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Automated Literacies Project

This study aims to:

● Document the experiences and effects 
of everyday automation in a 
community-based setting

• Rethink literacy theories and 
pedagogical approaches that take up 
automation.



Background

● 2 weekly drop-in digital cafés

● Just-in-time digital literacy, employment search 
support, form-filling  

● Learners from diverse backgrounds, cultures, digital 
abilities

● Over 80 unique members since April 2022

● Multilingual volunteers with strong tech skills



Concepts we work with

● Automation: The technique, method, or system of controlling a process by 
reducing human intervention to a minimum (Allied Media, 2018).

● Algorithms: “Algorithms need not be software: in the broadest sense, they are 
encoded procedures for transforming input data into a desired output, based on 
specified calculations. The procedures name both a problem and the steps by 
which it should be solved” ( Gillespie 2014, p. 167).



Approaches we’re experimenting with

Surfacing Algorithms (Cellard, 2020)

“Surfaces are important not in themselves but for what they potentially open up, and for what they 
disclose. But they are also important for what they hide, and for the deceit that they can practise 
on us. In their transparency they specify nothing but give us access to a world of objects; in their 
opacity they specify the outward forms of these objects while yet closing off access to their 
interiority” (Ingold, 2017, p. 102).

Technicity (Simondon, 1958)

Algorithms as technical objects enfold culture, politics, society…

“Any given technical object – for example, a mobile application – functions to interlace social, 
political, economic, and cultural dimensions. As such, technicity is crucial for a rigorous 
understanding of the possibilities of collective  life  – the  political  task  par  excellence” (Cote & 
Pybus, 2016, pp. 86-87).

In the case study we present, we will be discussing how algorithms surface in the cafe



Case study: Employment application





Online Job Application skills

1. Entering 
Keywords

2. Reading the job 
posting and 
“Apply now”

3. Authentication
4. Completing form, 
attaching Resume, 

Cover Letter, BC 
Vaccine proof



The 4th step

● Adjusting to the employer’s requirements:  resume, cover letter, Proof of 
Vaccination

● Adjusting to the algorithm’s requirements (for both employer and applicant): Have 
the required documents, match wording on job posting with resume/cover letter.



Analysis

● Not a lack of qualification

● Datafication normalizes trajectories

● Who benefits from this datafication? How is this discriminating? What is produced?



Questions this story opens up for definining and 
measuring digital literacies

● Tension between getting the job and gaming the system. This is a tension for tutors in 
that there are always time pressures; focus on the AI doings, or just get the application 
in?

● What about the alienation and arbitrariness when we are implicated in data 
surveillance, in what are sometimes unfair and obscure automated decision-making 
processes?

● How do these gamings, changing ‘who we are’ to match a perceived algorithm 
preference, reconfigure theories of agency and individual competence that are central 
to digital literacy measurements?



Potential “new” pedagogies

● Technical skills alongside understanding of the processes involved.

● Peer collaboration under the guidance of staff/volunteers

● Surfacing technologies as ‘lively’ and ‘productive’ rather than neutral 
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