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What Does Mobile Technology Offer to Learning and Teaching Literacy, Literature, and 

the Arts? 

The ways in which people communicate and exchange information today is technology 

reliant more than it ever has been before. According to the Pew Research Center survey report 

(2019), 96% of Americans own a cell phone and 81% have a smartphone. An average person 

spends 5.4 hours a day on their phone (Brown, 2019). Attachment to cell phones, smartphones 

and other mobile devices can be easily tracked throughout our daily activity. People wake up to a 

smartphone alarm or the voice of a virtual personal assistant like Alexa or Siri, and they spend a 

great deal of time on their phones talking and connecting with family and friends. People 

regularly conduct banking, shopping, and other business using the phone for online services and 

the A.I. assisted applications. Many sleep with the phone by the bedside while some even bring a 

phone to the bathroom for fear of missing on anything (Asurion, 2018). Yet 95% of surveyed 

Americans deny being addicted to their phones even when they admit that they would not be able 

to go without it more than a day (Asurion, 2018).  

The benefits of smartphone and mobile devices and their applications have been 

recognized in different areas including health care, language learning, and social and political 

activism, among others (Bush, Armstrong, & Hoyt, 2019; Shuib, Ghani, Elaish, & 

Yadegaridehkordi, 2019; Fernández Martínez, 2019). These and many more uses of cell phones 

and mobile devices have taken on a new meaning and intensity in the midst of the COVID-19 

pandemic. In fact, these devices have become the primary platforms for human connection and 

employment for those who can work from home. They also provide alternative means for other 

activities such as a yoga class or a marathon run, a theatrical and musical performance, or a 

virtual art exhibit. The ubiquitous influence of cell phones and mobile devices on our daily lives 
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is indisputable.  

What does mobile technology offer to learning and teaching, research, the arts, and 

literature? “How do the communicative affordances of the cell phone impact our individual lives 

and communities in old, new, innovative and critical ways?” (Ubiquity CFP, 2020). We invited 

our authors to consider these and related questions for this issue of the Research Strand of 

Ubiquity.  

The articles that appear in this issue investigate the impact of cell phones and their 

applications on literacy development in three different student populations, young children, 

undergraduate and graduate students, and in two different settings. Specifically, in a case study, 

“‘Don’t Talk to It!’: Reconfiguring Reading in Parent-Child Interaction with Ebooks,” Vokatis 

explores the tensions as well as the opportunities associated with the use of an iPad for reading in 

a family setting. Utilizing activity theory (Engeström, 1987) and modified qualitative grounded 

theory (Strauss, 1987), Vokatis focuses on activities defined as literacy events in which the child 

and the parents engage during the family reading on an iPad. The tensions which the study 

reveals arise from the differences between the child’s and the parents’ views of the iPad as an 

object and the expectations for interaction during reading that these participants have for this 

device, individually and as a family. Vokatis draws from multiple theoretical perspectives to 

explain the origin of these tensions and to outline the implications for the reading research and 

practice from the unique relationship the child has developed with the iPad device.  

In the article, “#rjtimeless: An Interdisciplinary Approach to Negotiating Shakespeare’s 

Romeo and Juliet Using Instagram,” taking a critical multimodal literacy framework and visual 

discourse analysis (Albers, 2014), Cappello and Bedau  explore how university students engage 

the multimodal tools available through smartphones and Instagram to unpack and discuss 
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Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet with others. The analysis of multimodal responses reveals 

connections to critical thinking and popular culture, including power relationships and authorial 

agency, references to memes and other cultural artifacts. The discussion of the multimodal 

composing processes that the student creators employed to develop their interpretations offers 

valuable insights and implications for instruction of literature through interdisciplinary 

collaboration, remix composition, and visual content analysis methods. 

It is clear that generational differences account for much of the differences in perspective 

towards mobile phones and the social media applications that run on them. Kids, tweens, and 

teens may view these as a lifeline to their friends, now suddenly distanced due to the 

coronavirus, whereas parents may fret that they should be used primarily as a learning tool. 

Meanwhile, teachers and other educators search for the applications and instructional approaches 

that best serve them in their efforts to educate a suddenly online group of young people. 
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