
CHAPTER ELEVEN

Digital Literacy 
and Participation 
in Online Social 
Networking Spaces

MICHELE KNOBEL AND COL IN LANKSHEAR

Introduction

Purpose-specifi c social networking sites are an early runaway success story 

among Web 2.0 social software applications. Th eir rapid uptake around the 

world and the diverse and complex features associated with participating in 

social networking spaces mean discussion of digital literacy would be incom-

plete without addressing this dimension of everyday literacy practice. Here, 

we discuss participation in social networking spaces from the standpoint of a 

particular conception of literacies. Th is defi nes literacies as “socially recognized 

ways of generating, communicating and negotiating meaningful content as 

members of Discourses through the medium of encoded texts.”

Social networking sites and services have been studied from several the-

oretical perspectives to date. Th ese include network theory (e.g., Paolillo & 

Wright, 2005), signaling theory (e.g., Lampe, Ellison, & Steinfeld, 2007), hu-

man geography theory (e.g., Humphreys, 2007), social contract theory (e.g., 

Snyder, Carpenter, & Slauson, 2006), and the sociology of groups (e.g., Baym, 
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2007; Boyd, 2008). Danah Boyd and Nicole Ellison claim that the “bulk of 

SNS [social network site] research has focused on impression management 

and friendship performance, networks and network structure, online/offl  ine 

connections, and privacy issues” (2007, p. 11). Boyd and Ellison further identify 

an emerging range of new research foci within the study of social networking 

spaces, including race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, religion, and civic 

engagement.

Few studies to date have examined social networking spaces from a litera-

cy/literacies perspective. Of the studies identifi ed by Boyd and Ellison (2007), 

only Dan Perkel’s (in press) examination of MySpace users copying HTML 

code from other people’s profi les and pasting it into their own profi le pages 

emerges as a clear example of research examining social network sites in terms 

of digital literacies. Perkel uses a socio-technical theory of literacy, developed 

from the work of Andrea diSessa (2001). He argues that educators need to 

pay attention to new representational forms—such as those practiced within 

MySpace profi les—in order to consider how new literacy practices and pro-

cesses of “re-using a diverse array of media” may be signalling “a deep shift in 

how people engage with one another” (no page). Th is chapter seeks to augment 

Perkel’s pioneering study by bringing a sociocultural lens to bear on the fi eld. 

We believe that a sociocultural theory of literacy can illuminate understanding 

of participation in social networking sites by fl eshing out the “literacy as social 

practice” dimensions of these spaces.

Social Networking Sites

Th e kind of online social networking spaces discussed here requires specialized 

interfaces that help participants manage information about themselves, facili-

tate connections with selected others through quick links to their profi les and 

automated updates, etc., and help them manage diverse interpersonal interac-

tions with others (e.g., text, image, video and audio messaging systems; testi-

monial spaces; song clip sharing facilities; interactive games; quizzes; photo 

sharing and tagging). Popular examples of social networking sites include Fa-

cebook.com, MySpace.com, Friendster.com, BlackPlanet.com, MiGente.com, 

Cyworld.com, Bebo.com, Orkut.com, and Hi5.com, among many others. We 

are not concerned here with the diverse array of other online resources and 

facilities that can be used for social networking purposes or the practices as-

sociated with them—such as exchanging email or instant messages, or posting 

Shear&Knobel.indd   Sec1:250Shear&Knobel.indd   Sec1:250 5/28/08   11:32:27 PM5/28/08   11:32:27 PM



Digital Literacy and Online Social Networking    251

to discussion-boards, operating a blog, or participating in “affi  nity spaces” (Gee 

2004, 2007).

Boyd and Ellison (2007, p. 10) identify the rise of social networking sites 

with “a shift in the organization of online communities.” Within a burgeoning 

internet culture in which “websites dedicated to communities of interest still 

exist and prosper” the subset of sites that comprise social networking spaces 

“are primarily organized around people, not interests.” (ibid.) Whereas public 

online communities that sprang up in the 1980s and 1990s like Usenet and 

public discussion forums “were structured by topics or according to topical 

hierarchies,” social networking sites “are structured as personal (or ‘egocentric’) 

networks, with the individual at the center of their own community” (Boyd 

& Ellison, 2007, p. 10). Th is characteristic also distinguishes engagement in 

social networking sites from participation in affi  nity spaces, since the latter are 

organized primarily around shared endeavors, rather than around identity and 

relationships with individuals at the center of their own networks.

Social networking sites typically share three general defi ning characteris-

tics. Th ey

allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public profi le within a bounded 

system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) 

view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system. 

(Boyd & Ellison, 2007, p. 2)

A range of informative accounts of social networking sites already exists. 

Th ose by Kumar, Novak and Tomkins (2006), Boyd and Ellison (2007), and 

Boyd (2008) provide helpful insights into the history and sociology of social 

network spaces and off er broad orientations to the development of social net-

working sites since SixDegrees.com and similar sites were launched in 2001 

(see Boyd & Ellison, 2007). In the remainder of this section we will provide 

just enough preliminary concrete background detail to meet our immediate 

purposes for exploring participation in social networking sites as forms of en-

gagement in practices of digital literacy. We use Facebook.com since this is 

the social networking site with which we are most familiar, and it exemplifi es 

the defi ning characteristics of social networking sites identifi ed above. Th is 

background provides a “static” description of the Facebook interface. After 

outlining our view of digital literacies we will take some typical “action shots” 

of participation in Facebook. Th ese will provide data from which we seek to 

understand popular participation in social networking sites in terms of digital 

literacy practices.
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Facebook.com: Interface and Functionality

Facebook (http://www.facebook.com) is one of the best-known examples of 

social networking spaces. Launched in 2004 by Mark Zuckerberg as a social 

networking site open only to Harvard University students, it was subsequently 

extended to college students elsewhere in the U.S. In 2005 it opened to people 

with email addresses from any university (e.g., having a domain such as “edu,” 

“ac.uk,” or “edu.au”). In 2006, Facebook expanded into the public domain. By 

mid-November 2007, it was credited with 54 million active members world-

wide (Wikipedia.org, 2007). Ellison, Steinfeld and Lampe (2007, no page) 

cite data from May and Kwong (2007) indicating that in 2007 Facebook users 

were “generating 1.5 billion [Facebook] page views each day.” Ellison and col-

leagues further report that the “site is tightly integrated into the daily media 

practices of its users: Th e typical user spends about 20 minutes a day on the 

site, and two-thirds of users log in at least once a day” (Cassidy, 2006; May & 

Kwong, 2007).

Th e following general description of a Facebook profi le (the “touchstone” 

page for participating in and navigating Facebook) conveys the look of this 

particular social networking interface in November 2007. In this description 

“you” refers to the owner of a Facebook page.

Figure 11.1: A Clip from a Facebook.com Page.

(Facebook © 2008)
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Facebook’s profi le page is divided into three columns with a menu bar 

across the top (see Figure 11.1). Th e fi rst column includes a search function for 

fi nding “friends” or groups already “on” Facebook and for inviting friends to 

join Facebook. It also includes a list of applications that are part of the profi le 

page by default (e.g., for displaying photos, group memberships, notes), or that 

have been added by the “owner” of this page (e.g., links to games being played 

with other “Facebookers,” to virtual libraries, to quizzes, or to travel maps). Th is 

fi rst column also hosts commercial advertising.

Th e second column is headed up with a profi le photo posted by the page’s 

owner, followed by a set of hyperlinks to content areas contained within this 

profi le page or to content management functions accessible only to the owner 

of the page (e.g., “edit my profi le”). Beneath these hyperlinks a set of icons link 

to content and interactive applications within the Facebook universe. Below 

this again is a list of “networks” to which your friends belong. A network can be 

a university, a workplace, a city, or a country. Th is column can also include links 

to Facebook groups you have subscribed to (e.g., “People Who Always Have 

To Spell Th eir Names for Other People”, “New Literacies and Social Prac-

tices”), and a box for displaying notes or announcements on your profi le page.

Th e third—and largest—column includes personal information displayed 

according to your disclosure preferences (e.g., birth date, telephone numbers, 

email addresses). Th is personal information section includes a “status update” 

function where you key in text to fi nish the sentence: “Your Name _________” 

(e.g., Colin is drinking very strong coff ee). Th is status update is easily changed 

and visible to everyone within your friendship network and can alert peo-

ple immediately to your emotional status or to things happening in your life 

(where you are in the world, what you’re currently doing, how some event is 

panning out).

Th is third column also includes by default what is called a “mini feed,” 

which automatically tracks what you and others in your friendship network are 

doing within the Facebook universe (e.g., winning a game, high scoring on a 

quiz, writing a public message on someone’s wall). Th is mini feed is organized 

chronologically from the most recent event to the least recent event and is 

shaped by the applications added to each profi le page. For example, Michele 

has added a bookmarking function to her Facebook page that synchronizes her 

Del.icio.us bookmarks (see http://del.icio.us) with Facebook. Each bookmark 

she saves is also reported in her mini feed and friends can see and visit the 

online websites she bookmarks if they wish. She also has added an application 

that tracks her blogs and displays short summaries of recent blog posts to her 

Shear&Knobel.indd   Sec1:253Shear&Knobel.indd   Sec1:253 5/28/08   11:32:28 PM5/28/08   11:32:28 PM



254    Digital Literacies

profi le page for others to read at a glance and follow up if interested (this appli-

cation also posts what friends—and their friends—are blogging about). Each 

added application is contained within a “box” on her profi le. Most boxes within 

the second and third columns of the profi le page (e.g., the boxes for Scrabble, 

your Aquarium, your Virtual Bookshelf ) can be moved around, reordered, hid-

den or deleted as the owner pleases. Th e remainder of the third column is fi lled 

with personal details (e.g., interests, favorite movies, favorite television shows) 

and your online life (e.g., space for including hyperlinks to your blogs, websites, 

photo display account, etc.). A popular feature of this third column is some 

version of a “wall” or comment space where friends can post public messages 

using text, video, audio, still images, etc.

Th e menu across the top of the profi le page lets you access all your Face-

book friends with just a few mouse clicks. “Friends” are established via mutual 

agreement to link to each other’s profi le page. Friends can be existing friends, 

acquaintances or colleagues found or acquired through the Facebook search 

function. Friends can also be strangers “met” via your friends’ own friend lists, 

through group memberships, or through shared applications like the Virtual 

Bookshelf application or interactive games. Th is same menu bar shows which 

of your friends have recently updated their profi le page and which are currently 

online. Th e menu bar provides access to functions that let you edit profi le in-

formation, to lists of networks you (and your friends) belong to, and to your 

message center (where friends or groups can leave you private messages).

Th is “static” account of key features of the Facebook interface and the 

things it enables users to do conforms precisely to the three criteria identi-

fi ed by Boyd, Ellison and other researchers as characterizing social networking 

spaces. Facebook allows users to build a profi le page within a distinctive online 

service or utility, to connect with others in mutually agreed-upon ways, and to 

view and “traverse this list of connections and those made by others within the 

system” (Boyd & Ellison, 2007, p. 2).

Facebook, like most other social networking spaces, is profi le-driven. Th ese 

profi les are by default hidden from general visitors to the site who are not part 

of that user’s social network. Even members of Facebook itself can only see a 

profi le photo, the person’s name and the names of key networks with which 

each person is affi  liated when browsing within the site (unlike MySpace, for 

example, where large parts of each profi le are public beyond friendship net-

works). Friends—users formally connected to a person’s profi le—can see your 

full or partial profi le, depending on your preferences. Facebook is bounded 

in the sense that you need to register with the service to participate. It is also 

bounded in the sense that while you are able to add Facebook-endorsed con-
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tent and post messages or notes within your profi le page space, you cannot 

add additional pages of your own making, or upload your own content beyond 

text, images and videos (unlike MySpace, which allows users to add wallpaper 

images, embed songs etc.). Facebook also articulates and manages your friends 

list. It helps you establish connections with people you want to add to your 

friends list, alerts you to changes on your friends’ profi le pages, enables you to 

view your friends’ friend lists, and provides a range of services that let you tra-

verse your social relationships within this space and interact socially with your 

friends (e.g., public wall posts, private messages, playing games together, taking 

comparison quizzes, showing what you and your friends are currently reading 

or watching, sending small digital icons to each other, etc).

Literacies

We briefl y consider here some relevant aspects of the four key concepts in our 

defi nition of “literacies” as “socially recognized ways of generating, communi-

cating and negotiating meaningful content as members of Discourses through 

the medium of encoded texts.”

a. Socially Recognized Ways

Th e idea of “socially recognized ways” is close to the concept of “practice” de-

veloped by Scribner and Cole (1981) in their classic account of literacy as so-

cial practice. Th ey defi ned practices as “socially developed and patterned ways 

of using technology and knowledge to accomplish tasks” (p. 236). A practice is 

a “recurrent, goal-directed sequence of activities using a particular technology 

and a particular system of knowledge” (p. 236). Whenever people participate in 

tasks that involve them in pursuing “socially recognized goals” and in making 

use of “a shared technology and knowledge system” to achieve these goals, they 

can be seen as “engaging in a social practice” (Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236). 

Applying knowledge in conjunction with some technology to accomplish tasks 

always involves “co-ordinated sets of actions,” which Scribner and Cole refer to 

as “skills.” Practices, then, comprise technology, knowledge and skills organized 

in ways that participants recognize, follow, and modify: they are organized (or 

co-ordinated) and deployed in socially recognized ways.

In applying this concept of practice to literacy, Scribner and Cole approach 

literacy as “a set of socially organized practices which make use of a symbol 
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system and a technology for producing and disseminating it” (1981, p. 236). 

Literacy is not a matter simply of knowing how to read and write a particular 

kind of script but, rather, a matter of “applying this knowledge for specifi c pur-

poses in specifi c contexts of use” (ibid.). Hence, literacy is really like a family of 

practices—literacies—that include such “socially evolved and patterned activi-

ties” as letter writing, keeping records and inventories, keeping a diary, writing 

memos, posting announcements, and so on. Th ese all vary to some extent from 

one another in terms of the technologies used (pencil, typewriter, pen, font op-

tions, the kind of surface “written” on); the knowledge drawn upon (formatting 

conventions, use of register, information about the topic, audience), and their 

skill requirements (hand-eye co-ordination, using a mouse).

Here we explore social networking as such a member of a family of literacy 

practices. Th e symbol system in social networking is highly complex. It is not a 

unitary symbol system like alphabetic print writing. Online social networking 

employs a mix of symbol systems and modes rendered seamless by digital code 

and integrated hardware and software.

b. Meaningful Content

Generating and communicating meanings, inviting others to make meaning 

from our texts, and doing so with others in turn, can only be done by having 

something to make meaning from; namely, a kind of content carried as “poten-

tial” by a text and actualized as meaningful content through interaction with 

the text by its recipients. If there is no text there is no literacy.

Ideas of “meaningful content” can be wider or narrower, looser or tighter, 

depending on how close one stays to “literality” and to the idea that text is 

“self-contained.” We take quite a loose approach, which puts much weight on 

the complexity and richness of the relationship between (new) literacies and 

“ways of being together in the world” (or, “Discourses,” see Gee, 2004). When 

looking at somebody’s weblog one might well fi nd that much of the meaning 

one makes from the content has to do with who one thinks the blog writer is: 

what they are like, how they want to think of themselves, and how they want us 

to think of them. Likewise, a particular text that someone produces might well 

be best understood as an expression of wanting to feel “connected” or “related” 

right now rather than as a statement of literal information. Th e meaning we 

make of the content might hardly be literal at all. It might be almost entirely 

relational, in the sense of being about expressing solidarity or affi  nity with cer-

tain other people.
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c. Encoded Texts

By “encoded texts” we mean texts that have been “frozen” or “captured” in ways 

that free them from their immediate context and origin of production, such 

that they are “(trans)portable” and exist independently of the presence of hu-

man beings as bearers of the text. Th e kinds of codes employed in literacy prac-

tices are varied and contingent. Literacies can involve any kind of codifi cation 

system that “captures” material for generating, communicating and negotiating 

meaning in the sense we have mentioned. Literacy includes “letteracy” (recog-

nition and manipulation of alphabetic symbols), but in our view goes far be-

yond this. In our view, someone who “freezes” language as a digitally encoded 

passage of speech and uploads it to the internet as a podcast is engaging in 

literacy. So, equally, is someone who photoshops an image; whether or not it 

includes a written text component.

d. Participation in Discourses

Discourse can be seen as the underlying principle of meaning and meaningful-

ness. We “do life” as individuals and as members of social and cultural groups—

always as what Gee calls “situated selves”—in and through Discourses, which 

can be understood as meaningful co-ordinations of human and non-human 

elements. Besides people themselves, the human elements of co-ordinations 

include people’s ways of thinking, acting, feeling, moving, dressing, speaking, 

gesturing, believing, and valuing. Non-human elements of co-ordinations in-

clude such things as tools, objects, institutions, networks, places, vehicles, ma-

chines, physical spaces, buildings. And “[w]ithin such co-ordinations we hu-

mans become recognizable to ourselves and to others and recognize ourselves, 

other people, and things as meaningful in distinctive ways” (Gee, 1997, p. xiv).

Literacies can be seen both as elements of co-ordinations, and as them-

selves co-ordinations that are parts of Discourses. Meaning-making draws on 

knowledge of Discourses; that is, on insider perspectives, and meaning-making 

thus often goes beyond what is “literally” in the sign. Part of the importance of 

defi ning literacies explicitly in relation to Discourses, then, is that it speaks to 

the meanings that insiders and outsiders to particular practices can and cannot 

make respectively. It reminds us that texts evoke interpretation on all kinds of 

levels that may only partially be “tappable” or “accessible” linguistically.
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Digital Literacies

Th e complexity of literacy practices as myriad social phenomena invites useful 

forms of classifi cation. From this perspective, digital literacies, quite simply, in-

volve the use of digital technologies for encoding and accessing texts by which 

we generate, communicate and negotiate meanings in socially recognizable 

ways. In the case of online social networking these technologies are purpose-

designed Web 2.0 internet technologies, comprising resources/utilities like 

those used by members of Facebook, MySpace, Friendster, etc., communities.

From this standpoint, a key purpose served by talk of digital literacies is 

to focus attention on the symbol system component of Scribner and Cole’s 

account. As Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis (2005, pp. 200–201) note in an 

interview with Colin Lankshear, digital technologies have reduced the basic 

particle of composition involved in communicating meaning via texts from the 

level of characters to a level beneath the character. Text rendered on the screen 

is reduced to pixels, with keystrokes building visual representations out of pix-

els; “You click for ‘A’ and you click for red” (ibid., p. 200). Th is involves a logic 

of representing characters. Th e basic unit is not the characters, but whatever 

programming language and group of pixels constitutes a particular character. 

Moreover, if we push back behind pixels “the same compositional stuff  pro-

duces sounds as well” (ibid.). Th is has massive implications for human com-

munication.

[L]anguage, visuals and sound . . . are all being manufactured in the same raw mate-

rial on the same plane, on the same platform. Give human beings the capacity to 

communicate in any way and they’ll take it up. We are witnessing a huge turn away 

from the dominance of alphabetical language; a turn away from privileging isolated 

written language; and a turn towards the visual. Th is turn towards the visual can partly 

be understood in terms of the fact that in the current context of globalization, when 

languages are not mutually intelligible, you have to carry things visually. [Currently] 

a lot of text, like the instructional manual for a digital camera or the signs around an 

airport, involves the meaning being carried by icons. Th is is an attempt to reduce some 

aspects of language to visual schemas. (ibid., p. 201)

As we will see in the case of participating in Facebook, the technology of 

digital literacies aff ords a symbol system of unprecedented scope, sophistica-

tion, and complexity to those with the means at their disposal. Th is facilitates 

intriguing layers of communicative purposes that can be realized simultane-

ously, with an ease that encourages experimentation, creative innovation and 

playfulness, and in ways that make “bottom lines” out of what might well have 
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been considered “luxuries” and self-absorbed excess barely a decade ago.

Understanding participation in social networking sites in terms of digital 

literacy practices involves considering some of the socially recognized ways in 

which people go about generating, communicating and negotiating meaning-

ful content through the medium of digitally encoded texts of various kinds 

in contexts where they interact as members of Discourses. We draw on data 

derived from some typical examples of participation in action using the cases 

of Michele (co-author of this chapter) and Chris (a friend who works in the 

computer and music industries and who has a well-established life online).

Friendship in Action on Facebook: 
Michele and Chris as “Network Centers”

Two Networks and Their “Protagonists”

In the case of Facebook, “network” can be understood in at least three diff erent 

ways. First, networks may comprise the formally identifi ed networks aff orded 

by the Facebook utility itself (traversing countries, regions, cities and universi-

ties). Second, they may comprise the social networks within one’s list of friends 

(family, work mates, high school friends), which are not necessarily visible as 

formal networks. Th ird, networks may refer to membership of groups formal-

ized as such within Facebook.

(a) Michele

Michele’s formal networks containing most friends—deemed by Facebook 

to be the “strongest” networks—comprise Australia (birthplace), North Jer-

sey (where she lives mostly), New York and Boston (where friends reside), 

Montclair State University (workplace), and McGill and Columbia Universi-

ties (where friends study or work). Th ose of her friends indicating network 

membership in their profi les belong collectively to over 60 diff erent networks.

Michele’s informal social networks—not so easily spotted by outsiders—

include family members, friends with whom she socializes in person, school 

mates from high school days, university colleagues in the U.S., Australia, Fin-

land, and England, doctoral students from diverse universities met via friends 

and conferences, ex-students from universities in the U.S. and Canada, and 

someone living in Mexico met via a virtual bookshelf Facebook application. 
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Th ese networks are maintained largely through “super-poking,” game-playing, 

wall posts, public notes, private messages, and comments on photos posted to 

Facebook albums. A number of people in her network she has never met face-

to-face.

At time of writing, Michele belonged to 15 “groups” on Facebook. Th ese 

are all driven by shared interests and established by Facebook users themselves. 

Michele’s memberships refl ect a range of her interests. Most tap her academic 

interest in literacies and/or digital technologies (e.g., “Language, Literacy and 

Power,” “Language Learning with New Media and Games,” the “Harvard In-

teractive Media Group,” and the “MIT Videogame Th eorists” group). Some 

groups were developed around conferences (e.g., “ROFLcon”—a conference 

on memes—and “New Literacies and in Social Practices”—a conference on 

media education). Other groups focus on social issues (e.g., the “09-F9–11–

02–9D-74-E3–5B-D8–41” group on copyright issues), or Michele’s specifi c 

research interests (e.g., “Machiniplex,” and LOLcats). Her remaining groups 

are tied directly to everyday things she enjoys, like groups devoted to particular 

bands (e.g., Great Big Sea) or television shows (e.g., the “Addicted to Project 

Runway” group).

(b) Chris

Chris’ formal Facebook networks containing most friends are predominantly 

countries and cities, including Los Angeles (where he lives), Boston, San Fran-

cisco, London and Seattle. Other formal networks include media-related or 

tech-related ones (Gawker Media, NTN Buzztime, and SEGA). His social 

networks include family and close friends, people met while traveling, friends 

made working within the music industry or while working as tech support in 

diff erent companies and academic institutions, people met in a range of online 

music and discussion interest groups, and members of his current band, the 

ExDetectives (exdetectives.com).

At time of writing, Chris belonged to 28 groups spanning diverse interests 

and passions. Some are devoted to particular bands (e.g., “Numinous Eye,” 

“Spacemen 3,” “Th e KLF” groups), curio-cabinet type interests (e.g., “I Want 

to Live in the Museum of Jurassic Technology”). Others are groups devoted to 

musical instruments and allied gear (e.g., “VOX AC30,” “Fender Guitars > all 

other instruments,” “Pedalboard evolution”), art and moving images (e.g., “Sur-

realism”, “Experimental Films/Avante-Garde”), politics and news critiques 

(e.g., “Situationist International,” “Disinformation”), technology and tech 
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news (e.g., “2600—Th e Hacker Quarterly”), food (e.g., “I love hickory burg-

ers,” “Chowhounds”), online affi  nity groups outside Facebook (e.g., “I Love 

Music,” “Terrascope Online”), groups devoted to protesting inane copyright 

restrictions (e.g., “09-F9–11–02–9D-74-E3–5B-D8–41”), and groups focus-

ing on personal habits (e.g., “People who don’t sleep enough because they stay 

up late for no reason”).

(c) Comparison

On Facebook, Michele largely defi nes herself in terms of her worklife. Her 

networks include a noticeable number of “university” friends and membership 

in academic groups. She uses Facebook aff ordances to engage in a range of so-

cial practices to do with academic work and “being an academic”: for example, 

becoming actively involved in professional conferences, belonging to discus-

sion and project-oriented groups in areas that match her own research inter-

ests and that extend her professional knowledge, reading others’ mini feeds to 

keep up-to-date with work they’ve recently published or made available online 

(e.g., white papers, research reports, doctoral theses, course syllabi) that could 

become useful resources in her own work, and so on.

Chris’ networks span diverse interests while focusing particularly on his 

musical interests. A guitarist in a band and with a passion for alt rock music, he 

engages actively in Facebook groups devoted to rock musicians (e.g., a Fender 

guitar group, an eff ects pedal group). Such participation is his way of keeping 

up to date with technical developments in electric guitars and establishing a 

presence as (among other things) a knowledgeable guitar player within the Fa-

cebook universe. His informal social networks—which span Los Angeles, New 

York and London—help keep him in touch with new underground bands and 

songs recently released outside the broadcast mainstream. In short, the net-

works constituting Chris’s Facebook profi le mediate social practices associated 

with being a committed afi cionado and connoisseur of alt rock music styles 

and sounds and as a member of an alt rock band.

Michele and Chris’s networks overlap around copyright issues, refl ecting 

their respective interests in digital technologies and issues concerning over-

reaching and constraining copyright laws that interfere with healthy cultural 

development and the distribution of ideas, resources, and knowledge. In short, 

their respective network memberships help constitute them in socially identifi -

able ways within the Facebook universe.
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The Textual Life of Networks

(a) Michele

Types of encodifi cations employed on Facebook profi le pages are many and 

varied. Diff erent kinds of encoded texts found on Michele’s profi le include 

images (photographs, comics, icons), video clips posted from YouTube and 

elsewhere, written texts in the forms of notes and written by Michele (typically 

including hyperlinks), status updates, wall posts made by others, and text-and-

icon mini feeds. Most “textual life” within Facebook is generated through up-

dating one’s status and profi le page, interacting with others directly via private 

messages and public wall posts, posting messages to groups, posting notes or 

announcements for people in one’s network to read, or participating in add-on 

applications available to Facebook members (e.g., playing Scrabulous, taking 

quizzes and comparing scores with those of your friends).

We focus here on four key textual practices evident within Michele’s Face-

book network: the Superpoke application, wall posts, status updates, and “how 

we know each other” information.

Superpoke.  Th e Superpoke application is popular among Michele’s Facebook 

friends. Th is is a riff  on the default “poke” application built into Facebook that 

lets you send a “poke” to someone with minimal loss of face should they not 

reply (e.g., browsing through Facebook profi les you come across a name and 

image that might be an old school friend; you’re not sure, so you “poke” them 

to see if they reply with a request for Friendship). “Pokes” can also be used like 

a physical tap on the shoulder to remind someone that you haven’t heard from 

them for a while. Th e Superpoke application is an evolved version of this. You 

can “throw” a range of animals and objects at others, or engage them in a range 

of actions (e.g., use the force on, dance with, taze). “Superpokes” appear as mes-

sages accompanied by humorous icons in your mini feed.

Sending a superpoke is easy. Michele throws a bunch of sheep at friends 

by clicking on the Superpoke application, selecting recipients’ names from her 

friends list, choosing the sheep poke, and hitting send. Th e superpoke arrives 

with the option to “superpoke back,” further facilitating poke exchanges by 

automating the process.

Wall Posts.  As previously noted, walls are spaces within your profi le where 

friends can leave short messages that can be read by everyone within that per-

son’s social network. Wall posts are an interesting textual phenomenon in that 
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they often resemble conversations—with one half of the conversation visible 

on each interlocutor’s page. Most Facebook users reply to messages and ques-

tions left on their wall by writing on the message sender’s wall. Facebook profi le 

readers soon learn that wall posts will often read as though they’ve stumbled 

into the middle of an ongoing conversation.

A complete wall post from one of Michele’s friends, Sarah, reads: “Th anks! 

Yah, it’s defi nitely a good story. :) And Reykjavik at New Years is amazing, 

I highly suggest it for next New Year!” Th e lack of contextualizing details in 

Sarah’s post indicates that Michele earlier had posted some message on Sarah’s 

wall. Th e public-ness of Sarah’s response confi rms that Michele’s earlier mes-

sage was also public, not a private message. Friends interested in following a 

wall conversation can click on the “wall-to-wall” option provided by Facebook, 

which lists the conversational exchange in chronological order. Th is requires 

users to understand the signifi cance of the “wall-to-wall” option and take an 

additional step to collate a given conversation.

In Michele’s social networks, wall posts within the default Facebook appli-

cation typically comprise written text messages. Additional wall applications 

like Super Wall and Fun Wall let Facebook users post multimedia messages to 

friends’ profi le. Michele’s friends post video messages fi lmed using webcams 

and embed popular YouTube video clips within a post. Th ey also post still pho-

tos, song clips, and hand-made messages using electronic “draw” and “paint” 

features. Within Michele’s social networks these multimedia walls typically 

include posted content that is humorous, related to new technology use in 

some way, or comprises multimedia versions of email chain letters (or spoofs 

of same).

For example, a recurring wallpost on Michele’s profi le is “Mortimer the 

Travelling Bear”—an image of a teddy bear accompanied by the text “Mor-

timer the travelling bear would like to travel all over the world. If he visits 

you please send him on!” Selecting the “Forward” option on this post means 

you can forward Mortimer to some or all of your friends in just a few clicks, 

with no need to add an additional message to the post. Specifi c functions built 

directly into wall-type applications are designed to facilitate social exchanges. 

Th e inclusion of simple-to-use forwarding services within wall applications 

makes it easy to post messages, images, videos and the like to multiple friends’ 

walls with just a few clicks.

Wall owners can control posts to some extent by deletion. Michele’s explicit 

orientation towards Facebook as a “professional space” means she has deleted 

some wall posts from friends that don’t match her personal views on politics, 

gender, race, etc. or her projected identity as a certain kind of educator.
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Status Updates.  Th e Facebook profi le menu lets you keep up to date with the 

current status of all friends quickly and easily in terms of what they are doing, 

where they are, or how they’re currently feeling. Th rough status updates Mi-

chele has learned of friends becoming engaged to be married, deaths in friends’ 

families, friends’ upcoming television appearances or live band performances, 

relationship breakdowns or troubles at home, who is sick and who is recover-

ing, who is on holiday and who is procrastinating about some task. Updates 

sometimes elicit messages or wall posts from others, but generally there is little 

expectation that friends will respond to status updates.

Michele’s friends also play with or spoof the “received” purpose of status 

updates. When status updates by default took the form, “X is . . .” one friend 

insisted on using the “is” existentially, rather than in process terms, writing 

updates along the lines of “Tere is a stalk of grass.” Typically, however, status 

updates lend a sense of immediacy or “now-ness” to each social network on 

Facebook.

“How we know each other.”  Facebook automates much of the “relational” in-

formation available on each user’s profi le, such as the descriptor categories for 

how friends know each other. Whenever a friend is formally added to a user’s 

profi le s/he has the option to declare how they know each other. Facebook’s 

relationship checklist includes knowing each other through work, through pre-

vious romantic attachment, by attending school together, via taking a class or 

course together, via family ties, through a group or club, through travel, through 

a mutual friend, meeting randomly, and “I don’t even know this person.” Plac-

ing a checkmark beside a relationship descriptor automatically inserts it into 

your friend list.

Th ese options typically include space for writing more descriptive expla-

nations of your relationships. Within Michele’s network this is often used to 

spoof the categories of relationship types provided by Facebook. Hence, John 

writes:

You met randomly: I was trading in some of my handguns for cups of warm soup at 

the Bethany Lutheran Mission on 103rd Street.

As I reluctantly exchanged a Walther PPK for a large bowl of cabbage and 

pumpkin, Michele muscled in. Speaking in German, which I immediately recognised 

as “enigma code,” she implored me to keep the weapon. She then asked me to meet 

outside the (then) East German Embassy at midnight.

I complied, spawning a 17 year relationship wherein we only addressed each oth-

er as “Verlaine” and “Rimbaud.” Many secrets changed hands, none more important 

than the Stasi’s list of “known harpsichordists” in Von Karajan’s Philharmonic.
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Th e ice off  the cold war has since thawed, but we still meet every winter under the 

Dutch Elm in East Berlin’s Wehrmacht Park and exchange blintz recipes.

And the rest, as they say, is history.

Facebook’s option for including details about a relationship is often taken 

by Michele and her friends as an invitation to produce elaborate and far-fetched 

accounts of otherwise ordinary relationships ( John and Michele met in high 

school and took classes in German together). Within Michele’s social network 

such accounts tend to follow certain rules or norms, including elements of 

truth within each account (e.g., speaking German, attending a Lutheran high 

school), adopting adventure or thriller narrative styles, and grounding the ac-

count in some kind of bizarre situation (other relationship accounts include 

having to cut holes in ceilings to escape hordes of angry customers, competing 

in a Eurovision song contest, selling Mardi Gras costumes in eastern Mexi-

co), written about in a nonchalant manner, as though such things happen to 

everyone. Th is kind of narrative work strengthens social relationships within 

Michele’s network by establishing shared insider “jokes” and poking gentle fun 

at the relationship categories assumed by Facebook programmers to be signifi -

cant.

(b) Chris

Chris’ use of Facebook aff ordances diff ers from Michele’s in signifi cant ways, 

notwithstanding the fact that Facebook users share common profi le architec-

ture features. We focus here on three of Chris’ characteristic practices on Fa-

cebook which, in conjunction with Michele’s prevalent “ways” with Facebook 

will help illustrate variety in respective “realizations” of participation in social 

network sites as digital literacy. Th ese practices are Chris’ collocation of other 

online spaces within his Facebook profi le, his participation in quizzes, and his 

membership in Facebook groups.

Collocation of Online Spaces.  A self-professed “database wrangler and roving 

Mac Jedi,” Chris has long had a dynamic online presence: personal websites 

in the 1990s, a highly active blog in the 2000s (http://www.quartzcity.net), 

and a pro Flickr account since 2002. He also uses the online bookmarking 

service, Del.icio.us, to record personally notable websites. Applications have 

been developed for Facebook users to embed feeds to blogs, Flickr accounts 

and Del.icio.us accounts. Chris has all three installed within his profi le. Th ese 

applications are completely automated; Chris simply goes about his everyday 
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life online, posting to his blog, adding bookmarks to Del.icio.us, and upload-

ing photos to Flickr, and each event is logged simultaneously on his Facebook 

profi le. Th is makes it easy for friends to remain up to date with Chris’ interests 

and doings, his online “fi nds,” and his travel and food photography. Facebook’s 

mini feed makes it even easier for friends to keep up with Chris by listing re-

cent posts in chronological order (see Figure 11.2).

Figure 11.2: Clip of Chris’ Mini Feed, Showing Blog Feeds and Del.icio.

us links.

As Figure 11.2 shows, a typical mini feed on Chris’ page includes informa-

tion like the following, selected randomly over 2 days:

“Chris saved one boo• kmark on del.icio.us. 9:20pm
Bookmark: Press—Telegram—Chuck’s Diner a Hit at the • 

(Facebook © 2008)
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Shore [hyperlink to website]”
“Chris Barrus updated his BlogRSS Feed Reader. 11:36am• 

ExDetectives show tonight in Riverside [hyperlink to blog • 
post]. Last minute posting . . . We’re playing a show tonight 
at Back to the Grind in downtown Riverside”

“Chris Barrus updated his BlogRSS Feed Reader. View Latest 2 • 
Blogs. 12:50am

links for 2008–01–10, links for 2008–01–09 [hyperlinks to • 
blog posts]”

“Chris saved 2 bookmarks on del.icio.us. 9:15pm”• 
Bookmarks: Anthony Bourdain | The A.V. Club, Tesla Slept • 
Here [hyperlink to website]
Chris saved 1 bookmark on del.icio.us. 1:35pm• 
Bookmark: A.V. Club Taste Test Special: The Bowl at the • 
Howling Rim of Famous-Ity [hyperlink to website]”

Such blog post and bookmark summaries inform friends widely about 

Chris’ interests. Th ey are notifi ed of a live gig that the ExDetectives are play-

ing; advised that Chris has posted two new sets of hyperlinks to his blog (for 9 

and 10 January, 2008, respectively); alerted to an eating establishment in Long 

Beach that’s worth visiting; and provided with links to an online interview 

with a world-famous chef, to an article about the New Yorker Hotel and one 

of its famous guests (Nikola Tesla) and to an hilarious review of a Kentucky 

Fried Chicken meal.

Facebook’s architecture and add-on applications mean Chris needn’t use 

HTML codes to insert hyperlinks within his profi le. Encoding is done au-

tomatically. Clicking on entries in either the application boxes for blog feeds, 

Del.icio.us, or Flickr, or on links within his mini feed takes you to his blog, to 

sites he has bookmarked, or to his Flickr albums. Friends reading Chris’ pro-

fi le know the listings within the application boxes and his mini feed are only 

summaries of, or links to, larger texts and online spaces, and can follow up on 

anything catching their interest by clicking the automatically generated hyper-

links. In this way, Chris’ Facebook profi le acts as a portal for friends to use for 

following his life, rather than as a self-contained, Facebook-only social space.

Quizzes.  Chris’ Facebook profi le indicates much about who he is in the world. 

One way this becomes apparent is via Facebook quizzes he chooses to take. 

Quiz applications he has added to his profi le include movie quizzes and eso-

teric quizzes about non-mainstream music. He invariably scores high on the 

quizzes he takes, indicating a seemingly encyclopedic knowledge of popular 
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culture and alt music scenes. His mini feed reported:

GRUNGE ROCK B-LIST CHALLENGE!—Chris answered 10 of 10 • 
questions correctly for a score of 100%.
Vintage New Wave Challenge—Chris answered 14 of 14 • 
questions correctly for a score of 100%.

To date he has never taken quizzes focusing on mainstream music. Movie 

quizzes he elects to complete privilege science fi ction, shlock horror, music-in-

fi lms, and art fi lm genres.

Membership of Facebook Groups.  Chris’ Facebook group memberships span 

music interests, existential philosophies, fi ne arts, urban archeology and archi-

tecture, geek interests (e.g., important fi gures in the history of technology, pro-

gramming news), and music. Th e group memberships appearing in his profi le 

cohere with his blog posts, Del.icio.us bookmarks, and Flickr photos. Th e latter 

include, for example, his own photos of tunnels beneath a local university that 

aren’t generally accessible to the public.

While posting useful links, commentaries, or clarifi cations via wall posts 

and notes contribute directly to the “life” of these groups to which he belongs, 

Chris’ posts also convey a sense of his own expertise within, say, the rock music 

universe. By way of introducing himself to the Fender Guitar group, he posted 

the following:

Currently play:
1965 Jazzmaster (coral)
1975 Telecaster (blonde)
1996 Stratocaster (black. US built standard)
2001 Stratocaster XII (sunburst. Japanese built)

Th is is not a typical “Hi, my name is . . .” self-introduction to a group. Chris’ 

list was accompanied by no commentary at all. It nonetheless conveys signifi -

cant information to savvy electric guitar players. Owning four Fender guitars 

alone is worthy of respect among rock musicians.

Chris doesn’t participate actively in all the groups he belongs to. Neverthe-

less, merely joining and listing certain groups via his Facebook profi le page 

conveys plenty of information about his interests and habits. Membership 

of “Friends don’t let friends use bad fonts” informs Chris’ Facebook friends 

that he is interested in good design, good fonts, and has a defi nite sense of 

humor. Membership of the “Affl  icted with eff ect pedal acquisition syndrome” 

Shear&Knobel.indd   Sec1:268Shear&Knobel.indd   Sec1:268 5/28/08   11:32:28 PM5/28/08   11:32:28 PM



Digital Literacy and Online Social Networking    269

group—mostly comprising photos of impressive collections of guitarists’ eff ect 

pedals—intimates that Chris may suff er from this same “syndrome.” To date 

he has not posted to either of these groups.

Realizations of Social Networking as Digital 
Literacy Practices and of Digital Literacy 

as Social Networking

Literacies come “whole” and any attempt to dissect them into constitutive ele-

ments runs the risk of distorting the seamlessness and intricacy of literacy 

practices. Nonetheless, in order to try and analyze and discuss how Michele 

and Chris realize social networking as varying enactments of a recognizable 

“kind” of digital literacy we will consider data from their respective Facebook 

profi les in terms of the analytic components of our defi nition of literacies, try-

ing to keep our account as “integrated” and “whole” as possible.

Socially Recognized Ways

At a general level, signing up for and participating in a social network site is 

the most obvious socially recognized way of “doing” social networking as a 

digital literacy. As noted earlier, individuals have genuine options available here 

between competing services (Facebook, MySpace, Orkut, etc.), and the choices 

individuals make—including participating in multiple sites—refl ect their be-

liefs about which services are best suited to supporting the kinds of networks 

they want to develop and participate in as “network centers” and how they want 

to present themselves and be perceived by others.

More specifi cally, however, within a particular site like Facebook partici-

pants can choose among diverse socially recognized ways aff orded by the site 

for accomplishing self-identity presentation and interaction with friends by 

generating, communicating and negotiating meanings with others. Member-

ship and active participation in groups on Facebook comprise socially recog-

nized ways of signaling interest in, or commitment to, some particular thing. 

Similarly, quizzes are popular applications on Facebook serving as socially rec-

ognized ways of presenting oneself as a particular kind of person in terms of 

what one knows about media trivia, popular culture, general knowledge, world 

geography, word semantics and the like. Knowledge displays encode more than 
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just end-point scores; they are also read as part of a person’s identity since they 

signal personal interests and investments. Chris himself affi  rms that alterna-

tive, non-mainstream media productions are important elements in his life, 

and these interests are shared with many of his Facebook friends—as captured 

by their shared activity in completing esoteric alt music quizzes.

Chris and Michele both “realize” their Facebook networks by making use 

of default features of the Facebook profi le “page” designed to support and en-

courage social connections. Th ey both accept and off er friendship to people 

they fi nd or who fi nd them on Facebook. Th ey both join Facebook groups that 

resonate with their respective interests. Th ey update their status fairly regularly. 

Th eir mini feeds enable their networked friends to keep up to date with what 

they have been doing within the Facebook universe (and beyond). At the same 

time, despite the “sameness” of the look of their profi le pages and their use 

of Facebook’s default functions and services, the ways Chris and Michele use 

these functions vary quite markedly. In addition to using the various default 

functions found within the Facebook profi le page, both Chris and Michele 

also have added a range of applications developed by third parties (e.g., games, 

quizzes, travel maps). Th ese added applications serve to “customize” their pro-

fi les and provide interesting insights into how they have each chosen to repre-

sent themselves on Facebook.

Meaningful Content

One way of thinking about social networks in light of the data is in terms of 

“webs of insiders.” A user’s friends will cluster around certain interests and 

ways and, as in the cases of Michele and Chris themselves, there will be over-

laps. Th e “glue” in each personal network is what is shared in common among 

those who “cluster” at particular points or intersections in that network. Th e 

more potential there is for commonalities to overlap—or be generated—across 

groups or clusters, the more potential there is for new friendships and affi  li-

ations to be made, which strengthens and develops each personal network 

overall. All of this, however, begins from what is shared in common between 

the network center (the user whose profi le-driven social network it “is”) and 

the friends who constitute formal groups or less formal clusters within this. 

Th is fact about “insiderliness” has important implications for what constitutes 

meaningful content within a network and for how meanings get made from 

what participants encode and how they encode it.

As noted, Facebook symbol systems aff ordances go far beyond conven-

tional alphabetic text to include colored icons, photographic images, moving 
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images, audio clips, pixel-drawn images, layout features, etc. Th ese systems are 

put to diverse uses. Th e range of modes of expression available to users and the 

ease with which they can be shared across profi les mean that participants can 

convey multiple meanings and levels of meaning simultaneously. Th e exchange 

of “superpokes” is a good example. At one level of meaning someone who sends 

a superpoke is communicating “I get this and am participating because I fi nd 

it fun/meaningful/whatever and I think you will too.” A superpoke that throws 

a sheep at the recipient has a literal meaning, although it is nonsensical (as 

the literal meanings of many superpokes are). At another—usually the most 

important—level of meaning, sending the superpoke means “I’m thinking of 

you.” Superpokes typically carry very little meaning content that is literal or 

has “information” value in the classic sense. Meanings made from superpoke 

“texts” are often almost entirely relational. Th ey express solidarity, affi  nity, or 

some kind of relationship with particular other people.

Th e same holds for other icon-related applications (e.g., “gifts” that are 

small pixel-based icons sent to friends). A red stiletto shoe sent to Michele is a 

way of saying “I know you and this signifi es something about you and I know 

you will relate to it. By the way, I’m thinking of you.” It is not about literal giv-

ing. Of course, meaning-making that focuses on relating rather than inform-

ing or “literality” is nothing new. Nonetheless, the scale on which relational 

meanings are made available and used within social network sites like Facebook 

is unprecedented and has important implications for any account of digital 

literacy practices. Such meaning-making aff ordances and socially recognized 

ways of using them affi  rm Scribner and Cole’s claim that literacy comprises 

much more than simply reading and writing and requires necessary attention 

to specifi c purposes and contexts of use (see Scribner & Cole, 1981).

With respect to encoding plain text, the example of Chris simply listing to 

the Fender Guitar group the guitars he plays carries much more meaning than 

literally meets the eye. Owning Fender models from key decades marks Chris 

as a connoisseur who, for example, appreciates the tonal qualities of diff erent 

models. Including the year, color and country of origin of each model signals 

the rarity, current value (e.g., a blonde 1975 Fender Telecaster currently retails 

for between $5,000 and $6,000 USD), and important characteristics (e.g., the 

Stratocaster XII is valued for its thin neck and the complexity of sound this 

can produce). Listing such details also hails other guitarists who play simi-

lar guitars (e.g., Robert Smith of Th e Cure has played a Fender Jazzmaster 

in numerous live shows; Eric Clapton’s guitars of choice have been Fender 

Telecasters, Jazzmasters, and Stratocasters). Vintage Fender guitars also carry 

a very high “cool quotient” for musicians. Th is and further meaningful content 
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is encoded in Chris’ cryptic self-introduction to the Fender guitar group. Th is 

“introduction” also suggests Chris expects that the group itself comprises savvy 

Fender guitar players who easily will be able to “read” the considerable infor-

mation built into his list.

Much playfulness is evident in the exchanges of meaning within Chris 

and Michele’s Facebook profi les. Despite template constraints, there is room 

for experimentation and humorous uses of Facebook’s otherwise staid applica-

tions. Th is is evident in particular “spins” on the “how we met” description pro-

tocol occurring within Michele’s network. Spoofi ng the default categories (we 

met at: college, high school, work, etc.) by writing short, dramatic tales of high 

adventure has become a shared “insider joke” within her network of friends. 

Th e “truth value” of the information contained within each relationship ac-

count is minimal and inversely proportional to the humor value her network 

of friends attaches to these accounts (the more an account makes people in the 

network laugh, the better). To be fully appreciated, however, these humorous 

narratives need to be read within the context of the default categories supplied 

by Facebook, and the purpose these “how we met” descriptions are meant to 

play within Facebook. In Chris’ case, membership in groups like “People who 

don’t sleep enough because they stay up late for no reason” signals a habit of his 

that is well known to his friends. Th e title and purpose of the group is amusing 

in itself, and its focus on a personal habit plays with traditional group charters 

that tend to construct groups around specifi c shared interests or social pur-

poses. Th ese kinds of playful practices emphasize the “social-ness” of Facebook 

and speak to the value placed on sharing jokes and spoofi ng certain conven-

tions within Facebook itself.

“Getting” the diff erent (kinds of meanings), and even attending at all to 

particular “texts” on someone’s Facebook profi le or sending certain kinds of 

communications to particular friends, is deeply linked to “insiderliness.” Not 

all Chris’ friends will explore the musician-oriented groups to which he be-

longs, just as not everyone in his network will challenge him to a movie quiz. 

From the standpoint of text production, Michele knows she wouldn’t send a 

superpoke to everyone in her network because some friends would fi nd it—or 

her!—“silly” or “meaningless.”

Discourse Membership

Th e data from Chris and Michele’s profi les indicate the extent to which both 

interact with friends from the standpoint of identifi able discursive affi  liations. 
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Th is is, of course, integral to the “insiderliness” that enables meaning making 

of the kinds discussed briefl y above. We read and write out of discursive po-

sitionings that enable meanings to be made. Diff erent discursive positionings 

enable diff erent meanings and, in some cases, may obviate making any sense of 

particular encodifi cations or may engender lack of interest in or sympathy for 

certain dimensions of a Facebook profi le.

Michele’s profi le emphasizes her membership in an academic Discourse 

encompassing the sociocultural study of literacies and digital technologies. Her 

notes, group memberships and blog feed most clearly communicate this dis-

cursive affi  liation. Some announcements—sent to everyone on her Facebook 

friends list—focus on academic writing practices. Th ree recent announcements 

included: a general call to her Facebook friends for concrete examples of teach-

ers using remix principles and practices in their classrooms which Michele 

sought for a journal article she was writing; a call for book reviewers in her 

role as Book Reviews Editor for an academic journal; and a conference an-

nouncement by the Canadian Games Studies Association, originally sent to 

her via email. Th ese examples suggest Michele is actively shaping and being 

shaped by an academic Discourse that requires members to publish their work 

(and which requires concrete examples of evidence from classrooms to sup-

port claims rather than, say, arguing in more a priori ways as one might in 

philosophy). Th is same Discourse means that when friends read her call for 

book reviewers, everyone appeared to realize that the books being off ered for 

review were academic texts, and not, say, novels (not one of her friends work-

ing outside universities expressed interest in any of the books on off er). Th e 

announcement about the video games conference was sent directly to Michele 

from a member of the Canadian Games Association, suggesting that Michele 

is considered by the sender to have networks of distribution comprising people 

interested in the conference announcement.

Michele’s use of notes to extend her academic Discourse practices into her 

Facebook networks likewise appears to be understood by her friends. Hence, 

even though many of her friends are active video games researchers, none re-

plied to her announcement about the games conference, seemingly recognizing 

that the purpose of the message was simply to inform others about the con-

ference. Anyone interested in the conference knew to click on the hyperlinks 

within her announcement and follow up on conference details of their own 

accord. Th is contrasted markedly with her call for book reviewers; not only 

did friends reply immediately via the private messaging function on Facebook, 

nominating which books they were interested in reviewing, but friends also 
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passed this note along to others (e.g., Facebook friends’ doctoral students got 

in touch about reviewing, using conventional email). Th is comparison of re-

sponses underscores how insiders to a Discourse seem to know “automatically” 

and collectively how to make sense of diff erent texts. Th e Facebook groups 

Michele has joined mainly focus on digital technologies, literacy and educa-

tion. Her membership in them enables her Facebook friends—even those who 

are not themselves academics or educators—to “recognize” her as having a par-

ticular kind of identity as an academic working within the fi eld of literacy and 

digital technologies.

Th e most visible discourse co-ordinations (Gee, 1997) on Chris’ Facebook 

profi le belong to an alternative or “alt rock” Discourse. As Chris’s textual work 

and social practices indicate, full membership in this Discourse entails much 

more than merely listening to favorite music. It also involves Chris in reading 

about bands and the history of certain musicians, music periods, or genres; 

participating in bands himself as a musician; having an online presence within 

a range of alt music discussion boards; and knowing a good deal about rock-

related musical instruments and gear. For example, Chris’ Virtual Bookshelf 

includes titles like Visual Music: Synaesthesia in Art and Music Since 1900 by Ari 

Wiseman, Lollipop Lounge: Memoirs of a Rock and Roll Refugee by Genya Ravan, 

and Rip It Up and Start Again: Postpunk 1978–1984 by Simon Reynolds, to 

name a few. He has installed the “What I’m Listening To” application within 

his profi le, which synchs with his computer-based music player. Whatever he’s 

listening to while working at his computer appears automatically on his Fa-

cebook profi le. A recent listing of songs captures the eclectic range of music 

in which he’s interested: “Stone Lost Child” by Lee Hazlewood, “Love Is Not 

Real” by Th e Negatives, “Glory Bee” by Lightnin’ Hopkins, “Transition Man” 

by Th e Launderettes, and “Whiskey Rebellion” by Econoghost. Th ese span 

blues (which continues to have a deep and pervasive infl uence on alt rock), 

punk rock, garage punk, country rhythm and blues, and their origins range 

across southern U.S., Norway, England, and Germany.

Chris’ group memberships also speak to his “insider” status as an alt rock 

musician and afi cionado. His Flickr feed within his profi le further supports 

this, with his most recent photos showing the ExDetectives playing at Hol-

lywood’s Knitting Factory. Th e quizzes he completes often focus on music (e.g., 

the Vintage New Wave challenge, the Grunge Rock B music challenge), and 

he rarely scores below 100 percent accuracy. Further evidence of his “insider” 

status within the alt rock Discourse is evident in his list of Facebook friends, 

many of whom, he explains, he met through online discussion forums devoted 
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to non-mainstream music. While Chris’ Facebook profi le is interesting in its 

own right it is especially so to people who share his participation in the alt rock 

Discourse.

Encodifications

Some of the most interesting things about the kinds of texts encoded in social 

networking sites and the means available for coding them concern the ease 

of encoding and the relative absence of extended codifi cations of alphabetic 

text. Social networking “work” gets done by means of encodifi cation that is 

signifi cantly diff erent from more familiar literacy practices in physical-print 

space (e.g., letter writing) as well as in digital media spaces like weblogs, email 

clients, conventional websites, and so on.

It is easy to participate within Facebook’s social networks without knowing 

a great deal about hypertext mark-up language or other programming scripts. 

Moreover, because so much of the encoding needed to display texts online is 

automated within Facebook, it is possible for users to send each other complex 

texts like video clips, sound fi les and images without having to hand-code the 

interface display, worry about internet protocols for storing and sending bits 

and bytes, and so on. Th is ease of use may well explain why many of the texts 

exchanged within Chris’ and Michele’s networks of friends tend to be visual, 

rather than alphabetic, in nature. Th is practice is very much in keeping with 

a range of sociocultural commentaries on digital literacies that describe the 

rising dominance of visual modes of meaning-making over written language 

(Cope et al., 2005; Lessig, 2005; Perkel, in press). Th e emphasis on “ease of use” 

within Facebook is exemplifi ed especially well in applications that can be in-

stalled in your profi le and that enable you to display updates and summaries of 

what you are doing elsewhere on the internet. Chris’ mini feed is a typical case: 

with just a few mouse clicks he can display on his profi le page summaries of 

recent blog posts, Flickr posts, and his online bookmarks, along with samples 

of the music to which he is currently listening.

Conclusion

Construed as digital literacy practice, social networking pursues “socially rec-

ognized goals” by means of using “a shared technology and knowledge system” 

(Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236). Goals include presenting and constituting 
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oneself as a particular kind of person; performing an identity that is partly de-

fi ned by the friendship network that develops around each user at the center of 

his or her network. Th is presentation and constitution of self is largely enacted 

in the choices (typically without conscious attention to identity “presentation”) 

each person makes about what is displayed on their profi le page, what they 

post on or send to or engage in via other people’s profi le pages (e.g., sending 

superpokes, challenging a friend to a quiz), what gets posted to their own page, 

and the interaction that takes place with others in their network via a range of 

Facebook applications.

In the case of Facebook, the network technology itself shapes the diverse 

aff ordances of the profi le architecture, including the mini feed, wall posts, the 

range of opportunities to compare oneself with others through quiz results, 

game scores, and the like. Th e knowledge system involved in participating 

within Facebook is complex. Part of it involves “co-ordinated sets of actions” or 

“skills” (Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236) concerned with performing the tech-

nology—such as knowing how to update your status by clicking on the text to 

activate the dialogue box; knowing how to generate “how we met” statements 

beyond the default categories; knowing how to add (and delete) diff erent pro-

fi le applications, and so on. Beyond this, however, the knowledge systems that 

users bring to their social networking involve discursive knowledge and how 

to render this eff ectively by means of various modes and text types such that 

strong and expansive connections are made with like minds and kindred spirits 

by sharing meanings that mutually enrich, sustain, and expand participants’ 

everyday lives. Th is may involve awareness and enactment of more or less dis-

tinctive personal styles (e.g., Chris’ way of presenting himself to the Fender 

Guitar group, or by posting photos of underground tunnels that mark him as 

someone interested in urban exploration and other quirky things; or Michele’s 

use of the notes application to post news about academic events, or the ways in 

which superpokes are used within her particular network).

As digital literacy practice, social networking involves recognized ways of 

using the encoding aff ordances of services like Facebook to generate, commu-

nicate and negotiate personally signifi cant meanings from the standpoint of 

participants who come to Facebook as members of varying Discourses whose 

integral ways of doing, thinking, valuing, acting, believing, speaking, gestur-

ing, appreciating, etc., constitute participants respectively as particular kinds of 

persons and situated selves (Gee, 2004). Th us, Chris’ “text bites” convey a sense 

of eclectic interests in food, urban architecture, popular culture, obscure or for-

gotten accounts of historical events and people and, of course, music. Similarly, 
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Michele’s text bites convey her interests in literacy and digital technology stud-

ies, in spoofi ng default categories made available within the profi le template, 

and in maintaining relationships via the medium of Facebook. To this extent 

and in these ways we can understand participation in social networking sites 

from a sociocultural perspective as digital literacy practice performed in diverse 

ways by ordinary people who live their everyday lives to a greater or lesser ex-

tent online.
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