuing, thinking) to continue to be accepted as an ‘insider’, and
continued ‘tests” of membership applied by others. (Gee, 1990, p. 143;
Kalantzis & Cope, 2020a).

With increasingly complex advancements in modern technologies,
access to such social spaces —regardless of their global location— has been
facilitated, allowing individuals to connect and interact with others, objects,
and tools at great distances (Gee, 2004). While certainly not exclusive to
the virtual realm, the literacy practices developed through digital texts and
technologies —no longer limited by geographical boundaries—aptly capture
how various, now global, socially and culturally shaped modes of represen-
tation such as speech, gesture, attire, image, written language, music, and
movement work in conjunction to influence literate understandings (Corbitt
etal., 2022; Mills & Unsworth, 2017; Steinkuehler, 2010). Mora et al. (2019)
capture this in their research on second language literacies through gaming
practices and communities. In their play of first-person shooter (e.g., Call
of Duty) and massive multiplayer online role-playing genres (e.g., World of
Warcraft), many Colombian gamers choose to access English-speaking global
servers. In addition to navigating and interpreting the game’s word, image,
sound, and tactile experiences, these gamers engage in often daily verbal
and text-based communications with in-game teammates that provide robust,
socioculturally literate experiences that surpass physical global boundaries.

Taking this expanded ‘multimodal” experience of textual navigation
into account requires broadening understandings of literacy to include
both the mind and body —an invaluable shift brought to the fore in the
1990s by the New London Group. As a team of academics keen to trans-
cend universalized literacy models by honouring variability in text and
meaning-making, the New London Group’s conceptualization of multilite-
racies marked a monumental evolution from an alphabetic-script notion of
literacy, toward an embodied, multimodal, identity-based understanding of
literacy (Kalantzis & Cope, 2020a; Mills & Unsworth, 2017; Pahl & Rowsell,
2012). Such developments have since transformed literacy studies around
the world, including in Global South countries like Colombia (Alvarez-
Valencia, 2016; Canas et al., 2019; Losada-Rivas & Suaza-Cardoso, 2018;
Mora, 2015; Rojas-Alvarez, 2011).

While the New London Group’s work has indeed contributed to monu-
mental and inclusive shifts, their broadened conceptualizations are still
often neglected in educational policy and formal learning environments:
“Ironically, at a time when researchers are reconceptualizing and expan-
ding what counts as learning to include multimodal ways of knowing,



governmental policies rely on constricted definitions of literacy and achie-
vement” (Wohlwend, 2008, p. 135). Australian academics Kalantzis and
Cope attribute such omissions to the normalization of didactic forms of
literacy —centering formal language rules, mechanical skills, and drill/
memory-based learning— that have the goal of “helping learners ‘fit" into
a dominant culture” (2020).

Rather than providing space for diverse cultures, languages, perspectives,
texts, and interpretations, many educators are encouraged to teach towards
passivity due to an underlying politics aimed at social reproduction and repe-
tition over creativity and critical reflection (Vasquez et al., 2019). Colombian
scholars have drawn attention to these problematic discrepancies between
theory and practice, particularly for students in indigenous and marginalized
rural communities (e.g., Correa et al., 2014; Mora et al., 2015, 2021; Roldéan
& Pelaez-Henao, 2017; Valencia Jiménez et al., 2016). The all-encompassing,
full-embodied views on literate practice and focus on students” unique iden-
tities, vernaculars, and local literacies are often disregarded in educational
policy and practice, with inadequate and discriminatory language policies
and guidelines for teaching and evaluation instead popularized.

Such ongoing, global criticisms and calls to action from educators and
academics alike have framed this paper’s case study of 14-year-old Chaparro’s
(pseudonym) life with literacy. Aware of the need to continue expanding
views on what literate skill entails, particularly within the realm of education,
this study asks: What are the literacies that a rural youth in northern Colom-
bia experiences in his daily life? To respond to this inquiry, this case study
explores Chaparro’s practices through a sociocultural, multiliteracies lens
to draw attention to the complex “out-of-school” literacies and Discourses
he hones beyond formal educational spaces (Pahl & Rowsell, 2012; 2020).
While this particular study follows the practices and identities of one rural
learner, it should be noted that youth spanning global contexts explore
rich and robust literacies in similar ways across their daily lives (Burnett &
Bailey, 2014; Gilje & Silseth, 2019). Rather than delineating these practices
as ‘futile’, ‘non-academic’, even ‘wasted time’, we encourage fellow resear-
chers, educators, and parents to explore them with youth in order to reframe
archaic conceptions of what literacies and literacy learning can do and be.

Methodology

Participant BackRground: Chaparro’s Case

This paper’s case study draws on the recounted literacy practices of one
Colombian youth, who was fourteen at the time of the study. Chaparro
(pseudonym) lives in a small rural village along the Colombian Caribbean
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coast that is inhabited by approximately 4,000 people. Chaparro lives
with his immediate and extended family —his parents, two younger
sisters, uncle, grandmother, and great grandparents— in a household
composition common to the area. As an eighth grader, Chaparro attends
the local public school located a short walk from his home. His school
serves around 500 primary and secondary students from the community,
and follows the official standardized curricula mandated by the National
Ministry of Education.

In the teaching and assessment of required core subjects, including
Languages (Spanish and English), Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies,
a stringent focus is maintained on traditional literacy skills such as reading,
writing, and rote memorization, particularly for success on high-stakes tests.
These forms of evaluation require a specific type of written reflection cente-
red upon school-based, alphabetic-script literacies, while also demanding
that students demonstrate their knowledge and competencies by employing
inference skills to make sense of the affirmative and supporting statements
(“afirmaciones y evidencias”) found in the tests” written texts (icres, 2022).

Data collection methods and analysis

In order to center the diverse literacy practices Chaparro hones beyond
the restrictive confines of these school-based requirements, a case study
method was selected to “examine, in-depth, a case within its real-life con-
text” (Gilje & Silseth, 2019, p. 184). Upon receiving consent from Chaparro
and his parents, data were collected through two semi-structured interviews
—each around 45 minutes in length— that were accompanied by a home
observation and review of work produced by the youth. To ensure Chaparro
felt free to respond in an authentic manner during the interview process
and subsequent discussions, open-ended questions were used, such as:
‘How do you like to communicate with friends and family?’, and ‘What
do you think it means to be literate?” The audio-recorded interviews were
conducted by co-author Tin Chaparro’s mother tongue of Spanish. Selected
interview segments were transcribed through iterative listening and
coded into categories according to described literate perceptions, events,
and practices. These categories framed the three overarching sections included
in this article’s analysis: Chaparro’s 1) family-based literacy practices, 2)
multimodal literacy practices, and 3) critical digital literacy practices. With
an intended audience of elementary and secondary educators, careful
attention was made throughout the analysis section of this article to draw
links between out-of-school literacy practices and formal educational
contexts. For the purposes of this publication, all transcripts included were
translated from Spanish to English by co-author 1.



Analysis: Exploring Chaparro’s Literacies

With the aim of debunking common assumptions that the only valued
literate practices are those honoured in formal educational contexts —such
as reading, writing, and speaking ‘proper’ dialects of a given language—
this paper explores the complex, rich, and diverse literacies Chaparro
hones in his ‘out-of-school’ environments. Beginning with a description
of the family-based literacies that are closely entwined with Chaparro’s
cultural background and traditions, our analysis will then shift toward the
multimodal semiotic resources, like sound, image, text and gesture, he
utilizes to make meaning from complex texts, and, lastly, close with an
exploration of the critical digital literacies he draws from while navigating
new media such as video games.

Family-Based Literacies

While maintaining focus on the New London Group’s concept of multi-
literacies (1996; Kalantzis & Cope, 2020a; Mills & Unsworth, 2017), our
analysis of Chaparro’s home literacies will first center on the culture and
traditions that largely influence his identity and primary Discourse (Gee,
2015). Born and raised in a rural Colombian community surrounded by
close kin, Chaparro’s family-based literacies are mainly situated around a
physical structure that has served as a marker of Colombian heritage for
centuries: the palm kiosk (Figure 1).

Figure 1.
Picture of palm Kiosk in Chaparro’s home-community.

Source: Tatiana Becerra
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A remnant of indigenous tradition along the Colombian Caribbean
coast (Fals-Borda, 2002), the palm kiosk is the preferred place for gathering
and social interaction among family members at Chaparro’s home. On any
given evening, a variety of literacy events —or moments of collaboratively
composing a text (Pahl & Rowsell, 2012)— occur in this outdoor space.
As Chaparro mentions in the interview segment below (Transcript 1), such
literacy events include the recounting of anecdotes that often serve as a
source of laughter and family connection:

Transcript 1.
Telling Stories at Home

00 T What Rind of things do you guys do at home?
(o] Ch We talR, stories.

02 T You tell stories?

03 Ch We tell stories.

04 T What are the stories about?

05 Ch Things from the past that make us laugh.

06 T Who tells the stories?

o7 Ch Me.

08 T Uhuh.

09 Ch My uncle.

10 T Your uncle, which?

1 Ch Rafita.

2 T Ah.

13 Ch Everyone at home, everyone.

14 T Your grandma?

15 Ch Grandma yes, too. There are some stories she Rnows.
16 T About what, what are the stories about?

Things that happened to us when you tripped, remember the

17 ch day you tripped, that maRes us laugh.

The oral storytelling Chaparro describes in this segment is an important
component of his family-based literacy practices. As indicated in line 13,
“everyone” in his family partakes —including the family elders such as his
granduncle and grandmother— and uses oral storytelling as a literate tool
to demonstrate allegiance to family time, histories, the home, and commu-
nity Discourse (Gee, 2015). Oral traditions are important communicative
practices that have been pivotal to recording histories and nurturing rural
communities’ identities, thus sustaining and permeating social and cultural
interaction in the Colombian Caribbean and Pacific Coasts (Escobar, 2018;
Fals-Borda, 2002).



In addition to honouring such long-standing oral traditions, the literacy
events occurring in the palm kiosk demonstrate a rich grasp of literacies
beyond spoken word alone. Recent developments in literacy studies have
turned to affect-based frameworks in order to decenter the text and instead
place emphasis on feeling, connection, embodiment, and sensation. Hea-
vily influenced by Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza’s theory of affect,
built upon by French philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1988), affect-based
perspectives make room for considerations of how, through literacy events,
bodies (human and non-human, physical and non-physical, singular and
collective) perform a continuous, unpredictable, ever-evolving dance that
elicits intensities, energies, and disruptions.

Regarding literacy as being permeable in this way opens new worlds
of possibility created through “emergent, material, and social relations”
(Ehret et al., 2016, p. 3). In the case of the oral storytelling that occurs in
Chaparro’s family palm kiosk, the human body works as a ‘text assemblage’,
whereby gestural and spatial modalities converse to expand possibilities
for communicating and making meaning (Leander & Boldt, 2013). The
use of context specific spoken language, gesture, gaze, prosody, and phy-
sical space converge, providing Chaparro and his family members with
powerful affordances in producing literacy events that are understood and
felt collectively.

This embodied sense of literacy is nicely reflected through the fami-
ly-based literacies occurring in the palm kiosk. At a later time in the inter-
view transcribed above, Chaparro described how his family enjoys playing
board games like parcheesi on a regular basis. While the game demands
that players read and understand various physical objects —such as the
board, card signs and numbers, dice, and chips— the strategic play of
those aiming to win also requires the observation and understanding of
players’ gestures and gazes to anticipate the next moves. Just as in the palm
kiosk, the family-based literacies Chaparro draws upon during his parcheesi
gameplay require a complex process of meaning-making across the mind,
body, material and non-material, while also centuring the traditions and
connections that his family values.

Despite acknowledging his participation in and enjoyment of these
family-based practices, Chaparro placed little value on the literacies forged
in his home life. He, in fact, described the deficit view of his and his
family’s literate abilities during the interview. Chaparro explained that
he lacked confidence in his performance of the literacy practices valued
in school, and, therefore, believed himself to be non-literate and “bad at
Spanish”, his mother tongue. He spoke of ongoing struggles in Spanish
class that stemmed from difficulties learning to read when he was youn-
ger, and continued to manifest as an uneasiness he experienced when
asked to read at school. While Chaparro described the importance he
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attributed to the traditional literacy skills honoured in school and society
more broadly — stating “to me, reading is learning” and “literacy is some-
thing you need to be a person” —he also spoke of his lack of motivation,
struggles to concentrate in class, and issues with producing the print-based
texts required at school.

The long-standing deficit conceptions Chaparro has developed about
his literate ability have put him at a learning standstill in formal educational
environments, resulting in poor performance in his language classes. Fur-
ther, Chaparro expressed similar deficit views of his parents and relatives,
whom he considers unable to help him with school tasks as they “know
nothing” —an opinion contrasted by the rich description of family-based
literacies painted during the interview. Chaparro’s views draw attention
to a postmodern concern around ‘acceptable’ and ‘non-acceptable’ forms
of a given language (Kalantzis & Cope, 2020): When multiple dialects,
registers, and versions of a given language exist, why are students required
to master the voice of the nation-state in order to be considered as literate?
As researchers and educators, these deficit self/family perceptions are a
clear indication of the problematic, narrow conceptualization of literacies
and language practices popularized within the school system, particularly
as they come from a youth whose life is rich with a myriad of multimodal,
digital, and critical literacy practices, as we will continue to describe below.

Multimodal Literacies

While robust and meaningful in nature, Chaparro’s out-of-school literacies
go far beyond his family-based practices. Each evening while watching
the news on TV, Chaparro draws upon his ability to navigate and critically
analyze multimodal texts. Experiencing the interplay of diverse modes
—semiotic resources including text, image, sound, gesture, and music
(Jewitt, 2008; Mills & Unsworth, 2017)— while consuming the news has
motivated Chaparro to search for other texts with multiple modalities in
order to gain new perspectives and information, as he describes in the
interview segment included below:

Transcript 2.
Finding the Affordances of Other Modes

00 T Have you seen other news that have impacted you?

Yes, the one about the car that, where a lot of people got burned and
01 Ch that man was not conscious because he dared to take out the battery
of the car that exploded.

02 T Hmmm yes it was terrible news.

And the videos showed, when | searched, because | bought cellphone

03 ch data and searched, there were people in flames.




The scene discussed in this interview segment is of the explosion
of a truck transporting gasoline in a small town in Santa Marta, Colombia.
After initially learning about the tragic event and its proximity to his own
home, Chaparro was motivated to search for additional information in the
form of YouTube videos. The videos he found were recorded by witnesses
during the explosion, featuring uncensored visuals, live sounds, and a
first-person perspective that Chaparro could not obtain by solely watching
the news. His desire to access a vivid, realistic representation of the tragic
event demonstrates an awareness of varied multimodal affordances, as
well as an understanding of content restrictions across media platforms.

Chaparro’s experiences watching the news and doing supplemen-
tary research have also influenced some of the texts produced for his school
assignments. During the interview, he described a project assigned in his
Technology class that required students to reflect on machines and their
impact on the environment. Chaparro chose to reinterpret a segment he had
seen while watching the news by creating a cartoon and including written
comments on his representation of a petrol machine, as he describes in
the interview segment below:

Transcript 3.
Shifting Meaning from the TV News to a Cartoon.

They asRed about what one kRnew about dealing with the environ-
00 Ch ment, how to control it, the chemicals, the oil, the machines, the harm
they're doing to the environment, and so | drew a petrol machine.

Ol T And how was your cartoon?

It was a petrol machine, and the oil spilled and touched the fish under
02 Ch the ocean. | got the idea from the news on the TV that the oil had
spilled in the river and the fish were dead.

The multimodal composition Chaparro completed for his school assig-
nment demonstrates his ability to transfer meaning across varied contexts
and modes in order to express a specific message to a specific audience.
This process of creation requires a “critical eye towards different genres of
texts and a meta-awareness of these texts” (Pahl & Rowsell, 2012, p. 47).
Rather than simply describing what he had watched in the news segment
—a petrol machine contaminating the aquatic home of depicted floating
dead fish— Chaparro chose to create what he believed to be a more power-
ful representation by visibly showing how the oil leaking from the petrol
machine was affecting the fish, and describing the process in his own words.

This is an example of a textual ‘remix’ and ‘“transmediation’, as Cha-
parro drew from the meaning of a source text (the news segment), while
altering (or ‘remixing’) its modes and shifting (or ‘transmediating’) semiotic
content from one mode to another (Mills & Unsworth, 2017). By removing
the sound, speech, and print, and including his own created visual of
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the ideas he was aiming to represent, Chaparro was able to bring new
meaning to the news segment. Although the different ‘semiotic modes’
of sound, images, written text, and drawings might appear to contain the
same content —a petrol spill contaminating water— they are nevertheless
“conveyors of qualitatively different kinds of messages” that “impart certain
kinds of meanings more easily and naturally than others” (Hull & Nelson,
2005, p. 229). Chaparro’s multimodal remixing required both critical and
creative engagement with various source texts, and a “semiotic awareness”
of the affordances of resources working together to produce new meanings
(van Leeuwen, 2017; Lim, 2021a).

In selecting the information and method of representation he found
most powerful and fitting for his audience —in this case, his teacher— Cha-
parro was also able to infuse his literate production with his own agency
and identity (Thomas & Seely Brown, 2011; Pahl & Rowsell, 2012). Through
his literate abilities, Chaparro transformed the TV segment into something
new and meaningful: an original text fitting the characteristics he knew
were valued in the classroom domain and commonplace Discourses of his
Technology course. Although this example of multimodal textual remixing
was completed for a school assignment, Chaparro did not consider it to
be as rigorous a literate production as a formal written essay due to the
value placed on didactic literacy practices. While this shortcoming of the
education system was indeed felt by the researchers, Chaparro’s textual
remix still provided him with a strong sense of pride and accomplishment,
and he was excited to share what he had produced during the interview,
as demonstrated by his bright smile (Figure 2).

Figure 2.
Stencil photo of Chaparro smiling while describing his textual remix.

Source: Tatiana Becerra



Critical Digital Literacies

Chaparro’s ability to understand, analyze, and remix multimodal texts
like YouTube videos and TV news segments exemplifies his honing of
digital literacies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; Mills, 2016; Pahl & Rowsell,
2012). As Chaparro found himself looking to the digital domain to expand
his understanding of the world through multimodal texts that resonated
with him, he developed his critical analytic skills and began forging his
identity as a young activist. In addition to the explosion in Santa Marta,
Chaparro described how he chose to look further into the case of police
brutality that occurred in Bogota in September 2020 which was widely
covered in the news. While the national media portrayed the case as
an accident rather than a murder committed by the police, Chaparro
questioned its bias and chose to do his own investigating. He explained:
“It didn’t seem right to me because | watched the video recorded by the
man’s partner... a video | found on YouTube. The man asked [the police]
to be left alone when he was being beaten, but they put that thing that
electroshocks you.”

In their article, “Critical Literacy as a Way of Being and Doing,”
Vasquez and colleagues (2019) conceptualize “dynamic digital doings”
as a critical way of living and being that transcends contexts. When
Chaparro decided to explore the murder through a different lens, he
called attention to the idea that texts and literacy practices are never
neutral, and naturalized understandings must be explored and analyzed
through different lenses in order to suggest possibilities for change (Vas-
quez et al., 2019). Rather than blindly consuming what he watched on
the news, Chaparro’s critical digital literacies informed his understanding
and later judgement of the man’s death: “That’s the police’s fault.” This
powerful comment evinces Chaparro’s ability to evaluate and compare
sources —in this case, the YouTube video as well as the news segment
he watched reported on national TV. By making his own judgement,
Chaparro’s critical literacies helped him to identify the use of extreme
and unnecessary force by the police officers involved, which unveiled
the corrupt power relations in the area.

While certainly meaningful in helping Chaparro develop his activist
identity, his digital literacy practices are also influenced by one of his
‘ruling passions’ (Barton & Hamilton, 1998): video games. As an avid
player of games downloaded to his cellphone —like Counter Terrorist and
Dream League— Chaparro taps into his digital literacy skills to improve
his gameplay, as described in the transcribed excerpt below:
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Transcript 4.
Finding Weapons.

00 Ch | search for videos of laughter and games to learn more about the game.

Ol T Where do you search, any special website?
02 Ch Just in Google.

03 T Ah you search in Google, and how do you search which words do you
use?

04 Ch | search "how to find new weapons in the game”.

05 T In Counter Terrorist?

06 Ch ((nods))

Using Google as a search platform, Chaparro is able to find instruc-
tion-based walkthrough videos that help him improve various components
of his gameplay, such as how and where to locate new weapons in Counter
Terrorist (Figure 3). According to Toh and Lim (2022), a player’s ability to
gain information on a game’s design features —”including knowing how
to work across different semiotic modes, such as language, visuals, audio,
music, and action to perform critical and creative actions in the game” (p.
11)— demonstrates deep engagement with multimodal literacy practices.

Figure 3.

Screenshot of a play scene in Counter Terrorist

In addition to reading, analyzing, and transferring the content he
navigates in these videos, Chaparro described how he reads the game itself
as a text in order to learn the best strategies: “The game is telling you how
to shoot, whom to kill, and how to move or walk.” In this description, the
video game Counter Terrorist is presented as a text featuring various modes
—such as image, movement, and written words— working in harmony to
help players understand game dynamics and Discourses (Figure 3). In this
sense, reading the game and interpreting its meaning is a literacy event


https://www.clay-game.com/

that Chaparro engages in within the digital domain: a ‘figured world” (Pahl
& Rowsell, 2012) whose affordances allow him to author new selves and
inhabit new spaces.

The development of these forms of complex literacies and identities
through gameplay and game-related searches have been delineated across
studies exploring a range of genres, formats, and game-based communities
(e.g., Bailey etal., 2017; Gee, 2007, 2014; Scolari et al., 2022). Skult and
Smed (2022), for instance, delineate the complex multimodal narrative
designs in the commercial pc game c.L.A.v: The Last Redemption that require
players to critically navigate various modes (e.g., spatial, aural, visual)
and interactive elements (e.g., branching narrative pathways, navigable
designs). While these potentials have become increasingly acknowledged
across research spanning the fields of literacy, education, and game-based
studies (Garcia et al., 2020) —with recent surges even leading to collabo-
rations between governments and gaming companies over the course of
the pandemic (e.g., the #crusHcovip initiative by the Canadian Government
[Public Health Agency of Canada, 2020])— deficit conceptions still per-
vade contemporary discourse, resulting in a continued refusal to honour
and integrate videogames and game-based literacies into formal learning
contexts (Nash & Brady, 2021).

Conclusions: Chaparro’s Life with Literacy

Although our findings are by no means intended to be generalizable to
all youth or rural populations, this case study (Gerber et al., 2016; Gilje &
Silseth, 2019) provides an in-depth analysis of the diverse and meaningful
literacies that rural youth —like Chaparro from northern Colombia— live
in their daily lives. Chaparro’s literacies encompass a wide range of
diverse practices, from participating in family-based literacies involving
oral storytelling and embodied forms of communication, to analyzing and
composing multimodal texts to deepen understandings across contexts, and
tapping into critical digital skills to develop an activist identity and question
national power relations. Yet Chaparro, like so many other youth navigating
contemporary school systems globally, has developed a deficit conception
of his literate abilities due to a stringent focus on narrowly defined notions
of literacy limited to alphabetic-script reading and writing skills. Such
frameworks have historically harmed non-elite peoples worldwide (Duboc
& Ferraz, 2020; Villegas et al., 2021).

The traditions and practices of minoritized indigenous communities,
for instance, have been cast away from schools, creating a literacy debt
perpetuated by policymakers, administrators, researchers, and educators
(Ladson-Billings, 2006; Souto-Manning et al, 2021). Thus, we hope this
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piece contributes to a broadened understanding of rural youths’ literacies,
overcoming essentialistic and often deficit-based representations of rural
literacies that have dominated the education and literacy fields (Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development [oecp], 2018). Language
and literacy scholars (e.g., Mnyand & Mbelani, 2018) have long attempted
to challenge such essentialism, shedding light on the unique nature of rural
literacies as place-based, but also as practices that can be globally shared
(Corbett & Donehower, 2017; Green & Corbett, 2013), as is the case of
Chaparro’s engagement with digital communities through his gameplay,
especially during the covip lockdown.

Seeing as Global North perspectives have historically dominated the
description and analysis of rurality and rural literacies (e.g., Azano et al.,
2021), this article contributes a unique perspective from the Global South
to address a pressing need across the field of literacy studies. We also add
to a not recent yet still prevalent body of research exploring sociocultural
orientations to literacy learning (Morrel & Rowsell, 2020; Pahl & Rowsell,
2020) in hopes of capturing the ways in which youths’ out-of-school
literacies are socially and culturally mediated, steeped in critical unders-
tandings, drawn from the intermixing of diverse modes, and rigorous in
nature: practices we believe should be harmoniously valued and integrated
into educational policy and formal school contexts.

As experts in the field of literacy studies have concluded (e.g., Kalant-
zis & Cope, 2020a; New London Group, 1996; Wohlwend, 2008), the
most meaningful curriculum is not created through a ‘one-size-fits-all’
approach, but instead molded around the identities, backgrounds, knowle-
dge, interests, and community concerns of each student navigating the
classroom space (Vasquez et al., 2019). Honouring varied dialects and
vernaculars over a standard form of language, including digital and mul-
timodal texts in addition to high canonical literature, and respecting the
full-embodied, collaborative nature of meaning-making will equip youth
with the confidence and tools required in our ever-evolving, complex
landscape. Literacy has truly transformative potential, and it is up to us
as educators, researchers, and administrators to create the conditions for
young people to unleash it.
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